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Shadowing Pack
Children’s Books Ireland 
CBI is the national organisation for children’s books in 
Ireland. Through our many activities and events we aim 
to engage young people with books, foster a greater 
understanding of the importance of books for young 
people and act as a core resource for those with an 
interest in books for children in Ireland. Our vision is an 
Ireland in which books are central to every child’s life and 
where meaningful engagement with books is supported 
by passionate and informed adults in families, schools, 
libraries and communities all across the island. Children’s 
Books Ireland is a non-profit organisation with charitable 
status. Our core funder is the Arts Council and anyone 
can become a member and support our work via our 
website: www.childrensbooksireland.ie 

The Children’s Books Ireland Book of the Year Awards 
The CBI Book of the Year Awards are the leading annual 
children’s book awards in Ireland. Now in their twenty-
eighth year, the awards are made annually by Children’s 
Books Ireland. The CBI Book of the Year Awards identify, 
honour and promote excellence in books for young 
people by Irish authors and illustrators. The awards are 
the most prestigious in Ireland and offer one of the few 
opportunities for national and international recognition 
of Irish authors and illustrators. Excellence in children’s 
books is the over-arching criterion and a total of six 
awards is made.

The awards are open to authors and illustrators born or 
resident in Ireland and to books written in Irish or English. 
The shortlist for the awards is announced annually in 
March and the winners are announced in May.

Each year CBI assembles a panel of judges who have 
considerable expertise and interest in books for children. 
The panel operates independently of CBI. Young readers 
from around the country are invited to get involved with 
the Shadowing Scheme and decide the Children’s Choice 
Award.

Shadowing the Awards 
Established in 2005, the CBI Shadowing Scheme is a 
unique programme for schools and libraries, designed to 
encourage awareness and enjoyment of the CBI Book 
of the Year Awards. Participating classes and book clubs 
make their own selection of suitable titles from the 
books shortlisted for the awards in March, using this 
activity pack to guide them in their reading. At the end 
of this process each group is asked to collectively vote 
for their favourite book. These shadowing groups alone 
choose the Children’s Choice Award winner so every vote 
counts! Look out for our Q&A with shortlisted authors 
and illustrators on instagram (@kidsbooksirel) and check 
out our YouTube channel (CBI-Children’s Books Ireland) 
for lots more, including a video featuring some of 2017’s 
shadowing groups.

Facilitators/Éascaitheoirí:

Irene Barber
Ruth Concannon
Emily Daly
Louise Gallagher
Bernadette Larkin
Becky Long
Keelin Murray
Juliette Saumande

Overall editors/Príomheagarthóirí:  
Kim Harte and Aoife Murray
Production/Táirgeadh: 
Kim Harte 

Design and layout/ 
Dearadh agus leagan amach:  
www.fintanwall.com

Editor/Eagarthóir:  
Emma Dunne

We are very grateful to all our funders and partners/Táimid an-bhuíoch dár n-urraitheoirí go léir:

CBI has made every effort to ensure that all information 
provided in this pack is correct at time of print. However, 
we cannot be held responsible for any errors or omissions.

Tá gach iarracht déanta ag LPÉ le cinntiú go bhfuil an 
fhaisnéis sa treoir seo cruinn. Ní féidir le LPÉ a bheith 
freagach áfach as aon earráid ná easnamh.
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Welcome to Shadowing! 

A very warm welcome to this year’s Children’s Books Ireland Book of the Year Awards shadowing activity pack. The highly 
anticipated 2018 shortlist has now been announced and it is time for the scheme to begin in earnest. Over the coming 
weeks thousands of young readers across the country will be reading, reviewing and debating their chosen books, before 
finally deciding on their overall favourite. Once again, the judging panel’s selection serves to showcase the strength and 
vitality of contemporary Irish children’s literature across a variety of styles and reading levels. We are particularly pleased to 
see brilliant new authors and illustrators emerging to join several more familiar names who have appeared on the shortlist 
before. 

It is also rewarding to see former winners of the CBI Book of the Year Award – Sheena Wilkinson, Oliver Jeffers and Sarah 
Crossan – returning to the shortlist with Star by Star, Here We Are and Moonrise, respectively. Former Laureate na nÓg Eoin 
Colfer also appears on the shortlist with Illegal. Jane Mitchell, who won the inaugural Children’s Choice Award in 2010, also 
features on the shortlist with A Dangerous Crossing. 

This pack is designed to help you and your group get the most out of the shadowing process – from selecting and sourcing 
suitable titles to choosing and nominating your winner. CBI recognises that every group is different and will tackle the 
activities in their own way. The suggestions made on these pages are therefore designed merely as a guide for you to use and 
modify as you see fit. 

Remember, your group is being asking to choose the Children’s Choice Award by identifying the title that you consider to 
be most excellent. The winner of the Children’s Choice Award will receive a prize of €1,000 so every vote counts. Also, by 
returning your vote by 11 May your group will be in with a chance of attending the CBI Book of the Year Awards ceremony 
in Dublin’s Smock Alley Theatre on 23 May as part of International Literature Festival Dublin! 

We have had a lot of fun compiling this year’s shadowing activities and really hope you find them useful and enjoyable. As 
always, we love to hear from shadowing groups nationwide, so why not find Children’s Books Ireland on Facebook, Twitter 
or Instagram and share images and news from your group during the shadowing process? 

Best of luck and happy shadowing! 

Aoife Murray 
Programme and Events Manager, Children’s Books Ireland
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Star by Star
Sheena Wilkinson

Little Island Books

Rabbit & Bear: The Pest in the Nest
Julian Gough illustrated by Jim Field

Hodder Children’s Books

Chocolate Cake
Michael Rosen

illustrated by Kevin Waldron
Puffin

Illegal
Eoin Colfer and Andrew Donkin
illustrated by Giovanni Rigano

Hodder Children’s Books

Children's Books Ireland
Leabhair Pháistí Éireann

Tangleweed and Brine
Deirdre Sullivan illustrated by Karen Vaughan

Little Island Books

Moonrise
Sarah Crossan

Bloomsbury Publishing

The Space Between
Meg Grehan
Little Island Books

Here We Are
Oliver Jeffers

HarperCollins Children’s Books

A Sailor Went to Sea, Sea, Sea
Sarah Webb illustrated by Steve McCarthy

The O’Brien Press 

Celebrating excellence in writing and illustration
www.childrensbooksireland.ie

A Dangerous Crossing
Jane Mitchell
Little Island Books



5

Shadowing Pack

CHILDREN’S CHOICE WINNERS
(FORMERLY THE SHADOWING AWARDS)

2017: Peadar Ó Guilín The Call

2016: Sarah Crossan One 

2015: Oliver Jeffers Once Upon an Alphabet 

2014: Oliver Jeffers The Day the Crayons Quit

2013: Sheena Wilkinson Grounded

2012: Celine Kiernan Into the Grey

2011: Sheena Wilkinson Taking Flight

2010: Jane Mitchell Chalkline

THE SHADOWING AWARDS

2009: Roddy Doyle Her Mother’s Face

2008: Michael Scott The Alchemyst

2007: John Boyne The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas

2006: Oisín McGann Under Fragile Stone

www.childrensbooksireland.ie
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Selecting and Sourcing Your Books
We have included a suggested reading age for each of the titles on the shortlist below. These are intended as a guideline only and 
we still recommend that you use your own discretion when it comes to choosing which books to read with your group. There is no 
onus on any group to read every book on the shortlist. Some books you may find unsuitable for the age of readers in your group. In 
this case, simply choose those titles which you feel will engage your group members and suit their emotional maturity and reading 
ability.

The CBI Book of the Year Awards Shortlist 2018

www.childrensbooksireland.ie

HERE WE ARE
Oliver Jeffers

Suitable for 4+
HarperCollins  

Children’s Books
ISBN 9780008266165

RABBIT & BEAR:  
THE PEST IN THE NEST

Julian Gough
Illustrated by Jim Field

Suitable for 5–8
Hodder Children’s Books

ISBN 9781444934267

ILLEGAL
Eoin Colfer  

and Andrew Donkin
Illustrated by  

Giovanni Rigano
Suitable for 9–11

Hodder Children’s Books
ISBN 9781444934007

STAR BY STAR
Sheena Wilkinson
Suitable for 12–14  
Little Island Books

ISBN 9781910411537

THE SPACE BETWEEN
Meg Grehan

Suitable for Young Adults
Little Island Books

ISBN 9781910411599

A DANGEROUS 
CROSSING

Jane Mitchell
Suitable for 12–14
Little Island Books

ISBN 9781910411582

MOONRISE
Sarah Crossan

Suitable for Young Adults
Bloomsbury Publishing
ISBN 9781408867808

TANGLEWEED AND BRINE
Deirdre Sullivan

Illustrated by  
Karen Vaughan
Suitable for 15+

Little Island Books
ISBN 9781910411926 

A SAILOR WENT TO  
SEA, SEA, SEA:  

FAVOURITE RHYMES 
FROM AN IRISH 

CHILDHOOD
Collected by Sarah Webb

Illustrated by  
Steve McCarthy
Suitable for 5–8

The O’Brien Press
ISBN 9781847177940

CHOCOLATE CAKE
Michael Rosen
Illustrated by 

 Kevin Waldron
Suitable for 4+

Puffin
ISBN 9780141374093
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Many groups may work in partnership with their local public 
library service and borrow the shortlisted books. Alternatively 
CBI is pleased to recommend International Education Services. 
For further details call (01) 621 0310.

Important Dates

• Monday 12 March: awards shortlist announced in  
 partnership with Belfast Children’s Festival; shadowing  
 begins 
• Friday 11 May: Shadowing vote deadline;  
 ballots returned to CBI
• Wednesday 23 May: awards announcement and prize- 
 giving ceremony in partnership with International  
 Literature Festival Dublin 

Reaching a Final Decision and Submitting Your Vote
This year CBI is asking all participating groups to submit a 
ballot sheet giving a score for every title they read. This very 
closely echoes the way in which the adult judging panel decides 
on the CBI Book of the Year Award shortlist and winners. Before 
scoring, however, we recommend that you engage in at least 
one of the following activities, as a way of making your group 
think critically about their final decisions.

Reader Response Group Discussion 
Before making their final judgement, it is important to give 
all group members the opportunity to discuss and debate the 
various books they have read. One technique that has proven 
to be very effective in encouraging this kind of critical dialogue 
in young people is often referred to as ‘Book Talk’. 

First, ask your group to form a circle with their chairs – you 
should sit in with them too. Begin by asking a simple, open 
question, such as ‘What do you think?’, (e.g. ‘What do you 
think the book is about?’). Going around the group from person 
to person, each individual should be asked to respond to the 
question with an opinion and give an example to back it up (e.g. 
‘I think the book is really well written because’) or to something 
that has been said already (e.g. ‘I agree with Jim because’, ‘I 
don’t agree with Jim because’). 

It is very important that every participant is given the 
opportunity to gather their thoughts before speaking – this 
‘waiting time’ should be respected and the participant should 
be encouraged to stop, think and choose their words carefully. 
Other participants should not be allowed to jump in and 
interject if someone is taking time to get their opinion across. 
Using the framework ‘I think’, ‘I agree’, ‘I disagree’ should help 
to structure their ideas more clearly. 

The discussion can continue around the circle until no one has 
any more to contribute. Then a new issue can be introduced 
(e.g. ‘What do you think about the main character?’) and 
so on. When discussing picturebooks, this technique can be 
particularly effective if you circulate copies of some of the 
illustrations so the participants can refer two them whilst they 
are speaking. NB: If an individual has not read the title they can 
obviously ‘pass’ to the next person who has.

Favourite Book Presentations
Ask each young reader to present their favourite book to the 
rest of the group. They must try to convince the others to give 
their title a high score. Set strict time limits, no more than two 
or three minutes each. These presentations can also be backed 
up with additional materials made by the children, utilising 
some of the questions and activities contained within this pack.

Courtroom Drama
Establish a mini courtroom scenario with the group. Select 
a jury and nominate someone to propose a book (highlight 
the good points) and another member to oppose the book 
(highlight the negative points). Repeat this for all the books 
they have read and then ask the jury to vote on a final score for 
each title. 

Book Fair
Hold a mini book fair. Give each title a table in the room or a 
display board, on which fans of each book can create a display 
of their work. Then assign one or two nominated presenters 
to each ‘stand’. Give the other group members time to visit 
each stand, view the material and talk to the presenters. At the 
close of the fair, ask everyone to come together and discuss the 
merits of each book/stand before giving their scores.

Making Your Final Nomination – Ballot Sheet
Having gone through the reading, deliberation and debating 
process, the final step is to submit the ballot sheet overleaf on 
behalf of the group as a whole. First draw a line through any of 
the shortlisted books you DID NOT read. Then fill in a score out 
of 100 for each of the remaining titles, this is the average score 
of all members of your group who have read it. Finally, return 
your completed form to CBI by Friday 11 May at the address 
provided.

Further Information and Contact Details
We love hearing from all our shadowing groups. Why not send 
us photos of your shadowers along with some of your book 
reviews or simply share with us what is working for you and 
your group? You can contact the CBI team using the details 
below. We would be more than happy to answer any of your 
questions in relation to the CBI Book of the Year Awards 
and the Shadowing Scheme. Don’t forget to look out for our 
Q&A with shortlisted authors and illustrators on Instagram 
(@kidsbooksirel) and check out our YouTube channel (CBI 
– Children’s Books Ireland) for lots more, including a video 
featuring some of 2017’s shadowing groups.

Email: aoife@childrensbooksireland.ie 

Tel:  (01) 872 7475

Address: CBI Book of the Year Awards Shadowing Scheme, 
 Children’s Books Ireland,  
 First Floor,  
 17 North Great George’s Street,  
 Dublin 1

www.childrensbooksireland.ie
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CBI Book of the Year Award Shadowing Scheme – Ballot Sheet

Please carefully complete the ballot sheet below and return to Children’s Books Ireland no later than Friday 11 May. 

Note to Shadowing Group Leaders:
You should submit only one ballot sheet per group, with scores contributed only by those who have read the title in question. To 
calculate your overall group score, first ask each reader to score each of the books they have read out of 100, then average these out 
to get a final overall score for each title.

