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4.  IRELANDOPEDIA  
 by John Burke and Fatti Burke 
 SUITABLE FOR ALL AGES

6.  GOODNIGHT EVERYONE  
 by Chris Haughton 
 SUITABLE FOR 1+

9.  THE HUG  
 by Eoin McLaughlin and  
 Polly Dunbar  
 SUITABLE FOR 2–5

11.  BEAG BÍDEACH  
 le Sadhbh Devlin agus  
 Róisín Hahessy 
 OIRIÚNACH DO 3+

13.  BETWEEN TICK AND TOCK  
 by Louise Greig and  
 Ashling Lindsay 
 SUITABLE FOR 3+

15. THE POOKA PARTY  
 by Shone Shirley Macdonald 
 SUITABLE FOR 3+

18.  SCÚNC AGUS SMÚIRÍN  
 le Muireann Ní Chíobháin agus  
 Paddy Donnelly 
 OIRIÚNACH DO 3–6

21.  BLIAN NA nAMHRÁN  
 le Tadgh Mac Dhonnagáin,  
 Jennifer Farley, Brian Fitzgerald,  
 Tarsila Krüse agus Christina  
 O’Donovan 
 OIRIÚNACH DO 3–7

24.  THE TIDE  
 by Clare Helen Walsh and  
 Ashling Lindsay 
 SUITABLE FOR 3–7

28. CHOCOLATE CAKE  
 by Michael Rosen and  
 Kevin Waldron 
 SUITABLE FOR 4+

30.  HERE WE ARE: NOTES FOR  
 LIVING ON PLANET EARTH  
 by Oliver Jeffers  
 SUITABLE FOR 4+

33.  IMAGINARY FRED  
 by Eoin Colfer and Oliver Jeffers 
 SUITABLE FOR 4+

35.  NÁ GABH AR SCOIL!  
 le Máire Zepf agus Tarsila Krüse 
 OIRIÚNACH DO 4+

37.  MADAME BADOBEDAH  
 by Sophie Dahl and  
 Lauren O’Hara 
 SUITABLE FOR 5+

40.  MÓR AGUS MUILC  
 le John Óg Hiúdaí Neidí Ó Colla  
 agus Kim Sharkey 
 OIRIÚNACH DO 5+

44.  A SAILOR WENT TO  
 SEA, SEA, SEA  
 by Sarah Webb and  
 Steve McCarthy 
 SUITABLE FOR 5–8

47.  ANNA LIZA AND THE  
 HAPPY PRACTICE  
 by Eoin Colfer and  
 Matt Robertson 
 SUITABLE FOR 5–8

49.  BILLY BUTTON,  
 TELEGRAM BOY  
 by Sally Nicholls and  
 Sheena Dempsey 
 SUITABLE FOR 5–8

51.  RABBIT & BEAR:  
 THE PEST IN THE NEST  
 by Julian Gough and Jim Field 
 SUITABLE FOR 5–8

56.  THE DAY THE CRAYONS  
 CAME HOME  
 by Drew Daywalt and  
 Oliver Jeffers  
 SUITABLE FOR 5–8

58.  DR HIBERNICA FINCH’S  
 COMPELLING  
 COMPENDIUM OF  
 IRISH ANIMALS  
 by Rob Maguire and  
 Aga Grandowicz 
 SUITABLE FOR 6+

65.  MUCKING ABOUT  
 by John Chambers 
 SUITABLE FOR 7+

72.  GULLIVER  
 by Jonathan Swift, Mary Webb  
 and Lauren O’Neill 
 SUITABLE FOR 8+

75.  HISTOROPEDIA  
 by John Burke and Fatti Burke 
 SUITABLE FOR 8+

77.  THE GREAT IRISH  
 WEATHER BOOK  
 by Joanna Donnelly and  
 Fuschia MacAree 
 SUITABLE FOR 8+

79.  THE MINISTRY OF  
 STRANGE, UNUSUAL AND  
 IMPOSSIBLE THINGS  
 by Paul Gamble 
 SUITABLE FOR 9+

83.  ILLEGAL  
 by Eoin Colfer, Andrew Donkin  
 and Giovanni Rigano 
 SUITABLE FOR 9–11

87.  ÓRÓ NA CIRCÍNÍ  
 le Gabriel Rosenstock agus  
 Brian Fitzgerald 
 OIRIÚNACH DO 9–11

