
 

Runaway Robot by Frank Cottrell Boyce 

When Alfie goes to Airport Lost Property, he finds a 100 year old robot called Eric. Eric has lost 
his leg and Alfie has lost his artificial hand. They form a strong friendship and help put each 
other back together. Along the way we meet lots of robots and other children trying to adapt to 
losing a limb. The story is full of both heart and humour. It is about friendship, acceptance, 
difference and bravery. 

You will need access to a dictionary either in print or online. 

What is a robot? 

You can use your reading journal to note down your answers or discuss with an adult. 

Use a dictionary to find out the difference between a machine, a robot, a cyborg and a 
humanoid. 

Do you know any humanoid ‘robots’ from films or books? 

● What kind of activities do these robots do? Do they store information, help humans, eat 
metal!, translate languages, deliver messages, use their strength for physical tasks? 

● Can you think of any problems with humanoid robots? 
● Can you think of any reasons they might be banned? 

Runaway Robot 

○ What does the title say about the robot in this story? 
○ Do you think it might be vulnerable? 
○ Is it out of control (like a runaway train)? 
○ What is it running away from? 
○ What is its motivation for running away? 
○ Is it afraid of something or guilty of something? 
○ Running away is a human action isn’t it 

You don’t have to answer these questions - they are just some things to think about. 

What are your first impressions of this book? 

Now Read the Prologue 

You may come across words that are unfamiliar to you. Words such as ‘limb’, ‘controversial’ 
and ‘literal’. You could make a word hoard - write the word on a scrap of paper- find out the 
meaning using a dictionary and write the meaning on the back. Keep the words in a special box, 
a bag or an envelope.  If you prefer you could write your definitions in a reading journal with an 
example from the text. 

Using this link, listen to the author- Frank Cottrell Boyce reading from Step 3 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Nnd889-dJDo 



Eric sings “God save our gracious king”  in Step 3 

● What does this tell us about the historical time the robot is from? (1920s - Eric) 
● Using a dictionary, find out what a ‘valve’ is. 
● Can you be rude to a chunk of metal (a robot)? Consider feelings. 
● What is Alfie's first impression of Eric? 

Look up the word ‘Lost’. What words do you associate with 'lost'.Think about being lost, getting 
lost, losing something, losing someone, feeling lost. 

Write two headings in your reading journal 'What I Think I Already Know About Robots', and 
'What I Want To Know About Robots'. Make a list under each heading. 

This is a clip of the first British robot, who was called Eric. Watch him follow some simple 
instructions. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hwnfVRT7IjI&feature=youtu.be 

Read Step 9. Find quotations to demonstrate the following feelings:  

fear, anger, frustration, sadness, relaxation, satisfaction, happiness. Can you find any more?  

Once you have read Step 25 , see how many of the machines and robots in the story you can 
name. 

Consider the following statements - jot any ideas you have in your reading log. 

Robots are dangerous and should not be allowed 

Robots are useful and every house should have one 

Humans are more valuable than Robots 

People are nothing like machines 

Robots should only be used in situations that are dangerous for humans 

Robots should be used to make life easier for humans 

Robots can make decisions 

Humans have free will, robots do not 

I think therefore I am 

On the title page of Runaway Robot, you will find a statement:  ‘when they asked him to make 
friends they didn’t mean from scratch…’  

Re read the Instructions in Step 8 on how to make a welsh rarebit - these are literal instructions. 
Is English your first language? Consider how confusing some phrases are such as “retracing 
your steps”, “that was a great shot”, watch your language. Can you think of any more confusing 
phrases? 



 
 
 

Watch this film clip of Eric the robot following simple instructions.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hwnfVRT7IjI&feature=youtu.be 

Read the Author’s note - copy any facts you found particularly interesting into your reading 
journal. 

At the end of step 2 Alfie tells us he is no stranger to fear. How is he feeling at the end of the 
story? 

Final reflections 

After reading this story you might have something to say about the following questions. Jot any 
thoughts you have in your reading journal. 

Do you ever feel like running away, do you ever feel lost?, do you have free will, how do you 
treat those with prosthetic limbs? How do you feel about them: confused, frightening, intrigued? 

Did you notice that instead of chapters the section was written in steps? Think about the 
author's reason for doing this. 

Can you think of different uses of the word 'step' (instructions/steps taken - on a journey) 

Do you think Eric represents something more than a robot? 

Give this book a Gladiator rating out of 10.  
Would you like to read more books by this author - Frank Cottrell Boyce?  
Can you find out which other books he has written. 