Note to Group Members:
• Think carefully about all the books you have read and give each a score out of 100.

• If you have not read a particular book for any reason please draw a line through the box and do not contribute a score.  
 This will ensure we are able to count up the scores fairly.

• You may award books identical scores if necessary.

• Exceptionally high or low scores should only be used when you deem a book to be of exceptionally high or low quality.

Title Score (out of 100)

HERE WE ARE

CHOCOLATE CAKE

RABBIT & BEAR: THE PEST IN THE NEST

A SAILOR WENT TO SEA, SEA, SEA

ILLEGAL

A DANGEROUS CROSSING

STAR BY STAR

MOONRISE

THE SPACE BETWEEN 

TANGLEWEED AND BRINE

School/ Library/ Bookshop: __________________________________________________________________

Group Leader Name: _______________________________________________________________________

Number and age of young readers in the group: __________________________________________________

Ballot forms can be returned by post to:

CBI Book of the Year Awards Shadowing Scheme, First Floor, 17 North Great George’s Street, Dublin 1. 

You can also submit your score by emailing: aoife@childrensbooksireland.ie or by calling (01) 872 7475.

www.childrensbooksireland.ie
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Starting Out 
AGE RANGE – best to keep it reasonably narrow in order to find 
books to suit the reading abilities and interests of the whole 
group. (pre-school, 7-9, 8-10, 10-12 for example)

FREQUENCY AND LENGTH – monthly meetings allow for 
plenty of time to read each book and gives the facilitator ample 
time to prepare the discussion and activities for each session. 
How long the book club runs, depends on interest and venue 
availability. Bear in mind that a book will need to be chosen for 
each meeting.

TIMING – will depend on what best suits your group (weekday 
afternoon, Saturday morning, etc.) but, once a time is fixed, 
stick with it month on month, e.g. 4pm on the last Friday of 
every month. 

DURATION – 40 mins - 1 hour. If having hour-long meetings, 
it is a good idea to plan an activity as well as allowing time for 
discussion.

NUMBER OF MEMBERS – between 8 and 12. It helps to have 
even numbers if you’re planning activities for pairs or teams. If 
the book club is very popular, you might need to start a waiting 
list so you can replace any drop-outs.

LOCATION – reading groups can adapt to any environment. 
Ideally, a private space with a table and chairs and space for 
arts and crafts. Wi-Fi is useful but not essential. It is possible to 
have fantastic reading group discussions sitting cross-legged on 
the floor, but knowing your space in advance will give an idea 
of what sort of activities you can plan for your group.

HOW TO RECRUIT – advertise through your library, bookshop, 
local schools, etc. Draw up simple posters and application 
forms – seek information on any medical issues you should 
be aware of, contact phone numbers for guardians and get 
parental consent if you plan on taking any photos or video of 
your sessions for blog posts, etc. You should make yourself 
familiar with child-protection guidelines and check if you need 
to arrange Garda vetting for any of the facilitators involved.

BUDGET – assess the budget available for the project. 
Keeping a reading journal is very important for the children’s 
engagement with the club so this is essential. As well as this 
other art materials like stickers, pencils, markers, scissors 
and glue will be used to great effect over the course of the 
meetings.

First meeting: 
The first task is facilitating the children in getting to know 
each other. Use icebreaker games to get the children on their 
feet and engaged. It is important to make it clear that this isn’t 
a school event. For example, break the group into pairs for 
informal chat about their favourite books and authors and ask 
them to exchange book recommendations.

Use this session to set expectations for the term of the book 
club. 
• Introduce the idea of keeping a reading journal.  
• Introduce the first book/theme – the facilitator chooses this  
  title to start things off.  
• Give the club a name, brainstorm this with the group.

Book selection: 
There are lots of different methods to choose from. The 
method you chose should reflect what will work best for your 
group:

Prescriptive – Facilitator chooses all the books. This has the 
advantage that titles can be obtained and sessions planned 
well in advance of meetings. Sample discussion plans and 
activities are often available online on publishers websites 
for award winning or classic books. The disadvantage is that 
participants have no input into the selection. Be wary of lists 
that are a reflection of the facilitator’s interests rather than 
the children’s. Several copies of each title are required which 
may be problematic if there are availability issues or budgetary 
constraints.

Child-led – Each participant has a turn to choose a book for the 
group to read. Some children may require guidance in choosing 
a title. This approach has the advantage of giving participants 
ownership of their club and readings will reflect the interests 
of the children. As for the disadvantages, choices will require 
monitoring to ensure suitability, choices need to be made in 
advance to ensure there are enough copies available in time 
for session and budget or title availability can be an issue when 
trying to obtain multiple copies of each title.

Popular vote – The facilitator chooses 2/3 titles for the group 
to choose from. Majority determines selection.

The advantages are the facilitator can offer titles they feel are 
‘worthy’ or suitable for the group to choose from and may 
have read themselves previously, the facilitator can also offer 
titles that are available in the quantity required, giving the 
children input and a degree of choice over what they read. The 
disadvantage is that this may require librarian to pre-emptively 
reserve multiple copies of a range of title per month which 
may have implications for title availability to borrowers/other 
branches, somewhat limits the freedom of choice of the young 
readers as the parameters are set by the facilitator.

Thematic – Each session is based around a theme/genre (war, 
animal stories, science fiction, mystery). Rather than everyone 
reading the same book, lots of thematically related books are 
read and discussed by the group.

The advantage is that multiple copies are not required, 
each child can choose their own book from a selection put 
together by the facilitator and the chance to discover new 
books recommended by peers during session, gives readers an 
awareness of how theme relates to the story they’re reading. 
The disadvantage is that each session not based on single text 
so plans need to be broad and general and the facilitator is 
unlikely to have read all books selected.

READING GROUP 
GUIDELINES
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Session planning 
Keep a notebook or some post-its handy while reading the 
selected books and make a note of any points that might 
generate discussion and ideas for group activities.

Rather than quizzing your group on the finer points of the text, 
use the session to encourage your readers to respond critically 
and creatively to what they’ve read. 

Explore narrative by asking your group to consider whose 
point of view the story is told from, what impact this has on 
the story, and how the story might differ if it were told from 
another character’s perspective. This is also a great jumping off 
point for creative writing exercises

Ask your group to think about what genre the book they’ve 
read might be classed as. Talk about the elements associated 
with the genre in question and whether these are present in 
the book they’ve read. Ask your group to think of other books 
that could be considered to be of the same genre and explore 
how book cover design conveys genre. 

If the whole group has read the same book, explore the 
development of specific characters by discussing the challenges 
they face and how they are overcome. Examine the various 
themes and issues raised by the book and how they relate to 
the readers’ own lives.

If working with illustrated texts, explore the role the pictures 
play in the telling of the story and in their own reading 
experience. 

Activity planning 
The activities you plan will be contingent on the space and 
budget you have to work with. How you divide your session in 
terms of the ratio of discussion to activity time is entirely up 
to you and may vary from session to session depending on the 
amount of discussion a book generates or how long you expect 
the activity to take.

If you have the space and materials, arts and crafts sessions are 
an excellent way to encourage readers to respond creatively 
and artistically to a text. For example you could ask the 
bookclub members to design an alternative cover for the book, 
or design a poster to advertise the title.

Writing alternative endings, letters to authors/illustrators, diary 
entries for particular characters, creating maps of landscapes, 
redesigning book covers, inventing new characters, creating a 
storyboard or comic version of a favourite scene or chapter are 
all examples of written and illustrative activities you could try 
with your group. 

Provide a selection of non-fiction or reference books from the 
library collection and have a research session to find out more 
about the time or place a book was set. Get into pairs and 
assign each a particular topic to research before reporting their 
findings back to the group.

Divide your group into teams or pairs and debate a topic raised 
in the book or perform a dramatisation of a particular scene. 

Assign a character to a member of your group and ask them 
to sit in the ‘hotseat’. The rest of the group asks the character 
questions about their thoughts and opinions on events or 
other characters in the story. Take turns with different group 
members playing different characters.

There might be a possibility of inviting authors and illustrators 
to visit the group to talk about their books and answer the 
children’s questions. Authors and illustrators can be contacted 
in advance via Facebook, Twitter, their own websites or their 
publishers and asked to get involved. If you have Wi-Fi access, 
Skype chats and Twitter Q&As with authors and illustrators are 
brilliant fun and give great insight into the creative process. You 
can also ask the bookclub members to submit their questions in 
advance, which you then relay via social media to the author or 
illustrator taking part.

Notes 
Encourage group members to keep a record of what they’re 
reading in their reading journals. The journals can be used to 
document their response to what they read in their own time 
and this can be done through words, pictures, collage, etc. 
Some readers might like to share their reading journals with the 
group and others prefer to keep theirs private.

• Make a note of your group’s response to each book you 
read – what did they like and not like and why?

• Make a note of how each discussion and activity went – 
what worked and what didn’t and why?

• Help your group to make connections between the books 
they read by referring to previous books that explore 
similar themes, ideas, or are set during the same era, etc.

• Bear in mind that some topics might be sensitive for some 
bookclub members, for example bullying. Some books 
may require advance warning or discusssion over phone or 
email with parents and guardians.

Legacy 
Ideally your bookclub will continue year on year, however, 
occassionally it might be appropriate to have a Christmas or 
summer party to mark the end of a year’s worth of meetings. 
For example, the artistic work created by the bookclub 
members could be displayed gallery-style in a suitable space, 
with parents, guardians and family members invited to attend 
the launch and refreshments available.

Consider documenting the sessions via a blog, once you have 
guardian’s permission for use of photographs. This will remain 
as a legacy for the project as well as giving interested parties 
an overview.

www.childrensbooksireland.ie

READING GROUP 
GUIDELINES
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Here We Are 
Oliver Jeffers 
Suitable for 4+ 
HarperCollins Children’s Books 
ISBN 9780008266165

Summary 
Well, hello. And welcome to this planet. We call it Earth. Our 
world can be a bewildering place, especially if you’ve only just 
got here. Your head will be filled with questions, so let’s explore 
what makes our planet and how we live on it. From land and 
sky to people and time, these notes can be your guide and start 
you on your journey. And you’ll figure lots of things out for 
yourself. Just remember to leave notes for everyone else. Some 
things about our planet are pretty complicated, but things can 
be simple, too: you’ve just got to be kind.

Judges’ Comments 
This thought-provoking book extends an invitation to all 
humans, young and old, to consider the interconnectedness 
of life and to celebrate the kaleidoscope of inhabitants on 
our common home, the Earth. Each spread explores aspects 
of the solar system, people and animals, the passage of time, 
human relationships and the awe-inspiring cosmos. Addressing 
his infant son about what it means to live on this planet, 
Oliver Jeffers has created an impressive and engrossing visual 
narrative.

 

About the Author–Illustrator 
From figurative painting and installation to illustration and 
picturebook making, Oliver Jeffers’s work takes many forms. 
Oliver has sold over ten million picturebooks – including Here 
We Are, The Incredible Book Eating Boy, This Moose Belongs 
to Me, The Day the Crayons Quit  and its sequel The Day the 
Crayons Came Home (both number-one New York Times 
bestsellers) and Once Upon an Alphabet – which have been 
translated into over thirty languages. Working with Studio 
AKA, Oliver’s second book, Lost and Found, was developed into 
an animated short film that has received over sixty awards, 
including a BAFTA for Best Animated Short Film. In 2016 Oliver 
won the CBI Book of the Year Award for his picturebook Once 
Upon an Alphabet.

www.childrensbooksireland.ie
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QUESTIONS

BEFORE YOU BEGIN

1. Have you read any books by this picturebook maker 
before? Do you think this particular book will be different 
or similar? Why?

2. What do you think of the title and the cover of this 
book? Would you pick it up in the library or bookshop?

3. What do you think ‘notes for living on planet Earth’ might 
mean?

4. Take a look under the dust jacket that protects the 
cover – do you like the image beneath? How is this 
different from the front cover? Which do you prefer?

5. Look at the endpapers (the papers before the 
story begins and after the story ends). Do you 
like the images here? How do you think these 
might tie in with the rest of the book?

FOR YOUNGER READERS

1. We begin our story in space – did you know that this is 
what our world looks like from space? Is this how you 
imagine our universe? How do you think it would feel to be 
an astronaut? 

2. Next, we explore the land and sea. What do you 
think of the picture of under the sea? What are your 
favourite sea creatures in this picture? Do you think 
that might be a pirate ship under the waves?

3. We look up at the sky next – is this how the sky 
looks to you when you look out your window?

4. We take a quick look inside our bodies and the author 
tells us it is important to look after our bodies. What 
ways can you think of to keep your body fit and healthy?

5. We meet lots of people in many shapes, sizes 
and colours. Which people do you think look the 
most interesting and why? Where do you think 
some of these people might come from? Do any 
of them look like you or people you know?

6. As well as lots of people, we see lots of animals. Which 
are your favourite animals on these pages? Do you 
know any facts about any of the animals here? Why 
do you think it is important to be nice to animals?

7. We see all of the thoughts someone might 
have in their head – what are some of the 
questions this person might have?

8. The author shows us a lovely contrast between day 
and night. Do you think the little baby in this picture 
understands that night time is for sleeping?

9. On the next pages we see an image of the slow-paced 
countryside and the fast-moving city. In which of 
these places would you most like to live and why? 

10. The author says that we haven’t quite worked 
everything out on Earth. Can you think of any ways 
you could help to make the world a better place?

11. We return to space again and the author tells us there 
are 7,327,450,667 people on Earth! Why do you think 
it is important to be kind to all of these people?

12. The author tells us it is important to look after Earth – 
why do you think this is? What are some of the ways 
in which you can help to look after our planet?

13. In the last picture we see all of the people who 
are there to help the baby in their life as they 
grow up. Can you think of anyone special to you 
who helps you to understand our world? 

14. Did you like this story? What was your favourite part/
favourite picture? Can you think of a friend who might like 
this story? 

FOR OLDER READERS

1. We begin our story in space. What do you think 
of the colours used to illustrate space and the 
universe? Do you think this is a good opening to the 
book? Does it make you want to turn the page?