90.  THE STAR-SPUN WEB  
 by Sinéad O’Hart 
 SUITABLE FOR 9–12

96.  TIN  
 by Pádraig Kenny 
 SUITABLE FOR 10+

100.  THE DEEPEST BREATH  
 by Meg Grehan 
 SUITABLE FOR 10–14

103.  FLYING TIPS FOR  
 FLIGHTLESS BIRDS  
 by Kelly McCaughrain  
 SUITABLE FOR 12+

108.  PLAIN JANE  
 by Kim Hood 
 SUITABLE FOR 12+

113.  THE BOY AT THE TOP  
 OF THE MOUNTAIN  
 by John Boyne 
 SUITABLE FOR 12+

117.  THE SPACE BETWEEN 
 by Meg Grehan 
 SUITABLE FOR 12+

119.  THE WORDSMITH 
 by Patricia Forde 
 SUITABLE FOR 12+

124.  A DANGEROUS CROSSING  
 by Jane Mitchell 
 SUITABLE FOR 12–14

128.  STAR BY STAR  
 by Sheena Wilkinson 
 SUITABLE FOR 12–14

132.  OTHER CHILDREN’S  
 BOOKS IRELAND  
 RESOURCES

about this pack
This pack is a bind-up of resources for the best titles by Irish artists from 2015–2020. These resources were originally 
published as shadowing packs or Junior Jury resources packs as part of the CBI Book of the Year Awards or more recently as 
part of the KPMG Children’s Book of the Year Awards. We hope that by gathering them together in primary and secondary 
school packs, we have made the very best titles by Irish authors and illustrators more accessible.
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IRELANDOPEDIA
John Burke 
Illustrated by Fatti Burke 
Gill & Macmillan 
ISBN 9780717169382 (HBK)

Themes Making friends, celebrating difference

Summary Irelandopedia is an exciting and vibrant 
compendium of facts, figures and fascinating findings about our 
little Emerald Isle. From the most southerly point in Cork to the 
most northerly point in Donegal, follow a tour of the best sights 
and sounds Ireland has to offer.

Take a tour of all 32 counties and meet some interesting 
characters along the way, ranging from local celebrities to 
world famous musicians and athletes. Learn about the local 
delicacies and traditions each county has to offer. Find out 
about the flora and fauna that grace our small Island and learn 
about the intriguing historical figures that have shaped our 
country.

A beautiful book that will appeal to armchair travelers of all 
ages and an engaging title to share with the entire family! 
Created by father and daughter team, Fatti Burke’s absorbing 
and witty illustrations bring the story of Ireland to life and 
perfectly compliment John’s exciting and often humorous Irish 
trivia.

Judges’ Comments This ‘compendium of maps, facts and 
knowledge’ about Ireland and Irish life by father and daughter 
team, John Burke and Fatti Burke, has infectious appeal for all 
the family and immense potential as a platform for projects, 
independent research and crosscurricular learning across the 
primary sector. Each county’s doublespread is vividly evoked 
with witty and detailed illustrations which work perfectly in 
counterpart with the accessible, engaging text and an endless 
treasure trove of facts.

This absorbing book will immerse even the most reluctant 
reader and will spark curiosity, pleasure and pride about local 
environments, history, culture and the richness of modern and 
ancient Ireland.

About the Author John Burke is Fatti’s 68-year-old dad. 
He is a retired primary school teacher and was Teaching 
Principal of Passage East National School from 1980 to 
2009. He has always been interested in environmental 
studies, local history and exploring Ireland. He is currently 
Chairperson of Waterford Teachers’ Education Centre and 
Secretary of Barony of Gaultier Historical Society. He lives 
in Waterford.

About the Illustrator Kathi ‘Fatti’ Burke is a 25-year-
old illustrator with a passion for all things Irish. With a 
combined love of mapmaking and travel, she likes nothing 
more than drawing the places around her. She graduated 
from NCAD in 2012 and has been working as an illustrator 
ever since, creating commercial, editorial and commissioned 
pieces. She has been voted one of 2014’s ‘Women to Watch’, 
featured in 2015 as a ‘Rising Female Star’ by the Irish 
Independent and described as an ‘Illustrator Extraordinaire’ 
by Image magazine. Originally from Co. Waterford, Kathi 
now lives and works in Dublin City.

 IRELANDOPEDIA Suitable for all ages IRELANDOPEDIA Suitable for all ages
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 IRELANDOPEDIA Suitable for all ages

QUESTIONS
BEFORE YOU BEGIN
Look at the cover:

1. Look at the front cover. What do you think the book is 
about?

AFTER YOU HAVE READ
1. What was your favourite picture or spread  

(two facing pages) from the book? Describe it.

2. Do you think the cover illustration was strong?  
Would you have picked something else?

3. What do you think of the font used?  
(How do you think it was created?)

4. How do you think the illustrator created the pictures? 
(What materials if any did she use?)

 
QUESTIONS FOR OLDER READERS
1. Do you think the book is inviting to all ages?

 

ACTIVITIES
1. Write a short review of the book.

2. Create your own ‘opedia’ based on your local area or  
 hometown 
 •  Which characters would feature? 
 •  Are there any local ‘celebrities’ or well known  
  characters? 
 •  Are there any famous statues or buildings which  
  should feature?

3. Choose a historical character from any county featured  
 and write up a report on that person (a biography in  
 words and pictures).