2. Next, we explore the land and sea and take a 
look under the ocean. How many of the creatures 
in the sea can you name? Do you know any 
facts about any of the creatures pictured?

3. We look up at the sky, which the author says can 
get pretty complicated. Do you ever notice any of 
the things pictured here in the sky when you look 
up at it? Do you think this picture would be too 
difficult for a younger reader to understand?

4. We take a quick look inside our bodies and the author tells 
us it is important to look after our body. What ways can 
you think of to keep your body fit and healthy?

5. We see a spread (two pages together) of lots of different 
types of people – how many of these people do you 
think you see on a regular basis? Can you relate to any 
of these people? Can you guess anything about any 
of the people just by looking at their image here?

6. On the pages of animals, we find an unusual creature who 
is thinking, ‘I am not supposed to be here.’ Do you know 
what animal this is? Why might they not belong on this 
page? Why is it important to care for the animals who 
share our world?

7. Oliver Jeffers includes lots of detail in his pictures – do you 
like this style of illustration?

8. Look at the image of the city and the countryside – which 
image do you prefer and why? In the image of the city, 
which window in the apartment block looks the most 
interesting to you and why?

9. The author says that our time on Earth moves quickly – do 
you think this is true? How could you use your time on 
Earth well, as the author advises? 
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10. The author says that, on Earth, we haven’t quite worked 
everything out yet and that there is plenty left for us to 
do. What do you think this could be? Can you think of any 
ways in which you could help to make Earth a better place?

11. The author tells us there are 7,327,450,667 people (and 
counting) in the world but that there is enough for 
everyone – do you think this is true? Why is it important 
to share our resources on Earth? Do you think everyone in 
the world has enough of everything they might need?

12. The author tells us it is important to look after Earth – why 
do you think this is? How can we help to look after our 
planet?

13. We see the author is speaking to a tiny baby. Why do you 
think he is explaining the world in this way to the baby? Do 
you think our world is a difficult place to understand? Do 
you think Earth is a nice place to be? What do you think 
is the most important thing the baby should know about 
living in our world?

14. Did you like this story? What was your favourite part/
image? Who would you recommend this book to? What 
age group do you think this story should be aimed at?

 

ACTIVITIES

FOR YOUNGER READERS

• The author is giving us a tour of planet Earth. What are 
your favourite places in the world? Create your own tour 
of these special places by drawing pictures of places you 
would most like to share with someone who was new to 
our world, like a newborn baby.

• In this story we see lots of different planets in 
space. On the back of the book there is a planet 
that says, ‘no one lives here yet!’ Draw a picture 
of who you think might live on this planet OR a 
picture of yourself exploring this new world.

• We see lots of different pictures of different 
people in this story. Draw a picture of the 
one you think looks most like you!

FOR OLDER READERS

• We see people of many shapes, sizes and colours in Here 
We Are. Pick your favourite person and write a short story 
or draw a comic strip about what you think their life might 
be like.

• We notice a dodo on the double-page spread of animals. 
What do you know about this animal and animal 
extinction? Can you find out about some other animals 
that are already extinct or in danger of becoming so?

• This story is written by the author for his baby son. 
Towards the end of the story, we see all of the people 
who want to help the baby throughout their life. Think 
of a person who has really helped you in your life and 
write them a note to thank them for their kindness.

• The author ends the book with three quotes 
about life from an astronaut, an inventor and his 
dad. What is the best advice someone has given 
you? Write and illustrate this advice and create a 
display of inspiration for your classroom wall.

• Do you think this book explains life on Earth well? 
Write or draw your own guide to life on Earth 
that you would give to a new person arriving to 
our planet, like an alien from outer space.

FOR READERS OF ALL AGES

In this story the author tells us we should be kind to

• Our bodies

• Animals, in the sea and on land

• Other people 

• Nature and our planet

Can you think of three ways you can be more kind and 
thoughtful in each of these categories in order to make our 
world a better place to live?

www.childrensbooksireland.ie
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Chocolate Cake 
Michael Rosen 
Illustrated by Kevin Waldron 
Suitable for 4+ 
Puffin 
ISBN 9780141374093

Summary 
When I was a boy, 
I had a favourite treat. 
It was when my mum made … 
CHOCOLATE CAKE! 
Ohhh! I LOVED chocolate cake. 
 
Fantastically funny and full of silly noises, this is Michael 
Rosen’s love letter to every child’s favourite treat – chocolate 
cake – brought to life as a picturebook for the first time with 
brilliant and characterful illustrations by Kevin Waldron.

Judges’ Comments 
The ideal picturebook partnership of Michael Rosen’s beloved 
poem and Kevin Waldron’s lively illustrations adroitly captures 
the exploits of Michael, a little boy with a big appetite for 
chocolate cake. In this witty tale of a midnight feast that 
goes wrong, Waldron’s good-enough-to-eat illustrations, 
quirky design and clever use of page turns enhance Rosen’s 
child-centred approach, appealing use of language, anarchic 
sensibility and energetically onomatopoeic account of the allure 
of the forbidden.

About the Author 
Michael Rosen was born in 1946 in North London. One of 
the best-known figures in the children’s book world, he is 
renowned for his work as a poet, performer, broadcaster and 
scriptwriter. As an author and by selecting other writers’ works 
for anthologies he has been involved with over 140 books. He 
lectures and teaches in universities on children’s literature, 
reading and writing. Michael was UK Children’s Laureate June 
2007–June 2009.

About the Illustrator 
Kevin Waldron was born in Dublin and, after graduating with a 
degree in graphic design, he moved to London where he studied 
for an MA in illustration at Kingston University. He decided to 
specialise in children’s book illustration and found a studio in 
central London where he produced his first book for Templar, 
Mr Peek and the Misunderstanding at the Zoo, published in 2008. 
Kevin now lives in New York.

www.childrensbooksireland.ie
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QUESTIONS
BEFORE YOU BEGIN

1. What do you think of the title and cover of this book? 
Would you pick it up in the library or the bookshop?

2. Can you guess what this book might be about?

3. Count how many chocolate cakes are on the front of this 
book – do you think you could eat that much cake?

4. Take a look under the dust jacket that protects 
the book. How is this different from the cover of 
the book? Do you like it? What do these words or 
sounds make you think of? What might this have 
to do with the story you are about to read?

5. Take a look at the endpapers – the pages before the 
story begins and after it ends. What do you think of the 
images here? Do they remind you of anything else?

6. Right before the story begins, we see all of 
the ingredients to make a chocolate cake – 
have you ever baked a cake before?

AFTER YOU HAVE READ

1. In this story, Michael’s favourite treat is chocolate cake. 
He even wakes up at night thinking about it! Do you like 
chocolate cake? What is your favourite delicious treat?

2. What do you think of the illustrations of the cake? 
Does the cake look delicious to you or is there anything 
you would change about it? Can you understand 
why Michael wants to eat the cake so badly?

3. The author describes Michael tiptoeing down 
the stairs, trying not to wake his parents. Do 
you think Michael is being very sneaky? Have 
you ever done anything like this before?

4. Do you think Michael’s plan to just ‘look’ at the cake 
would ever work? What happens when he takes a 
little taste of some of the crumbs on his finger? 
Why does the taste make it so hard for Michael to 
stop? Has this ever happened to you? Be honest!

5. Michael makes noises like ‘gobble’ and ‘mmm’ 
and ‘ooommmmmyomyomoooommm’ when he 
eats the chocolate cake. What kind of noises do 
you make when you eat food? Do these noises 
change if you are eating different sorts of food like 
gooey cake, crunchy carrots or chewy toffee?

6. Michael eats all of the chocolate cake by himself! Were 
you surprised when this happened? Do you think this 
was an accident? Do you think Michael is greedy when 
he eats all of the cake? Why do you think this?

7. Michael washes the plate and knife and puts them all away. 
Why do you think he does this? Do you think this was a 
good plan? What would you have done if you had eaten all 
the cake? Were you afraid Michael might get caught by his 
parents?

8. Michael has a nice warm feeling of chocolate cake in his 
belly. Do you think he feels bad about eating all of the cake 
by himself without sharing? Does this feeling change later 
on? How do you think Michael feels when his mum finds 
out what he has done?

9. Michael’s mum thinks it is strange that he is not more 
excited when she tells him about the cake. Do you think 
Michael is good at pretending or lying to his mum? Do you 
think Mum would have guessed that it was Michael who 
ate the cake if he didn’t have chocolate on his face? 

10. How do you think Mum feels about Michael eating all of 
the cake? Do you think she will forget and let him have 
some more cake another time?

11. What did you think of this story? What was your favourite 
part? What did you think of the ending?

12. What did you think of the character Michael? Was he a 
funny or naughty character?

13. What do you think of the pictures in this story? Which was 
your favourite picture?

ACTIVITIES
• In this story the little boy is named Michael, the same 

name as the author. Do you think he might have written 
this story about himself? Write or draw your own story 
about a time that you were a little bit naughty.

• The author describes Michael sneaking down the 
stairs to look for the cake in the kitchen. Draw 
a treasure map showing the route you imagine 
Michael taking to get to his cake. X marks the 
spot where the delicious cake can be found!

• The author uses a lot of onomatopoeia (words that sound 
like sounds). Can you think of your favourite examples 
of when the author uses sound in this story? Make up a 
song or poem of your own using lots of onomatopoeia.

• The illustrator Kevin Waldron uses a collage style in 
this picturebook. Cut up lots of different pictures and 
letters from newspapers and magazines and make 
your own patchwork collage picture of yourself.

• Play a game of chocolate-cake detective. Everyone chooses 
a slip of paper from a bowl. On one of the slips there is a 
picture of a chocolate cake. If this is your slip it means you 
ate the chocolate cake! The detective (your teacher) must 
ask everyone where they were on the night the chocolate 
cake went missing. Make sure you think up a good excuse 
so that they don’t guess it was you who ate the cake! 

• Bake your own chocolate cake and share 
it with your friends – if you can!

www.childrensbooksireland.ie
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Rabbit & Bear: The Pest in the Nest 
Julian Gough 
Illustrated by Jim Field 
Suitable for 5–8 
Hodder Children’s Books 
ISBN 9781444934267

Summary 
Spring has sprung and Rabbit is delighted that the long winter 
is over. Finally, he can launch into a bout of spring cleaning 
and indulge in some peace and quiet in the forest. But the new 
season brings with it all sorts of noisy newcomers and Rabbit’s 
temper rises as the sound levels increase. It will take all of his 
friend Bear’s calming powers to change Rabbit’s mood – and 
mindset. Because when you cannot win a war against the 
world, or against yourself, the best thing, sometimes, is to 
change your vantage point and learn to join in with the music 
of life.

Judges’ Comments 
The second in the Rabbit & Bear series, this beautifully 
executed and cheeky book about this appealing duo is a 
laugh-out-loud modern classic. Field’s seductive palette and 
evocative rendering of the characters’ emotional dilemmas 
synergise with Gough’s wry, insightful and compassionate text. 
Perfect for reading aloud with individuals and groups as well 
as for supporting fledgling independent readers, this tale of 
mutual acceptance and the importance of mindfulness also 
poses interesting philosophical and ethical questions for older 
audiences.

About the Author 
Julian Gough is a novelist, playwright, poet, musician and 
script-writer. He was born in London, grew up in Ireland and 
now lives in Singapore. Among many other things, Julian 
wrote the ending to MINECRAFT, the world’s most successful 
computer game for children of all ages. He likes to drink coffee 
and steal pigs. 

About the Illustrator 
Jim Field is an award-winning illustrator, character designer 
and animation director. He grew up in Farnborough, worked in 
London and now lives in Paris. His first picturebook, Cats Ahoy!, 
written by Peter Bently, won the BookTrust Roald Dahl Funny 
Prize. He is perhaps best known for drawing frogs on logs in 
the bestselling Oi Frog! He likes playing the guitar and drinking 
coffee. 

www.childrensbooksireland.ie



17

Shadowing Pack

QUESTIONS
BEFORE YOU BEGIN 
Looking at the title and cover, what sort of story do you think 
this is going to be? An adventure? A funny story or a sad one?

1. What do you notice about the title The 
Pest in the Nest? What is a pest?

2. Look at the expressions on the characters’ 
faces. What can you guess from them?

3. Do you think it’s going to be mainly words inside 
this book or could there be some pictures too?

4. For older readers: look at the way the words ‘Rabbit & 
Bear’ and ‘The Pest in the Nest’ are written. What clues 
can you get from this?  

AS YOU READ

• Rabbit is unhappy about lots of things throughout the 
story. Make a list of what they are as you read.  

FOR YOUNGER READERS

1. What does Rabbit want most of all? How 
does he try to get it? Does it work?

2. How do the other characters react to Rabbit’s anger? 
And how do their reactions make Rabbit feel?

3. Who comes up with solutions? What are these solutions?

4. How many colours are used in the illustrations inside 
the book? Do you think it’s enough? Are those colours 
well-chosen for this story? Why or why not?

5. Read and look at pages 8–9. Do the text and the 
illustrations tell us the exact same thing? What 
additional information do we get from the pictures?

6. Why does Rabbit call Woodpecker a pest? Do 
you agree? Are there other characters in the 
book that could be seen as ‘pests’ too?

7. Rabbit asks Bear, ‘What kind of friend are you?’ 
(page 46). Do you think Bear is a good friend to 
Rabbit? And is Rabbit a good friend to Bear?

8. Does Rabbit enjoy being angry and grumpy? Look for 
examples of when he does and when he doesn’t.

9. What does Rabbit realise when he is up in the 
tree? Is it enough to make him change? When 
does he really learn the lesson? And do you think 
he might get grumpy again in the future?

10. Look at the picture of Rabbit on page 1 and again on 
page 97. What is the same? What is different?

11. What do you think the picture on pages 100–101 is about? 
Why is it here? Does it give you a clue as to what might 
happen next to Rabbit & Bear? Do you think it’s a good 
way to end the story? 

FOR OLDER READERS

1. Look at the map at the beginning of the book. Did it 
remind you of other books you have read that included 
maps like this? What kind of books were they? Visit 
your local or school library and compare this map with 
maps from the following books or series: Winnie-the-
Pooh, The Hobbit, The Chronicles of Narnia and The Wind 
in the Willows. What does The Pest in the Nest have in 
common with these books? And how is it different? 