CLASSROOM PROJECTS:
1: Play a ‘Game of Links’:

Play a game of what links the counties. Choose an 
element or picture from one county and ask the children 
to research how that picture relates to another county or 
come up with your own items which are not featured:

For example, Meath – Book of Kells – Dublin (The Book 
of Kells is now on permanent display in Marsh’s Library 
in Trinity College)

Another example, Limerick – John F Kennedy – Wexford 
(JFK’s maternal great grandfather came from Bruff 
in Limerick but where in Wexford is JFK’s ancestoral 
home?)

2: Guess the county game:

 Scan or photocopy different elements from the different  
 maps and get the children to guess which county they  
 belong to.

ACTIVITIES FOR OLDER READERS
1: Choose one city in the world and recreate a visual-opedia

2: Pick a county

•  Have they left out any major landmarks or  
 architecture? 
•  Have they ommitted any famous characters? 
•  Who would you add and why? 
•  What else would you feature and why?

3: Then and Now:

•  Chooses a county and do a visual-opedia based on life  
 a century ago 
•  Would a 1916 Dublin look very different from a  
 2016 Dublin map? 
•  Which buildings and landmarks would feature in  
 each? 
• Are there any particular statues that might appear in 
 one but not the other? 
• Woud the famous characters differ? Did we have 
 ‘celebrities’ in the past?

What other ‘opedia’ displays could you do on Ireland?

Split the class up into groups and assign them themes 
to research and debate who makes the cut. Ask them 
to create posters for the classroom of the following 
themes:

Animalopedia

•  What are the native animals of Ireland? 
•  How many native dog breeds do we have?  
 Birdopedia 
•  What are our native birds and where are their  
 habitat? 
•  What is their migratory pattern? 
•  What countries might they visit?

Musicopedia

•  What are our native musical instruments? 
•  Who are most celebrated musicians through  
 the years? 
•  What are our most loved songs?

Peopleopedia

•  Who are most celebrated figures?

•  Historical Figures, TV Presenters, politicians,  
 writers, poets, musicicans.

IRELANDOPEDIA Suitable for all ages
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GOODNIGHT EVERYONE
Chris Haughton 
Walker Books 
ISBN 9781406352320 

Themes Making friends, celebrating difference

Summary The sun is going down and all the animals of the 
forest are sleepy – but one. Little Bear is still wide awake and 
ready to play. On a mission to avoid bedtime, the lively bear 
visits a variety of woodland families in the hope of finding a 
playmate. However, everyone is simply too tired. From the small 
to the large, the creatures begin to yawn and close their eyes. It 
isn’t long before Little Bear starts to stretch and yawn too …

Judges’ Comments The sun is setting, everyone in the forest 
is getting sleepy but one little bear is trying to stay awake … 
Chris Haughton’s vibrant illustrations combine perfectly with 
the deceptively simple narrative in this mesmerising bedtime 
tale. Chronicling a series of animal yawns, the colour palette 
gradually darkens as the world of the forest is painted in sunset. 
Haughton’s use of cut-outs is particularly effective and the 
star maps in the endpapers add a mystic dimension to this 
captivating story. 

About the Author CHRIS HAUGHTON’s previous 
picturebooks include A Bit Lost, Oh No, George! and Shh! 
We Have a Plan, each of which has earned him nominations 
and wins at the CBI Awards. He grew up in Dublin, loving 
books with pictures and diagrams as a child. When he grew 
older, he moved to Hong Kong and worked as a teacher 
with small children. A lot of the time the children didn’t 
understand his English, so he drew on the blackboard or 
used picturebooks to help them. Chris now lives in London.

 GOODNIGHT EVERYONE Suitable for 1+ GOODNIGHT EVERYONE Suitable for 1+
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 GOODNIGHT EVERYONE Suitable for 1+

QUESTIONS
BEFORE YOU BEGIN
Look at the cover:

1. Look at the title and illustration on the front cover. 
What do you think this book is about?

2. Does the title and/or cover make you want to read 
the book? Why or why not?

3. Look at the illustrations of the bears on the front 
and back covers. What do you think the relationship 
is between them? How do you think the bears feel 
in these illustrations?

AFTER YOU HAVE READ 

1. Look back at your answers to the earlier questions. 
Were you right?

2. Did you enjoy the story? Why or why not?

3. What was your favourite picture or spread (two 
facing pages) from the book? Describe it.

4. Did you like the series of cut pages which increased 
in size? 

5. Did you like the font?

6. Do you think the cover illustration was strong? 
Would you have picked something else?

7. Do you like the colours used in the pictures? 

8. How do the pictures make you feel?

9. Do you think this picturebook is best read at any 
particular time of day?

10. Who was your favourite character and why? 

11. How many characters were in the book?

12. Are any animals shown in the illustrations but not 
mentioned in the text? If so, how many?

13. How much time do you think has passed between 
the beginning and end of the story? How can you 
tell?

14. Do you think this is the first time that Little Bear 
has behaved like this? Do you think Little Bear will 
behave like this again after the final pages?