2. Read page 33. ‘The only thing those things have 
in common … is you.’ What is Bear saying? 
Does her explanation make sense to you?

3. ‘And together, they all made music, and it was beautiful’ 
(page 85). Is it really music? How can it be ‘beautiful’?

4. ‘I thought the world was Small and full of Me; but it is 
Big and not full of Me at all,’ Rabbit realises on page 68. 
Compare the illustrations on page 3, page 67, pages 98–99 
and pages 100–101. How much space does Rabbit take up 
in each? Does it work well with what he learns throughout 
the story? 

AFTER YOU HAVE READ

1. Did you enjoy the book? Write your review of it and 
rate it. How many stars out of 5 would you give it?

2. There are no chapters in the book. Did you read it in 
one sitting? If not, how did you know when to stop? 
Did it bother you that there were no chapter breaks?

3. Did you find that there was a good balance between the 
text and the illustrations? Or did you think there were 
too many words or too many pictures? Would the book 
have worked with fewer illustrations? Or less text?

4. Did you like the characters in the book? What did you 
think of Rabbit in particular? Did you find him annoying 
or funny or did you sometimes feel sorry for him?

5. We often know more than Rabbit does, or we 
figure things out more quickly than he does. Did 
you find that funny? Or silly? Or confusing?

6. Rabbit thinks he has learnt his lesson and that his problems 
are sorted, but he is wrong and must try again. Did you 
think that was realistic? Would the story have been better 
or worse, in your opinion, if Rabbit had learnt the lesson 
first time round? 
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ACTIVITIES 
FOR YOUNGER READERS

• None of the characters have first names in the book. 
They only have their animal name (Bear, Rabbit, Tortoise, 
etc.). Pick a name for each of the main characters. It 
can be a real name or one you made up. Why did you 
pick that name? Was it because of the sound it made? 
Because it reminded you of someone you know?

• How do you think Rabbit & Bear became friends? Write 
and/or draw that story. Then read Rabbit & Bear: Rabbit’s 
Bad Habits, the first book in the series, and find out how 
the author imagined it. Which version do you like best?

• Make a list of all the sounds in the order they appear 
in the book (‘BANG! BANG!’ ‘Snorrrrre!’ ‘Thump!’ 
‘Zzzzzz!’ ‘Wow!’ etc.). If a sound appears more than 
once, write it down again. Then tell the whole story 
using only those noises. Record it as a soundtrack!

• Tortoise is a very slow animal and speaks veeeerrry 
sslloooowlyyy. How does Woodpecker speak (page 25)? 
What does it tell you about her? Imagine how a snake 
would speak. What about a cheetah? A mouse? A giraffe?

• Have you ever had a bad day like Rabbit does in this story? 
How did you turn it around? Did somebody help you? 
Write a diary entry about that day. Do you think you 
could use some of Bear’s advice next time you are ‘at war 
with the world’? What other tips could you add to hers?

FOR OLDER READERS

• ‘I think your Body and your Mind are divided,’ says Bear 
(page 81). Imagine a debate between Rabbit’s Mind and 
his Body on the following question: If the world makes 
you unhappy, should you change it or accept it? Prepare 
arguments for each side and write the debate in the 
form of a dialogue or a play. Which side will win?

• Make a map of your neighbourhood inspired by 
the one in this book. Don’t worry about being too 
accurate. Instead, add wild animals, monsters and 
magic! Is there a bridge nearby? Maybe a troll lives 
underneath it … And by the way, what is a ‘skookum’?

• Put together your own playlist of 
songs that make you happy.

www.childrensbooksireland.ie
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Look at Rabbit’s facial expressions on the following pages: 1, 14, 36, 66, 71, 74, 94. Can you tell from these images how 
he feels? How does the illustrator do this? Look at all the details that help him convey different expressions (eyebrows, 
body posture, position of the ears, whiskers, etc.). Can you make these blank faces look cross? Happy? Scared?

Happy Angry Scared

Sleepy Bored Surprised

In pain After eating something 
disgusting

You choose!
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Beaver

Spider

Eagle

Fox

Badger

Bat

Bee

Pig

Squirrel

Sett

Hive

Lodge

Eyrie

Web

Sty 

Lair

Roost

Drey

Web

Bear lives in a cave, Rabbit in a burrow, Woodpecker in a nest. Match these other animals to their home. 
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A Sailor Went to Sea, Sea, Sea:  
Favourite Rhymes from an Irish 
Childhood 
Collected by Sarah Webb 
Illustrated by Steve McCarthy 
Suitable for 5–8 
The O’Brien Press 
ISBN 9781847177940

Summary 
This is a sumptuously illustrated collection of nursery rhymes, 
poems, songs and clapping and skipping rhymes. It is particular 
to an Irish childhood and with its mix of serious and downright 
daft it constitutes a rich slice of Irish literary heritage to pass 
on to the next generation.

Judges’ Comments 
This exuberantly illustrated collection of beloved rhymes 
celebrates the richness of Irish and international traditional 
verse for children and has multigenerational appeal. Sarah 
Webb’s skilful curation of traditional rhymes is beautifully 
counterpointed and vividly interpreted by Steve McCarthy’s 
design. Bringing together well-known favourites such as ‘She’ll 
Be Coming ’Round the Mountain’ and dual translations such 
as ‘Óró, Sé Do Bheatha ’Bhaile’, the compilation provides a 
treasure trove for young and old readers alike.

 
About the Author 
Sarah Webb is the author of the Ask Amy Green and Songbird 
Café series for young people. She worked for many years as a 
children’s bookseller and now combines writing with school 
visits, reading and giving workshops at festivals and teaching 
creative writing. In 2015 Sarah was awarded the Children’s 
Books Ireland Award for her outstanding contribution to 
children’s books. She is the Children’s Literary Advisor to 
Listowel Writers’ Week, was dlr Writer in Residence 2016–2017 
and is currently programming International Literature Festival 
Dublin’s family and children’s strand.

About the Illustrator 
Steve McCarthy is a Dublin-born art maker and picture builder 
with a keen interest in colour and character. Steve has been 
involved in many projects from Cartoon Saloon’s Oscar-
nominated feature film Song of the Sea to children’s books to 
work for brands worldwide. His work won Best Illustration 
at the IDI Irish Design Awards 2016. This is his second book 
collaboration with Sarah Webb.

www.childrensbooksireland.ie
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QUESTIONS AND ACTIVITIES 

BEFORE YOU READ

A Sailor Went to Sea, Sea, Sea is a book to keep close at hand 
for frequent use. The value of this book is the opportunity it 
presents for shared fun. It is unlikely to be read cover to cover 
in one sitting – although that could happen given its appeal. 
Enjoyment is key and any impulse to ‘parse and analyse’ 
should be avoided if it inhibits the fun! The atmosphere should 
be warm and cosy and time should be given to savour the 
gorgeous, inventive illustrations. Having said that, here are 
some ideas that might add to that fun:

• The title A Sailor Went to Sea, Sea, Sea is the first line of 
a clapping rhyme. Go to page 41 to find the words. If you 
don’t remember the clapping patterns, you will find lots 
of different ways of clapping it on YouTube. Spend some 
time having fun with clapping the rhyme, perfecting 
one sequence or experimenting with new ones. Work 
in pairs or fours depending on the age of your group.

• Take time to explore the colours and shapes and 
characters in the illustration on the front cover.

FOR YOUNGER READERS

‘She’ll Be Coming ’Round the Mountain’ (pages 6–7)

1. Sing/chant this song and encourage the children to join 
in, maybe initially repeating ‘when she comes’ or adding 
in ‘yee-ha’s and ‘yippee-aye’s and eventually singing 
allocated parts. A selection of props might add to the 
mayhem: Stetsons, brush handles, red pyjamas, etc.

2. Look at the illustration – what country do you 
think the cowgirl is in? Do you think she’s a 
good or bad person? What can you see in the 
picture that is also on the front cover?

‘Have You Ever Seen?’ (page 11)

1. Have the children repeat each line, as an echo. When 
they become familiar with the words, have one group 
ask the question (verse 1) and another group give the 
response (verse 2) Have the children play with a variety 
of accents, changes in speed, degrees of loudness.

2. Look at the illustration – are these two 
people a good match? Why?

‘There’s Music in a Hammer’ (page 11)

1. Get the children to do the sound effects – experiment 
with beating on various body parts for the hammer 
on the nail (e.g. fist on chest, flat of the hand 
on thigh etc.) and end with the cat’s yowl.

2. Have auditions for best cat’s yowl!

3. Which type of ‘music’ is the group’s favourite?

4. The two poems on this page are not connected but the 
illustrator links them together. How does he do this?

‘Montague Michael’ (page 63)

1. Read this poem a few times. Have the children anticipate 
the last word of each verse, then the last line of each verse.

2. Why is the cat so fat? Can you remember four 
words that were used to describe the cat?

3. What is unusual about the word ‘person’ in the last verse?

4. Would you like if Montague Michael were 
your cat? Would you change his name?

5. Read the ‘bee’s knees’ question at the bottom of the 
page. (These idioms both mean ‘outstanding’ and are 
generally thought to have been introduced in the US 
in the Jazz Age of the 1920s.) Stand up if you would 
like to be described as ‘the cat’s pyjamas’. Sit down 
if you would like to be called ‘the bee’s knees’. Look 
closely at the illustration to see if any trace of the 
question is represented in the image of the cat.

6. Look closely at the way the illustrator has drawn the 
cat’s coat. Flick to page 36 and look at the illustration 
of the person skipping. What do you notice?

7. Give the children a large outline of a readily recognisable 
animal and get them to colour it in in the illustrator’s style.

FOR OLDER READERS

Limericks

1. Read the limerick on page 5. Investigate the 
pattern in the poem – clap out the beat:

• 3 claps each for lines 1, 2 and 5

• 2 claps each for lines 3 and 4

• Note the rhyming pattern  
(lines 1, 2 and 5: Maggie/shaggy/
waggy; Lines 3 and 4: him/grim)

2. Read the limerick by Edward Lear on page 47. Examine 
the pattern and compare with it with the limerick on 
page 5. Make up your own limerick using the same 
pattern. Begin with: ‘There was an old dog called Red …’ 
Write, illustrate, perform and display your limerick.

If you like Edward Lear he has another poem on page 
15 called ‘The Owl and the Pussy-Cat’.

Famous Irish poets 
Read the poems by two of Ireland’s most famous writers, James 
Joyce and W.B. Yeats, on pages 16–17.

1. Who does Goldenhair remind you of?

2. What do you notice about the second verse?

3. Who do you imagine the ‘I’ in line 3 to 
be? Might it be the author?

4. Can you imagine a time and a setting for this poem?

5. Who do you imagine the ‘I’ is in ‘The Lake Isle 
of Innisfree’? Might it be the author?
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6. What is it about Innisfree that appeals to the poet?

7. Are the ideas in this poem modern or old-fashioned?

8. Which poem do you prefer? Why?

9. How does the artist link these two poems in 
the double-page-spread illustration?

• For more famous Irish poets go to pages 30–31 
(Thomas Moore and Oliver St John Gogarty); page 38 
(Padraic Colum); page 42 (Frances Ledwidge); page 
45 (Oscar Wilde); page 52 (William Allingham).

• For contemporary Irish poets go to page 8 
(Aislinn and Larry O’Loughlin); page 43 (Julie 
O’Callaghan); page 50 (Lucinda Jacob).

• Do you enjoy reading these poems out loud? 

Tongue twisters

• Go to ‘The Rattlin’ Bog’ (pages 28–29). Sing or recite 
it. This is a test of memory and is a bit of a tongue 
twister, as speed is of the essence. Devise a pictorial 
clue to help you remember the last verse and see how 
quickly you can sing/say it. All join in the chorus.

• Go to pages 46–47 for more tongue twisters.

• A woodchuck is also known as a groundhog 
and belongs to the group of large ground 
squirrels known as marmots.

• A peck is a unit of measurement – about 7.5 litres.

• It is thought that the original shell-seller was a 
woman named Mary Anning who lived by the sea 
in Dorset, England (1799–1847). She sold fossils 
to holidaymakers and later discovered skeletons 
of dinosaurs, the study of which added greatly to 
scientists’ understanding of these extinct animals.

Examine the double-page spread on pages 46–47 
and see how the illustrator cleverly joins the tongue 
twisters and the limerick into one picture.

Skipping rhymes

• Go to ‘A Skipping Rhyme’ (page 36). Call out the rhyme 
and follow with the months of the year. Skip with a 
short rope and each skipper joins in for a few skips 
for the month of his/her birthday and then leaves. 
If more than one birthday occurs in a month, each 
skipper can come in and leave in alphabetical order. If 
skipping with a long rope with two people holding it, 
the skippers can stay in for as long as there is room.

• Make a collection of skipping rhymes. Talk to parents and 
grandparents and research collections in books and online. 
Collate, illustrate and present as a book and as a skipping 
demonstration to an audience. (To get you started, there 
is another skipping rhyme on page 27.) Some people may 
choose to do a collection of tongue twisters or clapping 
rhymes – ‘A Sailor Went to Sea, Sea, Sea’ is a clapping 
rhyme – while others might choose to do a collection of 
poems their parents or grandparents learned at school.

• ‘England, Ireland, Scotland, Wales’ on page 27 is an ‘elastics’ 
rhyme. If you don’t know the jumping sequence with the 
long elastic band, ask an adult or look it up on YouTube.