 
 
 
 

QUESTIONS FOR OLDER READERS 

1. What words would you use to describe the 
characters in this book?

2. Could you relate to any of the characters? Have you 
ever encountered similar behaviour from a family 
member, pet or otherwise?

3. Why do you think the illustrator used this colour 
scheme?

4. Do you think the illustrator does a good job of 
giving personality to the characters or of showing 
us how they are feeling? How does he try to achieve 
this?

5. Why do you think the author included the series of 
cut pages which increased in size? 

6. How do you think the artist created the pictures?

7. How do you feel about the repetitions in the plot 
and in the text? Why do you think the author chose 
to tell the story in this way? Are there any other 
types of repetition in the picturebook?

8. Look at the endpapers. How do they relate to the 
story? Do you think they were a good choice?

9. Have a look at some other picturebooks by Chris 
Haughton. What similarities and differences do you 
notice?

10. What age group do you think this book is intended 
for and why?

11. Do you think older readers can enjoy picturebooks 
too?

12. Did you enjoy looking at the pictures alongside the 
text? If you were to take away the words from the 
page, would you still be able to understand what was 
happening in the story?

 

ACTIVITIES 
• Write a short review of the book.

• List your top five favourite animals. Create a series 
of drawings in which these animals are arranged in 
order of size. You can draw them all on one big sheet 
or you can create a small booklet of turning pages to 
match Chris Haughton’s series. 

• Write a diary entry from the point of view of 
Little Bear, describing your dream day of play and 
adventure. Draw some pictures to accompany it. 

• Is there a special person you look after or a special 
person that looks after you? Draw a picture of the 
pair of you together. Write about the ways in which 
you care for each other and list your favourite things 
about this person.

 

GOODNIGHT EVERYONE Suitable for 1+
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ACTIVITIES FOR OLDER READERS 

• In Goodnight Everyone, what kind of technique did the 
illustrator use to create the pictures? Can you create your 
own picture using this method?

• Goodnight Everyone experiments a lot with scale. Find 
out the size of human beings in relation to some of 
the smallest things in the universe (e.g. quarks, atoms, 
bacteria, animal cells, grains of sand, ants) and/or some 
of the biggest things in the universe (the biggest animal, 
building, mountain, country, planet, star, galaxy or 
even the universe itself). Size can be measured as length, 
width, height, diameter, perimeter, area, volume or mass. 

• Create a comic strip in which you explore scale. You 
could compare the size of various objects, such as 
a human being, a flower, an ant, a tree, a ship or a 
mountain. You could also play with perspective here. For 
example, how might a shoe appear to an ant? Or how 
might a tree appear to a person at the top of a mountain? 

• Research the solar system which is depicted on the 
endpapers. Create a poster of the solar system, depicting 
the planets realistically in terms of scale, colour, etc. Add 
any astronomical objects which have been left out, such 
as dwarf planets, moons and asteroids. You could even 
extend your exploration beyond Neptune and include 
some nearby objects. Make sure to label everything.

• Choose one of the planets depicted on the endpapers 
and research it in more detail. Create a poster of 
your findings. You should focus on important facts 
but you could also include some illustrations or even 
photographs. 

• Imagine the story of Goodnight Everyone if it was set 
on another planet. What would the landscape be like? 
What colours would the sky be? What sort of creatures 
might the story be about? Write and/or illustrate this 
story.

• The endpapers feature famous constellations, most 
of which have been named after myths. Choose one 
constellation and find out more about its myth. You 
can even choose the constellation myths which inspired 
this picturebook – Ursa Major and Ursa Minor. If you 
choose a different constellation, you can try writing 
and/or illustrating your own story inspired by its 
mythological figure. For example, Orion is a hunter, 
Hydra is a multi-headed monster and Pegasus is an 
immortal winged horse.

• Organise a class debate on the following topic: ‘Children 
should be allowed to decide their own bedtimes.’

USEFUL INTERNET LINKS
The making of Goodnight Everyone (blog post): 
http://blog.chrishaughton.com/the-making-of-
goodnight-everyone/

Book Trailer:
https://vimeo.com/177257113

Tate Kids – Interview with Chris Haughton (video):
https://vimeo.com/177450574

About the Illustrator:
www.walker.co.uk/contributors/Chris-Haughton-8964.aspx

 GOODNIGHT EVERYONE Suitable for 1+

8



THE HUG 
Eoin McLaughlin  
Illustrated by Polly Dunbar 
Faber & Faber 
ISBN 9780571340019    

Themes Making friends, celebrating difference

Summary The Hug is a tale of two sides. It can be flipped 
over, so you can read about two different characters depending 
on which end of the picturebook you start from. It is the story 
of a hedgehog and a tortoise, both feeling sad, both in different 
places and both of whom just want a hug. They ask the animals 
they meet if they can have one, but everyone refuses, and they 
can’t figure out why until an owl explains it all – hedgehog is 
too spiky, and tortoise is too hard. The owl hints to them both 
that there is someone for everyone, but hedgehog and tortoise 
aren’t convinced. They sadly continue on their way in search of a 
hug until they spot each other and then have the best hug ever.

Judges’ Comments A charming picturebook of novel 
design that can be read from either end and concludes in the 
middle. Tortoise and hedgehog, each lonely and in need of a 
hug, embark on separate quests that end when they happen 
upon each other. Tortoise’s hard shell and hedgehog’s prickly 
pins do not deter the pair from hugging in a heart-warming 
doublespread at the centre of the book. The texture, colours and 
facial expressions of the animal characters are superbly rendered, 
with pictures by Polly Dunbar and text by Eoin McLaughlin 
working in perfect tandem to engage and delight young readers.

About the Author Eoin McLaughlin was born in Ireland 
and now lives in Peckham with his wife and their baby. When 
he’s not hugging them, he’s writing more stories. This is his 
début picturebook, with many more in the pipeline.

About the Illustrator Polly Dunbar is one of the most 
well-known illustrators working today. Polly’s bestselling book, 
Penguin, has won numerous awards including the BookTrust 
Early Year’s Award, the Nestlé Silver Children’s Book Prize and 
the Red House Children’s Book of the Year Award and was 
shortlisted for the Kate Greenaway Medal. Polly was chosen as 
one of BookTrust’s Ten Best illustrators. Polly is the illustrator 
of Shoe Baby, Pat-a-Cake Baby and two picturebooks written by 
David Almond. Polly created Tilly and Friends, a series which is 
now animated on CBeebies, and many of her other stories have 
been adapted for the stage. She is also co-founder of an award-
winning theatre company. Polly lives in the Waveny Valley, 
Suffolk, with her family.

THE HUG Suitable for 2–5
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QUESTIONS
BEFORE YOU BEGIN
Look at the cover:

1. What does the title tell you about the story?
2. Why are the characters in this position?
3. Why does this book have two beginnings, do you 

think?
4. What do you notice about the characters when you 

look at the cover while flipping it over?
5. Which side do you want to start from? Why?

AS YOU READ
1. What is happening to the tortoise?

2. What is happening to the hedgehog?

3. Count how many different ways the animals make 
excuses not to hug hedgehog or tortoise.

4. Why do the animals not want to give a hug?

5. How does this make hedgehog and tortoise feel?

6. How does the owl help?

AFTER YOU HAVE READ
1. Why did hedgehog and tortoise hug straight away?
2. Was this a good way to end the story? Why?
3. Which animal in the story was most like you? Are you 

a hedgehog or an owl? A magpie or a squirrel?
4. Which animal in this story would you most want as 

your friend? Why?
5. Even though hedgehog was spiky and tortoise was hard, 

the one feeling they wanted was a warm safe hug –  
how does the art of this book show this feeling?

6. What feeling do you have after this story?

QUESTIONS FOR OLDER READERS
1. Why is a book like this important for young readers?
2. What messages will a young reader get from seeing the 

way the animals treat hedgehog and tortoise?
3. This is a picturebook – if you were a child who couldn’t 

yet read, what would be special about the art? 
4. Look at the expressions of the characters – what can 

they tell a young reader?
5. Why are animals so useful for telling stories to young 

readers?

 
 

ACTIVITIES 
1. Art and text art: make your own book cover for The 

Hug – you can copy Polly Dunbar’s art or pick your 
own animal. Make sure to give the animal wide arms 
to show they are really looking for a hug.

2. Non-fiction/natural science: It can be easy to think that 
just because hedgehog is spiky or tortoise is hard that 
they aren’t soft inside. But often we give animals traits 
that aren’t true, such as pigs being mucky or elephants 
being forgetful.

· Can you think of other animal traits?
· Can you do some research to find out if they are 

true? 

3. Writing/research project: In nature, sometimes an 
animal makes friends with another animal who is quite 
different to them because they can both help each other 
and both benefit from this friendship. This is called a 
symbiotic relationship. Can you find two animals who 
have become friends in nature (for example, clown 
fish and anemones or plover birds and crocodiles – but 
there are many more)? Perhaps you can write a story 
about these two animals who need a special friend, just 
like in The Hug.

ACTIVITIES FOR OLDER READERS
1. Can you rewrite The Hug as a short story for older 

children/teenagers?

FURTHER RESOURCES 
· Other picturebooks that look at how we make friends 

and talk to others include: Hello, friend! by Rebecca 
Cobb; Hug by Jez Alborough; The New Kid by Marie-
Louise Fitzpatrick; This is Our House by Michael Rosen 
and Bob Graham

· Older children can look at similar themes by 
comparing the difficulties hedgehog and tortoise 
have finding a friend in The Hug with Greg Heffley’s 
struggles in Diary of a Wimpy Kid by Jeff Kinney.