Quiz

With the help of the book, answer these questions:

1. How many days are in January?

2. Who is the illustrator of this book?

3. Who was a gentleman?

4. Who wrote ‘I think that I shall never see/ 
such happy things as waves?’

5. What’s the name of the worm at 
the bottom of the garden?

6. Which day’s child has far to go?

7. What sleeps ‘upon the Nile’?

8. ‘Beans, beans, the musical fruit/the 
more you eat the more you …’

9. What was wrapped up in a five-pound note?

10. Who had no breeches, coat, hat or watch?

11. What is coming in ‘Óró Sé Do Bheatha ’Bhaile’?

12. Who lies over the ocean?

13. Francis Ledwidge died in the First World War. He 
wrote a poem for his nephew. What was his name?

14. Who wrote ‘When rain / whispers / it is snow?’

15. For what is Miss Hooligan famous?

16. What will the North Wind bring?

17. What did the Old Woman of the Roads 
want more than anything?

18. Where did Charlie Chaplin go to teach 
the ladies how to dance?

19. ‘The world is so full of a number of things / 
I’m sure we should all be as happy as …’

20. What is the last poem in the book?
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Illegal 
Eoin Colfer and Andrew Donkin 
Illustrated by Giovanni Rigano 
Suitable for 9–11 
Hodder Children’s Books 
ISBN 9781444934007

Summary 
This is a powerful and timely story about one boy’s epic 
journey across Africa to Europe, a graphic novel with glorious 
colour artwork throughout, from Eoin Colfer, previously 
Laureate na nÓg, and the team behind his bestselling Artemis 
Fowl graphic novels.

Judges’ Comments 
This timely and powerful graphic novel charts a young boy’s 
journey across the Sahara Desert on the long, dangerous trek 
towards Italy and the potential for a new life there and reunion 
with his sister. This affecting book weaves together real stories 
of migration with immersive, naturalistic illustrations and 
carefully paced, minimalistic text. Combining intensity with 
accessibility, this is an important book that will stimulate 
important conversations and reflection about human rights, 
inclusion, solidarity and prejudice.

 
 
About the Authors 
Eoin Colfer is a bestselling author from Wexford. His first novel 
was Benny and Omar, published by The O’Brien Press. He is 
best known for the Artemis Fowl series of novels, which is 
currently being adapted for the big screen. Eoin was Ireland’s 
third Laureate na nÓg, bringing the Once Upon a Place project 
around the country. Eoin previously worked as a teacher and 
also writes for the stage.

Andrew Donkin began writing children’s comics and books soon 
after graduating from university. He is a graphic novelist and 
illustrator and has also written for adults. Two of his popular 
titles include Batman: Legends of the Dark Knight and Artemis 
Fowl: The Graphic Novel.

About the Illustrator 
Giovanni Rigano is an Italian artist and illustrator born in 
Cantù, Italy. He is most well known for his role in the creation 
of the Artemis Fowl graphic novels, the first of which came out 
in 2007. Giovanni has also created graphic novels for Disney 
Books, including The Incredibles and Pirates of the Caribbean.
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QUESTIONS

BEFORE YOU BEGIN

1. Look at the cover carefully. What kind of book do 
you think this is, based on the image on the front?

2. There is a speech bubble on the front that says, ‘You 
know as well as I do … he shouldn’t be here,’ and a 
caption at the bottom that describes the book as ‘One 
boy’s epic journey of hope and survival’. What do these 
tell us about the book? Who do you think the boy is? 
Where do you think he’s travelling to and where from?

3. Read the back of the cover. What does it tell us about the 
story? Does the story sound like it’s based on real life? 

AS YOU READ

Chapters 1 & 2

1. Read the opening quotation from Nobel laureate and 
holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel. What do you think 
he is talking about here? Have you heard of the term 
‘illegal alien’ before? What do you think it means?

2. There is very little text in the opening of chapter 1 but a 
lot of information. Write down what we know about the 
story, and about the main character, from these two pages.

3. By the end of chapter 1, do we know where the people 
on the boat are trying to get to? Why do you think they 
ended up with a boat that was too small and unsafe?

4. What kind of person do you think Ebo is from 
the way he talks to people on the boat?

5. Where do you think chapter 2 is set?

6. What other information do we learn about 
Ebo and his family in this chapter?

7. How does Ebo use his talents to stop himself 
being bullied by the other boys in the village?

8. Are there any adults that take care of Ebo 
and Kwame? Why do you think Ebo’s sister 
and brother have both left the village?

 
Chapters 3 & 4

1. Ebo, Kwame and the people on the boat are faced 
with lots of immediate problems – the sharp cold 
at night, the burning sun during the day, low fuel 
and very little water and food. Can you think 
of ways you would cope in this situation?

2. Ebo has to make the decision to leave his home in 
search of his brother. Do you think that was a difficult 
decision? What would you do in his position?

3. With no money for the bus, Ebo must find a way to 
make himself useful, and once again his singing helps 
him to get what he needs. Do you have any special 
talents or skills that would help you in this situation? 
How would you help or entertain the bus passengers?

4. Ebo ends up looking for Kwame in Agadez. It is the biggest 
city he has ever been to. What is the biggest city you 
have visited? Have you ever been lost in a city before? 

5. Do you think Ebo will be able to find Kwame 
in the city? Why or why not?

6. How hard is it to find shelter and work in the city? What 
does Ebo learn about standing up for himself in chapter 4? 

Chapters 5 & 6

1. In chapter 5, Ebo, Kwame and their fellow passengers 
have a crisis on the boat – what is the problem 
and what do they need to do to survive?

2. Ebo and most of the other passengers cannot swim 
– how scary do you think it would be to cross an 
enormous sea on an unsafe boat if you couldn’t swim? 
How would you feel? Make a list of your emotions.

3. Ebo tries to find a job in chapter 6 but has no luck 
– what kind of jobs could a twelve-year-old do? 
Do you do chores at home for pocket money?

4. Ebo is lucky to find antiseptic wipes that he can barter 
for food, and his singing also helps him again – how do 
you think he felt when he saw his brother Kwame at the 
wedding? How are those feelings shown to us in the 
illustrations? 

Chapters 7 & 8

1. In Chapter 7 one of the other passengers tells 
a story about another boat trying to make the 
same journey as them that ended very badly 
– how does that story make you feel?

2. The men and boys on the boat are almost out of hope in 
this chapter – how does Ebo try to keep their spirits up?

3. It takes Ebo and Kwame twenty-two weeks to save 
enough money to pay for the trip across the desert. 
Look at a calendar and count out what date it would 
be in twenty-two weeks’ time – what will you be doing 
then? What things in your life will be different?

4. The boys have worked hard to save all their 
money and then have to squeeze on to an 
overcrowded truck for their journey – do you 
think that’s fair? How should it be different?

5. How safe do you think the people on the truck are? Do you 
think they can trust the men who are bringing them across 
the desert? 

Chapters 9 & 10

1. On the first page of chapter 9, Nuru doesn’t seem  
sure that the big boat will stop and save them –  
why is that? What is Ebo’s reaction? Can you think of 
reasons why the boat wouldn’t stop? 
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2. On page 61 we finally found out exactly where Ebo and 
Kwame are from – do you know where Ghana is? Draw 
a map of Africa in your journal and mark Ghana in it.

3. What do you think of the full-page illustration on 
page 62? What does it make you think of? Why 
do you think the creators of the book decided to 
use a whole page for this one illustration?

4. How do the drivers make extra money from the 
passengers trying to cross the desert? Is this fair?

5. The people who organise the journey across the desert are 
dangerous – how do we know this? How would you feel if 
you were Ebo in this situation? 

Chapters 11 & 12

1. Where did the bigger boat set off from? Where is it going?

2. Write down some of the reasons people have given 
for taking this risky journey. Do they make sense to 
you? Chapter 12 shows us how hard it would be to 
cross a desert on foot. What do Ebo and his friends 
need to survive? Write down what you would bring in 
a backpack if you wanted to travel across the desert.

3. Ebo and his friends see some horrible things on this 
part of their journey, and their friend Cammo dies from 
exhaustion and exposure – what does this tell us about this 
kind of journey? How desperate do you think people have 
to be to make a trip like this? 

Chapters 13 & 14

1. Why is the ship in danger of tipping over?

2. Ebo, Kwame and Razak do not have any papers 
– do you know what is meant by ‘papers’? What 
do you think it means? Do you have anything at 
home that proves who you are and where you 
are from? Ask a parent or guardian about it.

3. The boys have to follow a lot of rules so that they do not 
get caught and sent back to Ghana. Do you think this 
makes it hard for them to get work and earn money for 
their passage across the sea? Does it make it difficult to get 
medicine when Ebo is sick? Why is that? 

Chapters 15 & 16

1. The boat has capsized and there is one rescue boat and 
one helicopter there to try to save all the people – what 
do the emergency services do to try to help those in 
the water? What can they do for those on the boat?

2. What does Kwame do to save Ebo? Do 
you think he is a good big brother?

3. Chapter 15 shows us the dramatic climax of Ebo 
and Kwame’s journey, and the book’s creators 
use the illustrations and text to show us how a 
disaster can escalate very quickly, with devastating 
results. How did this chapter make you feel?

4. In chapter 16 we’re shown the last days that Ebo, 
Kwame, Razak and Nuru spend in Tripoli before 
attempting the journey to Europe. How do the creators 
of the book create tension and suspense here? 

5. Getting to Europe is the most important thing in Ebo and 
Kwame’s life – how do we know this? 

Chapter 17

1. In the first four pages of chapter 17, Ebo only says 
five words: ‘I never see him again.’ The rest of his 
experience of losing his brother is shown purely through 
illustrations. Why do you think the book’s creators used 
illustration and not text on these pages? Do you think it 
is effective? How do the illustrations make you feel?

2. In the end, Ebo is reunited with his sister Sisi. 
Are you glad the book had a hopeful end? How 
would the story be different if Ebo didn’t find his 
sister? What would have happened to him?

AFTER YOU HAVE READ

1. What did you know about refugees and migrants 
before reading this book? What do you know now?

2. What did you think of the illustrations? Did 
you like the style, colour scheme, etc.?

3. The themes in this book are very serious. The characters 
in this book have to face a lot of dangerous circumstances, 
even though they are very young, and there is a lot 
of death in this book. What age group of reader do 
you think this book is suitable for? Did you find any 
parts of the story scary or difficult to get through? 
Do you think it’s important to talk about issues like 
refugees and the migrant crisis in children’s books?

4. The chapters in the book switch between the past 
and the present, and often between moments of fear 
and danger to hope and friendship. In chapter 10, for 
example, we are left feeling scared for Ebo and Kwame 
after one of the people they were travelling with is shot 
by a dangerous man and they are left without transport 
or water in the middle of the desert. The next chapter 
shows us Ebo, Kwame, Razak and Nuru on the bigger boat, 
with their fellow passengers sharing water and blankets 
with them. Why do you think the creators of this book 
tell the story in this way? How are they trying to make 
readers feel? Do you think it works well as a story?

5. This book is about a very serious subject but 
there are moments of lightness and hope in 
it too – what parts of the book made you feel 
happy and hopeful for Ebo and Kwame?

6. This book is a graphic novel, which means that the 
story is told in a series of illustrations with text 
included. Much of the text in graphic novels involves 
the direct speech of characters, shown in speech 
bubbles, and the inner thoughts of the narrator, which 
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will often appear in a separate box. Do you like this 
format? Have you read any graphic novels before? 
How are they different from an illustrated book? 

7. The book’s creators undertook a lot of research before 
deciding to write this book – what do you think this 
research involved? Do you know where you can find out 
more information about unaccompanied child refugees 
and migrants? Make a list of useful websites or books.

8. What did you think about the book’s ending? How 
did it make you feel? Do you think it was realistic?

9. All the people Ebo meets have reasons to want 
to get to Europe – what did you think about 
those reasons? Did they make sense to you? 

10. The book’s creators have included a real story 
from a woman from Eritrea who made a similar 
journey to Ebo’s. Did you already know that people 
make these kinds of journeys? If so, where did you 
hear about it? This woman is not allowed to work 
in the UK because she does not have the correct 
papers – what do you think about her situation?

11. Ebo and Kwame’s story is fiction but, as the book’s 
creators tell us afterwards, all the parts of the journey 
are based on the real journeys people undertake to get 
to a better life. How would you cope if you needed to 
make this kind of journey? Who would you go with?

12. Do you know anyone who has travelled to another 
country to get a new job or start a new life? 
Discuss their reasons for going with the group.

Activities

• Imagine you are Ebo and Kwame’s sister Sisi. Write a 
diary of what happens to you on your journey to Europe 
and what your life has been like there up to the moment 
when you see Ebo on the TV and are reunited with him.

• Write down the conversation between Ebo and 
Sisi after they have found each other.

• Using the worksheet provided, write and illustrate the 
next part of Ebo’s story as you would imagine it. Just 
as the sketchbook pages included in the back of Illegal 
show the practice drawings of the illustrator, Giovanni 
Rigano, you should practise how you want the story to 
look and write down what each panel is going to show 
on a separate page, before finally drawing each section.

• Imagine you and your family have to leave Ireland 
to move to another continent. Write down all the 
things you would have to do – things you would 
bring with you, the transport you would take to get 
there, what rules you would have to follow. Then 
compare them with Ebo’s journey. Discuss how your 
journey would be different and why that would be.

• UNICEF reports that an estimated 28 million children were 
living in forced displacement in 2016, but the true figure is 
likely higher.  

This is taken from the UNICEF website:

‘We risked our lives to come here,’ says 17-year-old 
Mohammad, who travelled through Libya to seek 
asylum in Italy. ‘We crossed a sea. We knew it is 
not safe, so we sacrificed. We do it, or we die.’

Some of the world’s most dangerous migration 
routes cross the Mediterranean Sea – a major 
pathway to Europe for migrants and refugees 
from Africa, the Middle East and Asia.

Up to three-quarters of children and youth face 
abuse, exploitation and trafficking on these migration 
routes. Some are more vulnerable than others: 
those travelling alone, those with low levels of 
education and those undertaking longer journeys.

Most vulnerable of all are those who, like 
Mohammad, come from sub-Saharan Africa.

These findings come from a UNICEF and International 
Organization for Migration report Harrowing 
Journeys: Children and youth on the move across the 
Mediterranean Sea, at risk of trafficking and exploitation.

As the world continues to grapple with the reality 
of migration and displacement, the report’s findings 
underscore the urgent need for action to protect 
the most vulnerable among those on the move.

A child is a child. It’s now time to act. (UNICEF 2018)

Think of a way to raise awareness of the migrant crisis 
and the effects it has on children like Ebo, in the book, and 
Mohammad in real life. Your group could design posters 
highlighting the numbers of children making the journey 
every week, the economic and human cost of these kinds of 
journeys and the role citizens of Europe can play in helping 
the situation. Visit the websites for UNICEF, Amnesty 
International, Save the Children, the Irish Refugee Council 
and Operation Refugee Child for more information.

• Draft a letter from your group to a local councillor 
or TD that explains your concerns for the children 
who find themselves in these kinds of situations and 
what you would like our government to do to help. 

• Go to the Save the Children website and look at the 
page entitled ‘What is a refugee? 5 things people 
don’t know about refugees’. Design a poster that 
outlines these facts about refugees and display it. 

• Listen to the documentary The Outsiders – Our Teenage 
Life Behind Barriers on RTÉ Radio 1. Select a short 
section of the documentary to play for your group and 
then discuss the girls’ experience of Direct Provision in 
Ireland. How do their lives differ from those in the class/
group? What are the barriers preventing the girls from 
living their lives like other Irish children? How could 
their lives be improved? Is the Direct Provision system 
a fair one? How do you think it could be improved?
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A Dangerous Crossing 
Jane Mitchell 
Suitable for 12–14 
Little Island Books 
ISBN 9781910411582

Summary 
Ghalib Shenu is a thirteen-year-old boy of Kurdish origin who 
lives in Syria. He doesn’t want to leave his home, but Kobani 
has become too dangerous. His family has no choice but to 
leave everything behind and try for a new life elsewhere.

Together, they start out on a terrible journey that leads them 
through dark and dangerous places. Ghalib comes under fire, 
is caught in a tear-gas attack, experiences the wretched and 
hopeless life of a refugee camp and he still has to face the 
perils of a voyage in a boat that is far from seaworthy.

Based on the experiences of real Syrian families, this is a story 
of bravery and solidarity in the face of despair.

Judges’ Comments 
This tense and gripping novel is layered with compassion, 
insight and psychological authenticity in its powerful evocation 
of the chaos of the Syrian civil war. Ghalib doesn’t want to 
leave his home but he and his family have no choice but to flee. 
Based on the experiences of real Syrian families, Jane Mitchell 
has crafted a deeply empathetic exploration of the plight of 
refugees and the intense challenges posed by embarking into 
the bewildering unknown.

 
About the Author 
Jane Mitchell is an award-winning author of books for children 
and young people. Her novel Chalkline was endorsed by 
Amnesty International Ireland for contributing to a better 
understanding of human rights and also won the CBI Book of 
the Year Awards Children’s Choice award in 2010. She lives in 
Dublin.
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QUESTIONS 
BEFORE YOU BEGIN
1. Do you like the cover? Why or why not? What 

do the colours signify to you? What do you think 
about the figure of the child? Is it important that we 
can’t see the child’s face? What do you think about 
the flowers that are featured? Do you think they 
bring an element of hope to the scene? Why?

2. Before you begin reading, make a list of the things 
you know about Syria and the conflict there. Make 
a list of the sources of these pieces of information. 
When you have finished reading, check this list 
again and see if you feel differently about any of 
the things you have seen or heard about Syria. 

AS YOU READ
Chapter 1

• What type of childhood is presented to 
the reader in this opening chapter?

• How does the author convey how much life in Syria has 
changed in the years since the war started?  

Chapter 2 

• This is the first time ISIS is mentioned in Ghalib’s 
story. What do you know about ISIS? From what 
sources did you learn this information?

• Why do you think Ghalib and Hamza’s night-time journey 
across the city is important? What does it tell us about the 
two boys and their life in the city?  

Chapter 3 

• What do you think of the description of the helicopter 
strike? Is the author’s portrayal of the violence accurate?

• Examine the exchange between Ghalib’s mother and father 
when Ghalib is brought home injured. Can you see both 
sides of the argument?  

Chapter 4 

• Even at this early stage in the story, the visit from 
Dima and Mahmoud from the Protection Unit is very 
significant. Why does this change everything? Do 
you think Ghalib is in danger at this moment?

• Bushra says she is not afraid to fight. What do you 
think of Bushra’s character? Keep thinking about the 
role of women and girls in the story as you read on.

• Towards the end of this chapter Ghalib talks about his bad 
dreams. Do you think he is frightened to leave Syria, even 
though it is such a dangerous place?  

Chapter 5

• Discuss the things that Ghalib wants to bring with him. 
Why do you think he considers these his ‘essential’ items? 
Make a list of what you would bring with you if you had to 
pack up your life at short notice? 

• Describe this initial part of the journey. Do you sense 
danger for the family even at this early stage?  

Chapter 6

• Ghalib says he has never seen anything like the 
people of Aleppo. What does this tell you about 
the cultural differences in the region?

• What do you think about the lives of the women Ghalib 
sees? How do his female relatives react to the changes 
they must make as they journey through Aleppo?  

Chapter 7 

• As a group, discuss the sniper incident. What are your 
initial assumptions about the person who is shooting at the 
family? How does this incident make you feel? 

Chapter 8 

• Are you surprised that the sniper is 
revealed to be a young girl? Why?

• Do you think Safaa is justified in her actions?  

Chapter 9 

• Discuss Ghalib’s observations of Safaa. What does 
her relationship with her brother reveal about her?

• Describe the landscape the family are 
walking through. What does it tell you about 
what has happened to the country?

• The oldest and the youngest of the group, Tata and Aylan, 
seem to suffer the most. Discuss what this means in terms 
of how conflict is experienced by different generations.  

Chapter 10 

• Describe the scene at the border. How does Ghalib feel as 
they try to find a place among all the people waiting to 
cross?  

Chapter 11 

• Analyse the moments leading up to the 
violence at the border crossing. Can you 
explain the actions of the soldiers? 

• What do you think will happen to Ghalib now? If you were 
in this situation, what would you do? Do you think he is 
more vulnerable without his family?  

Chapter 12 

• As night falls and he finds himself alone within this new 
group, Ghalib thinks to himself that his family feeds his 
soul, that he is stronger when he is with them. Talk as 
a group about the importance of family in the story so 
far. Think about the importance of family in your life.

• Talking with the men, Ghalib finds himself confused 
as to who is fighting whom, who is sending bombs, 
who is sending aid. Roughly halfway through the story, 
do you feel as confused as Ghalib when it comes to 
making sense of the Syrian conflict? Do you think the 
situation is confusing for everyone experiencing it?
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• Ghalib says that he is not brave, yet Musab tells him 
that he has made a brave decision to stay at the camp 
to try to look for his family. What does bravery mean to 
you? Has Ghalib taught you anything about bravery?

• At the children’s centre, Ghalib cries, even though he tells 
himself he is too old. Why does he cry now and not earlier 
in the story?  

Chapter 13

• What do you think of the children’s centre? Do you think it 
is a safe place for Ghalib? Why or why not? 

Chapter 14 

• Why do you think Ghalib feels such 
anger when he sees Safaa again?

• Do you think telling Muhammad everything 
that has happened to him since he lost his 
family is good for Ghalib? Why?

• What reason could Safaa and Amin have for not speaking 
since they have arrived?  

Chapter 15 

• Describe the school Safaa and Ghalib start to attend. 
How does it differ from your school? Even though it 
feels strange to them, do you think it’s good for the 
children to write stories about their difficult memories?

• Learning about his grandmother’s death, Ghalib says that 
he wants to go back to the time before the war, that he 
wants to go back home. What does home mean to Ghalib? 
What does it mean to you? If Ghalib can never go back to 
Syria, do you think he will ever have a home again? 
 

Chapter 16 

• Listening to the details of his family’s experience while 
he was separated from them, Ghalib says that he wants 
the story to be happy again, that he wants to ‘feel 
bright through [his] blood again’. Ghalib often refers to 
a darkness in his blood. What do you think he means 
by this? Talk about the power of images and how they 
can sometimes help to explain how you’re feeling.

• The issue of communication comes up in this chapter when 
Ghalib’s father tries to contact his aunt and uncle back in 
Syria. How would you cope with a lack of technology?

• Why do you think Safaa pulls away from Ghalib when he is 
reunited with his family?  

Chapter 17 

• Ghalib and Aylan decide that they don’t want to 
leave the refugee camp. Why do you think they 
might feel like this? Talk about the importance 
of safety and stability during childhood.

• Talk about Bushra’s speech and what it means to be a girl 
in these circumstances. Is this experience familiar to you? 
Can you identify with what Bushra is saying?  

Chapter 18 

• Do you think it’s significant that as the family are leaving 
the countryside reminds Ghalib of Syria before the war?

• Analyse what Ghalib and Bushra say about the normality 
of Reyhanli. Can you understand why it makes them feel so 
strange?  

Chapter 19

• The incident in the café is very traumatic for the children. 
Why do you think the café owner acts the way he does? 
Does the way he treats the family remind you of any other 
historical incidents of discrimination?  

Chapter 20 

• The conversation with Baraa Reteb is very honest 
and stark. What do the reactions of Ghalib’s 
family reveal about them as a group? 

• At this point, with your knowledge of the Syrian refugee 
crisis, do you have any misgivings about the ocean journey 
Ghalib and his family are about to embark on?  

Chapter 21 

• Describe the movement from Izmir to the port town where 
the boat will depart. Consider Ghalib’s story as a series of 
movements from one hostile environment to another. How 
do you think these journeys are affecting him? Do you see 
him growing up as his story progresses?  

Chapter 22

• Do you think the description of the refugees boarding the 
board is convincing? Do you think it successfully highlights 
the dangers faced by everyone trying to journey to Europe?

• Do you think the moment Ghalib and Aylan are strapped 
into the same life jacket is significant? Why? What do you 
think it means for their relationship as brothers?  

Chapter 23

• What do you think about the ending to the book? Is it 
actually a beginning?  
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AFTER YOU HAVE READ 

1. The Amnesty International logo is printed on the back 
of the book. This shows that Amnesty recommends 
the book. What do you think this means? What do 
you know about Amnesty and their work? Does their 
endorsement make you read the book differently?

2. This book is a fictional account of a young boy’s journey 
out of Syria, but we are told that it is based on the 
experiences of real Syrian families and that every name 
featured belongs to a Syrian child who was killed in the 
conflict. Do you think this makes the book more powerful?

3. Jane Mitchell is an Irish writer. Do you think she 
handles the story of a Syrian child well? Why might 
an Irish writer want to take on a project like this?

4. What do you think should happen to Ghalib and 
his family? Discuss what you know about these 
terms: asylum, refugee, immigrant, detention centre, 
human trafficking, border, humanitarian aid. How do 
they apply to Ghalib’s story? Use online resources 
or your school or local library to do some more 
research in this area and share what you find.
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Star by Star 
Sheena Wilkinson 
Suitable for 12–14   
Little Island Books 
ISBN 9781910411537

Summary 
The year is 1918 and Stella, having lost her mother in the flu 
pandemic that is sweeping Europe, is travelling alone from 
Manchester to live with her aunt in Ireland. Although grieving 
the loss of her mother, Stella was raised to be independent and 
ambitious and is determined to challenge the prevailing view of 
womanhood. Amidst the complex political situation – woman’s 
suffrage, The Great War and the fight for Irish independence 
– Stella wants to change the world. Sometimes impatient and 
often afraid, Stella bravely keeps on trying but she knows she 
can’t do it alone. She takes inspiration and comfort from the 
night sky, feeling part of something bigger – ‘Just as stars come 
one by one to brighten the night sky, so history is made person 
by person, girl by girl, vote by vote.’ 

Judges’ Comments 
It’s 1918, the Great War is coming to an agonising close, 
women are on the verge of being able to vote and the 
determined and vulnerable Stella resolves to change the world. 
This assured and bold tale of heroism, courage and survival 
skilfully draws the modern reader into its vividly rendered 
early-twentieth-century setting. Sheena Wilkinson offers 
an inspiring, humorous and insightful proclamation of each 
individual’s potential to enact change and create a more just 
society, vote by vote and star by star.

 
About the author 
Since the publication of her first multi-award-winning 
novel, Taking Flight, in 2010, Sheena Wilkinson has become 
established as one of Ireland’s most acclaimed writers of 
contemporary realistic fiction for children and young adults. 
Her book Grounded won the Children’s Books Ireland Book 
of the Year Award in 2013. She lives in County Down and 
travels extensively in Ireland and beyond, talking about books, 
mentoring emerging writers and writing. Every time she votes 
she remembers the women who fought, suffered and even died 
for this right. 
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QUESTIONS
BEFORE YOU BEGIN

1. What do you think of the cover of Star by Star? Do 
you think the chosen colours have any significance? 

2. Do the typeface and the illustration on the back 
cover help you to identify the time the book 
is set, even without telling you the date?

3. Does the illustration on the cover make you feel a 
particular way (e.g. sad, happy, thoughtful, excited)?

4. Does the cover make the book inviting 
and make you want to read it? 

5. Read the author’s historical note to 
help you imagine the time.

AFTER YOU HAVE READ

Chapter 1

• What is your first impression of Stella 
when you meet her on the train?

• How does she feel when she is left alone at the station? 

• What does she imagine has happened to her aunt?

• She tries to take inspiration from two 
heroines – who are they? 

Chapter 2

• As Stella makes her way to her aunt’s house, 
she sees a group of young men sitting in a row 
under blankets – who do you think they are 
and why are they here at Sunny View?

Chapter 3 

• When Stella meets Helen again at her aunt’s house, 
why do you think she hopes they might be related?

• What kind of impression is Stella trying to 
make? Think back to Chapter 1 and what 
they have in common with each other. 

Chapter 4

• Why does Stella find herself in Ireland?

• Can you imagine what kind of woman her mother 
was from what Stella thinks and says?

• What do you think about Stella’s imagination from the 
picture she invents about Sandy Reid? See if her attitude 
changes as she gets to know him through the book. 

Chapter 5

• What is Stella’s first impression of her 
mother’s family home? How does it compare 
with the ones she has lived in before?

• What do you think this says about the lives of women 
and their ability to earn an income at the time? 

• What do Stella’s photographs convey about what she 
values?  

Chapter 6

• Stella is given a set of Jane Austen novels that once 
belonged to her mother. From this and past chapters, 
how do you know that Stella likes to read?

• Would all girls of her age at that time have 
access to books or time to read them?

Chapter 7 

• In this chapter Stella thinks about the complex 
political situation. What does she say about the 
Irish War of Independence in 1916, and who 
does she name as one of her heroines?