1. Children’s Books Ireland have a reading list that covers 
friendship differences, Celebrating Difference:  
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/
CBU-Book-List-Celebrating-Difference.pdf

 THE HUG Suitable for 2–5
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BEAG BÍDEACH
Sadhbh Devlin 
Maisthe ag Róisín Hahessy 
Futa Fata 
ISBN 9781910945407 

Themes Making friends, celebrating difference

Achoimre/Summary Pléann an scéilín seo le caidreamh idir 
dheirfiúracha agus dheartháireacha óga. Cé go mbíonn Jimí 
ag síorimpí ar Nína spraoi leis, b’fhearr léi a bheith ag spraoi 
léi féin lena bréagáin. Fíoraítear a brionglóid di agus ní fada go 
dtagann athrú meoin uirthi. Éiríonn Nína beag bídeach agus 
isteach léi i dteach na mbréagán. Níl an oiread sin spraoi ag 
baint leis an gcomhluadar plaisteach, áfach. Teastaíonn uaithi 
a bheith mór millteach arís agus ritheann sé léi nach é an rud is 
measa é spraoi lena deartháir beag.

This short story deals with brother-sister dynamics. Despite 
Jimí’s continual pleading, Nína wants to play by herself with 
her own toys. When her wish comes true though, it is not long 
before she changes her mind. She finds herself shrunken to 
the size of a doll in the doll house but soon realises her plastic 
companions are not much fun. She wishes to be big again and 
realises that spending time with her little brother is not all that 
bad.

Tuairiscí an Mholtóra/Judges’ Comments Nár dheas a 
bheith beag bídeach agus éaló isteach sa teach bábóige seachas 
a bheith cráite ag daoine eile? But be careful what you wish for! 
Nína’s escape into the miniature world is told with a simple, 
beautiful richness of language and illustrated with a soft – 
yet vibrant – colour palette. Coincheap cliste a mheallfaidh 
léitheoirí óga. An-oiriúnach freisin le léamh os ard do leanaí 
beaga. Scéilín aoibhinn, saibhreas iontach san insint agus úsáid 
álainn bainte as athrá agus as dathanna. 

Faoin Údar/About the Author ETá conaí ar Sadhbh 
Devlin i mBré, Co. Chill Mhantáin. Is blagálaí í Sadhbh a 
bhfuil go leor duaiseanna bainte aici. Chomh maith leis an 
obair sin, bíonn sí ag soláthar ábhar ceardaíochta don iris Irish 
Parenting, i measc go leor eile, agus is léirmheastóir í don iris 
Inis. Is é Beag Bídeach an dárna leabhair uaithi agustagann sna 
sála ar a céad leabhar, Bí ag Spraoi Liom! a foilsíodh anuraidh. 
Sadhbh Devlin is a writer, columnist, television presenter and 
researcher. She lives in Wicklow. Her award-winning blog www. 
wherewishescomefrom.ie is where she writes about seasonal 
celebrations, simple craft projects and the adventures she has 
with her twin girls. She also has her own column in the Easy 
Parenting magazine.

BEAG BÍDEACH Oiriúnach do 3+

Faoin Maisitheoir/About the Illustrator Bhí 
grá ag Róisín Hahessy, arb as Cluain Meala ó dhúchas 
dhi, don ealaín ó bhí sí an-óg. Tar éis di céim a bhaint ó 
Coláiste Ballyfermot, Baile Áth Cliath, chaith sí seal ag 
obair le graificí san earnáil teilfíse. I 2015 chroch sí a seolta 
go Braisíl, áit a bhfuil sí ag díriú anois ar a chuid obair 
mhaisiúcháin ar leabhar do pháistí. Tá Róisín mar bhail den 
Bright Agency agus is é Beag Bídeach a céad leabhar le Futa 
Fata.

Róisín Hahessy is an Irish Illustrator currently based in 
Brazil. She grew up in Ireland and she spent her childhood 
drawing, colouring and painting. Shortly after graduating 
at an animation college in Dublin, she began working in 
television, creating graphics and animations. Her inspiration 
comes from all around; her dreams play a big part, and also 
simple things that she sees in everyday life.
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CESITEANNA/
QUESTIONS
SULA LÉANN TÚ AN SCÉAL/ 
BEFORE YOU BEGIN
Look at the cover:

1. 1. Breathnaigh ar an gclúdach agus cuir aithne ar Nína, 
Jimí, Tim, Neilí agus Neilí-Eile./Have a look at the 
cover and get to know Nína, Jimí, Tim, and Neilí-Eile.

2. Oscail na leathanaigh seo a leanas: 1, 3 agus 6. Cad a 
tharlóidh sa scéal seo?/Open the following pages: 1, 3 
and 6. What will happen?