• Why does Nancy describe Stella as radical, 
and what does she say about her sister Peggy’s 
character and educational ambition? 

Chapter 8 

• Land girls were part of a civilian organisation called the 
Land Army, which was set up during the war and allowed 
women and girls to take the place of men called up for 
service. How did Stella feel while working in the garden, 
and why was she so hurt by Nancy’s comments?

Chapter 9

• What is your first impression of Captain Reid? 

• Why does Stella seem to have taken a dislike to him?

Chapter 10

• Why is Stella excited at the prospect of the new lodger?

• What thoughts come into Stella’s mind when there 
is talk of church around the breakfast table?

Chapter 11

• This chapter starts off with a humorous incident 
– Stella is trapped in the bathroom – but quickly 
takes a turn when talk turns to the flu epidemic. 
What has happened to Minnie’s family?

• What do you think is going to happen to Minnie now? 

Chapter 12

• What wakes Stella in the night?

• What does she see when she goes to Captain Reid’s room? 

Chapter 13

• What piece of personal information does Stella tell 
Kit to make her stop treating her as a child? 

• What is Kit’s reaction? 

Chapter 14

• Stella is determined to work for a living but feels 
stuck. What is she hoping for out of life?

• Why does she feel depressed by her visit to town, and how 
do we know her feelings have changed towards Sandy? 
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Chapter 15

• Sandy opens up to Stella about the war. 
What kind of picture does he paint?

• Why won’t he visit his family? What does 
he think they need him to be?

• What is Nancy’s reaction to finding the 
two of them in Stella’s bedroom? 

Chapter 16

• News of Minnie’s mother’s death from flu reaches the 
house. What is the reaction of the group at dinner?

• What age is Minnie’s sister, Sissy, who is being 
suggested as a replacement maid?

• Why is Stella so excited by a political argument breaking 
out around the table? What topics are they discussing? 

Chapter 17

• What are Sandy’s views on Home Rule?

• How do he and Stella differ on fighting 
for political outcomes?

• What makes Stella draw back from the argument? 

Chapter 18 

• What do think is preventing Sandy from making 
the short journey to post the letter?

• How does Stella resolve the situation?

• Once she’s on the road, what plan comes into her mind? 

Chapter 19

• Stella describes herself as ‘not a turning back sort of 
girl’. Do you think she displays impulsive behaviour, 
and is it always the right course of action? 

Chapter 20

• What does Stella feel on her reunion with Rose? 

• As a political activist, Rose has been involved in more 
than one struggle. Which ones do you learn about here?

• What does she say nearly came between 
her and her marriage to Charlie? 

Chapter 21

• What reception is awaiting Stella when 
she returns home with the bicycle?

• Do you think her desire to help makes her 
think she knows what’s best for people? How 
does she feel when others do this to her?

• What does she imagine for the future 
at the end of the chapter? 

Chapter 22

• The mood changes rapidly in this chapter from the 
emotional celebrations at news of the end of the war to 
the delivery of the telegram for Sandy. What news do you 
think it may contain?  

Chapter 23

• Sandy learns that Helen is dead from flu and 
Stella remembers her own mother’s death. How 
is Stella’s behaviour different in this chapter 
from her usual response to helping people?

Chapter 24

• Why does Nancy think Stella should 
not attend Helen’s funeral?

• What images does this news bring up for Stella, and how 
does she describe her reaction to her mother’s death?

Chapter 25

• Why did Charlie react in the way he did to the 
Belfast Telegraph? How did he describe it? In his 
view, which is the only acceptable newspaper? 

• What does Stella encounter on her way 
home and how does she react?

• Do you think Sandy’s response to her is justified? 

Chapter 26

• Do you think Stella has learned from the previous 
experience about trying to fix people?

Chapter 27

• As the general election approaches, what are the 
differing views around the table on voting?

• What are the voting restrictions 
relating to age and property?

• What does Stella see as the difference between 
British and Irish voting patterns?

• What does Rose feel about not being able to vote?

Chapter 28

• When Stella sees Minnie, how does 
she compare their lives?

• Why do you think Nancy changes her 
mind about driving Rose to vote? 

Chapter 29

• How does Rose explain politics? 

• What influences people to vote for a 
candidate in Northern Ireland?

• What does Stella discover about Joe and Kit, and 
what does she see the threepenny bit symbolising? 

Chapter 30

• What is Stella’s mood as election day approaches?

• What are her immediate thoughts 
when Nancy seems unwell?

• What surprise has Miss McKay made for Stella? 
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Chapter 31

• How does Stella finally reveal her fears?

• How does Sandy comfort her and try to allay them?

Chapter 32

• What does Stella wake up to on election day?

• With Nancy ill, how does Stella plan on 
getting Rose to the polling station?

• Why is it so important for her to get one woman to vote?

• How does she try to convince Sandy to drive 
her there? What helps him decide? 

Chapter 33

1. Why do you think both Stella and Sandy overcome 
their fears to drive Rose and Charlie to vote?

2. What does Sandy say they have in common?

3. What thoughts cross Stella’s mind as she 
watches them go into the polling station? 

Chapter 34

• How does Stella describe Rose’s face after she has voted? 

• How does she describe the effect of all 
the women voting on this day? 

• What personal changes has the day brought 
about for both Stella and Sandy?

• Do you think the book ends on an optimistic 
note, despite all the suffering still around? 

ACTIVITIES
• Can you imagine a world where women could not 

vote? Research the history of women being granted 
the right to vote. Which countries were the first to 
grant women’s suffrage? Are there still countries that 
exclude women or other people from the right to vote? 
Discuss as a group how that could be changed.

• The colours of the suffragette badge and banners 
symbolise particular values. What values do the colours 
stand for? Would you still use them if you were designing 
one today? Design your own badge, banner or poster for a 
women’s rights issue past or present, globally or locally.

• As we can see from Star by Star, not all people were in 
favour of women getting the vote. Organise a debate 
in your class or club. Divide the group in two, with 
one side arguing for women’s right to vote and the 
other arguing against. Remember, you don’t have to 
agree with what you’re proposing, just put forward 
a convincing argument. It may be hard to take the 
opposing side but it could also be great fun!

• What means did the suffragettes have to 
publicise their cause in their time? Create a plan 
of how would you organise a campaign today 
with all the resources available to you. 

• Education and employment were not always a given for 
all girls and young women. What did Stella’s grandfather 
mean when he refused Peggy permission to go to Queen’s 
College and said he hadn’t raised them to be ‘blue 
stockinged old maids’? Why was Winnie Carney such an 
inspiration to Stella? Research the history of women’s 
rights to education and employment in Ireland and create 
a timeline of progress from 1918 to the present day.

• Think about communications in 1918. Stella talks 
about sending a ‘wire’ or telegram and how an extra 
word costs more. Try not using your mobile phone 
to call or text or use social media for a day and 
see how you manage to communicate without it. 
Write down all the ways you used to contact people 
instead and how you had to think differently. 

• The Voluntary Aid Detachment (VAD) and the Women’s 
Land Army (the Land Girls) were just two ways women 
and girls were involved in World War I. Look at other 
jobs typically done by men that women kept going 
through the war, and write a diary entry from a day 
in one of these women’s lives during the war. 

• Stella mentions writers and characters from novels in 
Star by Star. Can you remember who they are? Pick one 
of the novels to read. When you have finished, write 
two reviews: one from your own point of view and one 
from the point of view of a girl your age in 1918.
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Moonrise 
Sarah Crossan 
Suitable for Young Adults 
Bloomsbury Publishing 
ISBN 9781408867808

Summary 
They think I hurt someone.  
But I didn’t. You hear? 
Cos people are gonna be telling you 
all kinds of lies. 
I need you to know the truth

Joe hasn’t seen his brother for ten years, and it’s for the most 
brutal of reasons. Ed is on death row. But now Ed’s execution 
date has been set, and this might be the last summer they 
have together. From one-time Carnegie Medal and CBI Book of 
the Year Awards winner Sarah Crossan, this poignant, stirring, 
huge-hearted novel asks big questions. What value do you 
place on life? What can you forgive? And just how do you say 
goodbye?   

Judges’ Comments 
Joe hasn't seen his brother Ed for ten years and is determined 
to see him, regardless of the formidable obstacles in his way. 
For Ed is on death row and his execution date has been set… 
This intense and formidable novel, told in blank verse, combines 
beauty and starkness in its depiction of family ties, love, 
mistrust, forgiveness, capital punishment and incarceration. 
Crossan’s lyrical, compelling and heartbreaking novel will be an 
unforgettable reading experience for its young adult readers.

 

About the Author 
Sarah Crossan has lived in Dublin, London and New York, 
and now lives in Hertfordshire. She graduated with a 
degree in philosophy and literature before training as an 
English and drama teacher at Cambridge University. Since 
completing a master’s in creative writing, she has been 
working to promote creative writing in schools. The Weight of 
Water and Apple and Rain were both shortlisted for the CILIP 
Carnegie Medal. In 2016, Sarah won the CILIP Carnegie Medal 
as well as the YA Book Prize, the CBI Book of the Year Award 
and the CLiPPA Poetry Award for her novel One.
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QUESTIONS

BEFORE YOU BEGIN

1. Look at the cover of the book and the inside 
page – why do you think the cover is designed like 
this? What does it make you think about?

2. Sarah Crossan often writes in verse. Have you 
read a book in verse before, or any poetry?

AFTER YOU HAVE READ

1. From the very first page, poverty is a huge part of the 
lives of these characters. How does poverty affect 
the lives of each character? Think about the options 
that they’re faced with due to circumstances. 

2. Why is Joe so angry with his mother? Why does 
his mom behave in the ways she does?

3. What race do you think Joe and his family are? Why do 
you think this? Examine your preconceived views on 
race, poverty and violence in America and globally. 

4. Discuss the fact that Aunt Karen believes Ed might be 
guilty, whilst the family relies on her financially. What 
impact does this have on Joe and his sister Angela?

5. Is Aunt Karen a villain or a saviour?

6. When Joe arrives in Wakeling, he quickly starts 
work repairing a car at the local diner. Why do 
you think the author wrote this subplot? Think 
about Joe’s relationship with his brother.

7. This book addresses the many potential victims of 
crime, such as Joe’s family. Why do you think that 
this isn’t seen in many books or TV shows?

8. Early on, Joe’s brother Ed is given an execution date of 
18 August. This puts an endpoint on the book – why did 
the author do this? How does it affect the storytelling?

9. How does media coverage of the case represent Ed 
and affect his ability to get a fair trial? Contrast the 
types of photographs used to represent Ed with those 
of the victim of the crime, cop Frank Pheelan.

10. Why is the prison nicknamed the ‘farm’ in Wakeling?

11. Joe finds it hard to understand why Sue is being so 
nice to him. Why do you think he finds it difficult 
to accept kindness? Why is Sue being so kind?

12. The author presents certain words on specific parts of 
the page – why? Find some examples and discuss.

13. Joe says, ‘It’s better to be guilty and rich’ – what does he 
mean? Do you think this is true of the Irish court system?

14. Both Ed and Joe have committed some petty theft 
in the past. Does this make them bad people? Why 
does the author have us see Joe steal a girl’s purse?

15. Nell and Joe are drawn together and become 
more than friends. Why is this? 

16. Crossan switches between the present day and the 
past. What effect does this have on the storyline?

17. Joe thinks about bystanders, people who are ‘just 
doing their job’ – list some other examples of this.

18. Governor McDowell lives a nice life – functions 
and parties and chauffeur-driven cars. How does 
this affect his ability to view Ed’s case?

19. Joe feels like Ed left him behind when he took 
off. How does this affect Joe’s relationship with 
Ed, now that he’s visiting him in Wakeling?

20. Why did Nell keep her father’s identity a secret? 

21. Nell’s father is depicted as a complex character – he 
is conflicted about Ed’s execution but aware that if 
he doesn’t administer it someone else will. It would 
be easier to paint him as completely evil – why does 
the author choose to portray him as a father first?

22. Contrast the stillness and inaction of Joe’s family 
with the action of the prison on 17 August – 
why has the author depicted it this way?

23. Why do you think the prison system in America gives 
the death row prisoner a final meal of their choice? 

ACTIVITIES
• Write your own additional chapter 

to the story in free verse.

• Research prose, free verse and poetry. Try 
writing the same storyline in each style.

• Write two chapters of a story of your own – one 
in the past and one set in the present day. Can 
you explain someone’s motivation to behave 
a certain way by their past experiences?

• This book has difficult subject matter and is suitable for 
more mature readers. Write a short summary of the book 
that is appropriate for younger readers to understand. 

• Design an alternative cover for the book. 
What would you like to show on it?

• In small groups, discuss the death penalty and 
its alternatives. Why do you think some states in 
the USA have retained the death penalty? What 
alternative systems might you put in place?

• Find the paper that Nell talks about, by Harry Harlow, 
and give a presentation on the results found in the 
study into rhesus macaques and emotional isolation.
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The Space Between 
Meg Grehan 
Suitable for Young Adults 
Little Island Books 
ISBN 9781910411599

Summary 
It’s New Year’s Eve, and Beth plans to spend a whole year alone, 
in her snug, safe house. But she has reckoned without floppy-
eared, tail-wagging Mouse, who comes nosing to her window 
– followed shortly by his owner, Alice. As Beth’s year of solitude 
rolls out, Alice gently steals her way first into Beth’s house and 
later into her heart. And by the time New Year’s Eve comes 
round again – who knows?

A tender and delicate love story in verse, The Space Between 
is a tale of how warmth, support and friendship can overcome 
mental anguish

 
Judges’ Comments 
Meg Grehan’s debut novel offers an honest and tender 
chronicle of new love between two young women and explores 
the complexities of sustaining mental health in contemporary 
society. The story ebbs and flows and is enhanced by intriguing 
layout of text, which expresses the tumult of the protagonist’s 
life and experiences. Skilfully rendered in verse and elegantly 
written and presented, Grehan’s narrative is a significant new 
addition to Irish children’s literature.