3. Léigh an blurba ar chúl an leabhair. An raibh an ceart 
agat?/Read the blurb at the back of the book. Did you 
guess correctly?

AGUS AN SCÉAL Á LÉAMH AGAT/ 
AS YOU READ
1. Ar leathanach 1 agus 3 abair an méid a deir Nína i 

nglór crosta./On pages 1 and 3 read Nína’s lines in an 
angry voice.

2. Ar leathanach 4 abair an méid a deir daidí i nglór 
cineálta./On page 4 read daddy’s lines in a kind voice.

3. Ar leathanach 6, déan na geaitsí le Nína agus í ag 
iarraidh a bheith beag bídeach. Abair ‘beag bídeach’ 
faoi chúig ag éirí níos ciúine gach uair./On page 6, 
do the actions with Nína when she wants to become 
teeeny tiny. Say ‘beag bídeach’ five times, becoming 
quieter each time.

4. Oscail leathanaigh 11 agus 12. Tá Nína ag iarraidh 
rud a ól agus a ithe. N’fheadair cad a tharlóidh?/Open 
pages 11 and Nína wants to drink and eat something. I 
wonder what will happen now?

5. Oscail leathanaigh 21–22. Déan na geaitsí le Nína agus 
í ag iarraidh a bheith mór millteach arís. Abair ‘mór 
millteach’ faoi chúig ag éirí níos glóraí gach uair./Open 
pages 21–22. Do the actions with Nína when she wants 
to become big again. Say ‘mór millteach’ five times, 
becoming louder each time.

AGUS AN SCÉAL LÉITE AGAT/ 
AFTER YOU HAVE READ
1. Oscail an leathanach deireanach agus féach ar na 

pictiúir agus an scéal droim ar ais. Inis an scéal 
‘malartach’./Open the last page and look at the pictures 
and the story in reverse. Now tell the ‘opposite’ story.

1. Cad a tharlaíonn? Tá Nína agus Jimí sona sásta le 
chéile. Tá Nína mór. Anois tá sí beag bídeach. Tá Nína 
agus Jimí ag troid./What happens? Nína and Jimí are 

playing happily together. Nína is big. Now she is small. 
Nína and Jimí are fighting.

1. Léigh lgh 1–3 arís ach an uair seo, malartaigh na róil. 
Tá Nína ag iarraidh spraoi le Jimí. Tá Jimí ag iarraidh 
spraoi leis féin./Read pages 1–3 again but switch roles. 
Nína wants to play with Jimí and Jimí wants to play by 
himself.

GNÍOMHAÍOCHTAÍ/
ACTIVITIES 
1. 1. Oscail an chéad leathanach, sula dtosaíonn an scéal. 

Línigh bolgán smaointeoireachta ar phíosa páipéar agus 
cuir é os cionn Jimí. Scríobh isteach an méid atá in 
aigne Jimí./ Open the first page before the story begins. 
Draw a speech bubble on a piece of paper and put it 
above Jimí. Write in what Jimí is thinking.

1. 2. Oscail leathanach 21. Línigh bolgán 
smaointeoireachta ar phíosa páipéar agus cuir é os 
cionn Nína. Scríobh isteach an méid atá in aigne Nína./
Open page 21. Draw a speech bubble on a piece of 
paper and put it above Nína. Write inwhat Nína is 
thinking.

1. 3. Oscail leathanaigh 9–14. Lig ort go bhfuil Jimí i 
dteach na mbréagán seachas Nína. Cad a tharlóidh?/
Open pages 9–14. Pretend it is Jimí who is in the doll’s 
house. What will happen?

1. 4. Chun teacht ar cheisteanna, áiseanna agus 
ghníomhaíochtaí eile, téigh go dtí https://bit.
ly/2Uqnv6v /

1. For more questions, resources and activities go to 
https:// bit.ly/2Uqnv6v

 BEAG BÍDEACH Oiriúnach do 3+
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 BEAG BÍDEACH Oiriúnach do 3+

BETWEEN TICK AND TOCK
Louise Greig 
Illustrated by Ashling Lindsay 
Egmont Publishing  
ISBN 9781405286596

Themes Making friends, celebrating difference

Summary Between Tick and Tock is a charming tale about a 
little girl called Liesel and the bustling city that she lives above. 
Ashling Lindsay illustrates Liesel and her home in the clock 
tower in warm peachy colours that stand in stark contrast to 
the greyness of what lies outside her window. Liesel peeks out 
at the grey, watching the city’s people below as they rush from 
one thing to the next. They do not stop to say hello or to help 
each other. There is urgency in the illustrations that is further 
pushed along by Louise Greig’s short, hurried snippets of text 
throughout. With a magical pause of the clock between tick and 
tock, Liesel freezes time and gets to work, spreading her warmth 
and carrying out good deeds throughout the city. Liesel is the 
only character with a name; all other characters are named 
according to what they are feeling, putting faces to worry and 
loneliness. This personification of negative emotions is a clever 
way of opening up a conversation with younger readers about 
things that may trouble them. Liesel reminds the reader of the 
importance of looking after each other and slowing down in 
this busy world, a valuable lesson for readers young and old. 