 
About the Author 
Meg Grehan is an author from Donegal. She works as a stage 
manager and theatre technician. She has also written for online 
newspapers and journals. The Space Between is her first novel.
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QUESTIONS

BEFORE YOU READ

1. The Space Between is a novel written in verse, like a 
poem. Have you ever read a verse novel before? What 
do you think it will be like? What do you expect from 
such a book? Why do you think an author would choose 
to write a story like this in verse as opposed to prose? 

2. Look at the cover. What do the images tell you? What do 
the colours evoke? Think about the positioning of the title. 

3. What do you think the title might mean? 
What does ‘the space between’ refer to? 

AS YOU READ

1. In a way, The Space Between is a bit like a diary. 
As you read the book, record how you feel about 
what you read and how those feelings change as 
you learn more about the central characters. 

2. What kind of poetry does the author use to tell Beth’s 
story? Is it a kind of poetry you’re familiar with? 

3. Pay attention to the imagery the author uses to 
convey Beth’s anguish and unhappiness. Does 
this imagery change when she meets Alice? 

4. Do you think the novel could have been written in the 
first person? How would it have changed the story?

5. The book can be seen as an exploration of 
mental illness. Does it feel authentic to you? 
Can you relate to Beth’s experiences? 

6. What other issues does the novel explore? Think about 
these words in relation to Beth’s life and consider what 
they mean to you: safety, home, routine, love, connection, 
loneliness, faith, fear, trust, isolation, acceptance.

7. Think about the characterisation of Beth and 
Alice. Do they feel real to you? Can you get a 
sense of who they are from the novel? 

8. Pick the poem that speaks to you the most and rewrite or 
translate it into a prose piece. In what ways does it change? 

9. Make a list of the names of each of the poems 
that make up Beth’s story. Can you make sense 
of the story just by looking at these titles? 

THE POEMS

1. The novel’s first poem talks about the shadows that Beth 
watches crossing her room. Is it significant that these 
are the first images we are presented with? Why?

2. Why do you think Beth might come to such an important 
and potentially life-defining decision on New Year’s Eve? 
What do you think might have brought her to this decision? 

3. Beth tells herself that she is still Beth, that she is 
still herself – but she doesn’t seem sure. What do 
you think is happening to her as she wonders where 
the bits and pieces of her identity have gone? 

4. A long poem called ‘Dark and Quiet and Cold’ describes 
Beth’s everyday routine. Analyse what is happening 
in this poem. Is this routine beneficial for Beth? 

5. Poems about the past are written in italics. Why do you 
think this might be? Collect all of these poems together 
and analyse them as a whole. What do they tell you? 

6. Consider the poem ‘Armour’. What does this word 
mean in relation to the way Beth is living her life? 

7. Another long poem called ‘Heavy’ describes a panic 
attack Beth experiences. How successfully does the poem 
articulate her sense of fear and hopelessness? Consider 
not only the imagery used but also the way the poem 
looks on the page, its visual as well as verbal effect. 

8. The poems ‘Tired’ and ‘Unprepared’ use Beth’s physical 
and emotional state to explore how she is feeling. Is this 
a theme throughout the story? Does the physicality 
of certain poems help you to connect to Beth as a 
character? Or are the emotional poems more accessible? 

9. Read the poem called ‘OK’. Do you think the moment 
described in the poem marks a breakthrough for Beth? 

10. In the poem ‘Meeting Mouse’, we hear Beth speaking 
aloud to another person for the first time. Do you think 
this is significant? Why? How is it handled within the 
poem? Why do you think the author chooses to let 
Beth speak rather than describing what she says? 

11. Look at the poem ‘Rubber Gloves’. Does it 
strike you as different from the other poems 
about Beth’s state of mind? Why? 

12. How do the poems change when Beth meets Alice and 
Mouse? Does the structure become looser? Does the 
type of imagery change? Do you think meeting Alice 
allows Beth to see herself from a new perspective? 

13. Think about Mouse’s place in the story. What does 
taking care of the dog do for Beth? Does this chime 
with your experience of caring for animals?

14. Read the poem ‘One Step’. Discuss the role 
that nature begins to play in the story. 

15. What does the poem entitled ‘Alice’ tell you about Beth? 

16. The poem ‘Hers’ is situated almost at the 
heart of the novel. Why do you think this is? 
How do things change after this poem? 

17. Take the poems that you think best describe 
the life Beth and Alice build together. Why 
have you picked these particular poems? 

18. The poem ‘The End’ isn’t actually the end at all. Why do 
you think the author chose to give it this title? Look at it in 
relation to the very last poem, ‘31st December II’ and see if 
the former contributes to the sense of closure in the latter
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Tangleweed and Brine 
Deirdre Sullivan 
Illustrated by Karen Vaughan 
Suitable for 15+ 
Little Island Books 
ISBN 9781910411926 

Summary 
A collection of thirteen dark, feminist retellings of traditional 
fairy tales, from Cinderella to Rumpelstiltskin. Bewitching 
tales of blood and intrigue, betrayal and enchantment, that 
challenge us to rethink how women and girls have been 
depicted in fairy tales, intricately illustrated with black-and-
white line drawings by a new Irish illustrator. With elements of 
brutality and eroticism, this collection is best suited to mature 
readers.

Judges’ Comments 
This remarkable book is a significant and timely contribution 
to Irish young-adult literature and feminist literature for 
young people. Deirdre Sullivan’s simultaneously rich, delicate 
and stark text is powerfully enhanced by Karen Vaughan’s 
haunting black-and-white illustrations. Combining the timeless 
allure of dark fantasy with subversive explorations of female 
embodiment and systems of women’s suffering and triumphs, 
this incisive, exquisite collection promises an enthralling and 
unsettling experience.

 

About the Author 
Deirdre Sullivan is from Galway now living in Dublin and 
working as a teacher. She has established a reputation 
as a leading Irish YA author following her hugely praised 
Needlework, which won the Honour Award for Fiction at the 
CBI Book of the Year Awards and was shortlisted for the Bord 
Gáis Energy Irish Book Awards. Her Primrose Leary series was 
also widely acclaimed: two of the Prim books were shortlisted 
for the CBI Book of the Year awards, and the final in the series, 
Primperfect, was also shortlisted for the European Prize for 
Literature. In 2017 Tangleweed and Brine won the Dept 51 @ 
Eason Teen/Young Adult Book of the Year at the Bord Gáis 
Energy Irish Book Awards.

About the Illustrator 
Karen Vaughan is a designer and illustrator with a particular 
love for pen and ink. Since receiving her BA in Illustration 
from the North Wales School of Art and Design at Glyndwr 
University in 2013, Karen has worked as a freelance graphic 
designer and illustrator, producing covers, illustrations and 
designs for numerous publishing companies and newspapers. 
Her intricate illustrations are very much inspired by folk tales, 
nature and the elaborate patterns and fashions of bygone eras. 
Tangleweed and Brine is her first book.  
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QUESTIONS
BEFORE YOU BEGIN

• Look at the front cover and back cover carefully. What sort 
of book do you think this will be? Consider the title, design, 
image, blurb, etc. What impression does each give you? Are 
they effective?

• What do you expect from a fairy-tale collection?

AFTER YOU HAVE READ

1. Do you think the exterior features reflect the interior 
content? What features of each story do you recognise in 
the cover design?

2. What is the significance of the title? Why is the collection 
divided into the corresponding sections?

3. Which story is your favourite? List five reasons why.

4. Which is your favourite illustration? List five reasons why.

5. What do the illustrations add to the stories?

6. Were you already familiar with some or all of these fairy 
tales? Why do you think fairy tales are continuously 
retold?

7. What do you think are the necessary ingredients for a fairy 
tale? List them.

8. How does the author evoke a fairy-tale atmosphere? How 
does the illustrator evoke a fairy-tale atmosphere?

9. Many of the stories make use of second-person narration. 
What effect does this have?

10. Do you like the writing style? How would you describe it? 
What writing techniques does Sullivan make use of?

11. Which fairy-tale retelling surprised you the most? Why is 
this?

12. Use online or library sources to find the original versions 
of the fairy tales in Tangleweed and Brine. You may be 
familiar with the Disney versions of some, which differ a 
lot from the originals! In your opinion, how does each story 
differ from the original version? Think in terms of plot, 
tone, viewpoint, etc. Why do you think the author made 
the changes that she did?

13. Why do you think the author chose to focus on the 
experiences of the female characters rather than the male 
characters? Did she always pick the protagonist (main 
character) you expected?

14. What type of expectations are placed on women in the 
world of these stories? How does this impact on them 
personally? How does each protagonist cope and/or 
resist? Do you think any of these expectations exist in 
contemporary society?

15. Do you admire and/or empathise with any of the 
protagonists? Why or why not? 

16. How is motherhood depicted in the stories? Why are so 
many of the protagonists desperate to become pregnant? 
How is the experience of pregnancy itself portrayed? What 
sort of relationships do the protagonists have with their 
mothers? What types of things do the protagonists inherit 
from their mothers and grandmothers? Why are so many 
mothers absent from the stories? What effect does this 
have on the protagonists?

17. How do fathers treat their daughters in these stories? 
What do they value most in their daughters?

18. How is marriage depicted in these stories? What 
differing expectations are placed on husbands and wives 
in this society? Do any of the characters have loving 
relationships?

19. What sort of relationships do the various characters have 
with food and the act of eating? Why do you think this is 
something the author focuses on?

20. What powers and skills do the various protagonists have?

21. Why do you think many of the female protagonists are so 
closely allied with animals and nature?

22. What do you think of the use of violence in the stories? 
What function and/or effect does it have?

23. 2In what ways might you consider each of the protagonists 
to be heroic? Would you consider any of them to be a 
strong female role model?

24. How is witchcraft depicted in these stories? Why do you 
think there is such an emphasis on it?

25. Traditional fairy tales divide the characters into victim and 
villain; however, in these retellings some of the characters 
act as both. Do you think most women in fairy tales fall 
into either one category or the other? If so, why do you 
think this is?

26. How do you feel about the ending of each story? In what 
ways does each protagonist suffer and/or triumph?

27. In what ways does the collection challenge us to rethink 
traditional fairy tales?

28. Do you think this is a ‘feminist’ collection of fairy tales? 
Why/why not?

29. Consider some of the following themes: power; obedience; 
punishment; sacrifice; beauty; desire; hunger; love; 
knowledge; secrets; body; voice; craft; nature; home. Find 
examples of each in the stories.

30. What other themes can you identify?

31. What images and motifs recur throughout the stories? 
What is their significance?

32. Have you read any other fairy-tale retellings? How does 
this collection compare?
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ACTIVITIES
• Write a review of the book, recommending a suitable age 

group.

• Draw an alternative cover for the collection.

• Draw alternative illustrations for each story. Try using the 
same techniques as illustrator Karen Vaughan.

• Use online or library sources to research how different 
illustrators and animators have depicted a fairy tale 
of your choice. Make a poster displaying the different 
representations.

• Research the origin of the fairy tales that are reworked in 
this collection. Present your findings on a poster. Which 
country did each fairy tale come from? Who originally 
wrote it down?

• Contrast and compare a selection of retellings of the same 
fairy tale.

• Write your own fairy tale.

• Write an alternative ending for one the retellings in 
Tangleweed and Brine.

• Write a story detailing the aftermath of one of the tales in 
this collection.

• Rewrite one of the stories from the point of view of a male 
character.

• Rewrite a fairy tale of your choice. Consider altering the 
plot, setting, tone or viewpoint. Accompany it with your 
own illustration.

• Write an essay exploring what you consider to be the 
greatest challenges faced by women and girls today.

• Think about what feminism means to you. Share your ideas 
with your shadowing group.

• Pick one female whom you admire – real or fictional, 
historical or contemporary, familiar or unfamiliar. Write an 
essay explaining why you admire her.

• Debate the following statement:

‘Fairy tale princesses are good role models for young 
girls.’
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Children’s Books Ireland is the national 
children’s books organisation of Ireland. 
Our mission is to make books a part 
of every child’s life. We champion and 
celebrate the importance of authors and 
illustrators and we work in partnership 
with the people and organisations who 
enhance children’s lives through books. 
Our vision is an Ireland in which books 
are a part of every child’s life and where 
meaningful engagement with books is 
supported by passionate and informed 
adults in families, schools, libraries and 
communities all across the country.

Children’s Books Ireland is a registered 
charity, and becoming a member supports the 
work we do. 

Tá CBI tiomanta d’obair a dhéanamh i nGaeilge 
agus i mBéarla araon.

What do we do? 
We publish Inis magazine online and in print to 
provide a focus for children’s books discussion 
and review.

We run the CBI Book of the Year Awards, along 
with the shadowing scheme for schools and 
groups of young readers, to recognise excellence 
in the work of Irish authors and illustrators.

We run an annual conference featuring some of 
the most exciting speakers in writing, illustration, 
publishing, reading promotion and critical 
discussion of books for children and young 
adults. 

 

We coordinate an annual celebration of reading 
throughout the month of October. We strive for 
live literature events to be made available for 
children in every county on the island of Ireland. 
We commission an original illustration each 
year to showcase an Irish illustrator for use on 
bookmarks, posters and the Inis Reading Guide – 
a guide to the best books published in any given 
year, especially highlighting Irish-published books 
and books by Irish authors and illustrators.

We provide professional development for 
authors, illustrators and storytellers.

We partner with a wide variety of festivals, 
venues, libraries and organisations throughout 
the year to bring authors and illustrators 
together with young audiences, and we bring 
young readers together with great books through 
our Book Clinics.

We respond to general queries and requests and 
share information, book-related activities and 
useful resources through our website, newsletter 
and other publications.

What do our members get?
• Three issues of Inis magazine every year
• A copy of the Inis Reading Guide

• Posters and bookmarks featuring an  
 original illustration by an Irish artist each  
 year

• Reduced entry fees to the annual  
 CBI conference and any live literature or  
 professional development events organised  
 throughout the year

• Regular updates by post from Children’s  
 Books Ireland

For CBI membership and resources, go online to 

www.childrensbooksireland.ie 

Follow us on social media!

childrensbooksireland  

@KidsBooksIrel

@kidsbooksirel
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For CBI membership and resources, go online to 

www.childrensbooksireland.ie 

Follow us on social media!

childrensbooksireland  

@KidsBooksIrel

@kidsbooksirel