Judges’ Comments In this engaging picturebook Liesel sees 
the loneliness of the frowning city. She climbs up to pause the 
city clock and ‘for one tiny moment between tick and tock’ she 
freezes time. While ‘the city shudders to a stop’, Liesel weaves 
her way through the grey streets replacing grey with green and 
pink and purple. The illustrations are gentle and consistent 
while the story of Liesel and her kindness will appeal to young 
and old.

About the Author Louise Greig is an award-winning poet 
and a children’s picturebook author with a unique, lyrical voice. 
Her childhood was filled with picturebooks by iconic children’s 
writers such as Margaret Wise Brown, Maurice Sendak, Astrid 
Lindgren and Tove Jansson. Louise lives in Aberdeen and 
when not writing, is a director of a dog rescue and re-homing 
organisation.

About the Illustrator 
Ashling Lindsay is an illustrator and animation director from 
Belfast. She was shortlisted for the AOI Illustration Awards two 
years running (2013 and 2014) and was also shortlisted for the 
AOI Serco Prize for illustration (2015).

BETWEEN TICK AND TOCK Suitable for 3+
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QUESTIONS
BEFORE YOU BEGIN
1. Take a look at the front and the back covers of this story.  

Do you like them? What do you think this story might be 
about? Why might the little girl on the front be colouring in?

2. This story is called Between Tick and Tock, does this give 
us any clues as to what the story is about? What makes a ‘tick’ 
or a ‘tock’ sound? What might happen between these sounds?

3. Look at the endpapers before the story begins, do these give 
us anymore hints about what might happen in this story? 

AS YOU READ
1. What is happening to the tortoise?

2. What is happening to the hedgehog?

3. Count how many different ways the animals make 
excuses not to hug hedgehog or tortoise.

4. Why do the animals not want to give a hug?

5. How does this make hedgehog and tortoise feel?

6. How does the owl help? 

AFTER YOU HAVE READ
1. What do you think of the colours the illustrator uses in the 

city? Does it look like a place you would want to live? 
2. The author uses lots of onomatopoeia or sound words like 

‘tick’, ‘tock’, ‘grumble’ and ‘growl’, what do these words 
make you think of? Do they make the city sound like a nice 
place to live?

3. We meet Lonely, Lost, Stray and Stuck – do you think they 
are having a very good day? Are the people in the city happy?

4. Liesel brings the clock and the city to a stop! What do you 
think she might be planning to do?

5. Liesel draws a beautiful garden in an alleyway, how do you 
think it looks now? What way does the illustrator use colour 
in these pages?

6. Liesel helps two ladies, Stuck the cat and baby blackbird, 
what sort of a person do you think Liesel is?

7. The city still wears a frown, a smile flipped upside down 
by Worry, do you ever feel like this? When might you feel 
worried like the city? 

8. Can you see how the colours are becoming a little bit 
brighter as the pages are turned? What might this mean?

9. Sometimes the city needs a hand or a little nudge – do you 
think people need this too? How could you help your family 
and friends the way Liesel helps the city?

10. What sounds does the author use to show the city coming 
back to life? Do they sound like the same sounds as at the 
beginning of the story?

11. Does the city look different to how it did before? How has 
the illustrator showed the changes Liesel has brought? How 
do you think the people in the city feel when they notice 
Liesel’s kind deeds?

QUESTIONS FOR OLDER READERS
1. Liesel lives behind the clock and brings time to a stop! Do 

you think in a busy world it is important to take a moment to 
stop? Does a city ever stop?

2. What was your favourite part of this story? Did you have a 
favourite character that Liesel helps? What did you think of 
the character of Liesel

3. What did you think of the pictures in this story? What was 
your favourite illustration? Do you like the choices of colours 
that the illustrator made? Did you notice did the colours 
of the story change or was there a colour that stood out the 
most?

4. The author uses lots of onomatopoeia or sound words in this 
story, can you find some examples? Which is your favourite 
one?

5. How did reading this story make you feel? Who do you think 
might enjoy this story in particular? Would you like to read it 
again?

6. Look at the endpapers at the ending of this story, what do you 
think of them? How do these compare to the endpapers at the 
beginning to the story? Which do you prefer?

7. Liesel knows when it is time to pause the clock. Do you ever 
think you would like to stop time? When do you feel like this 
the most? What would you do if you had this Power? 

 
 

ACTIVITIES 
6. Liesel’s city has a café, a park, a library and a market. Draw 

a picture of the kind of city you would like to live in; what 
would be in this city? Who would live there?

6. Liesel spends this story helping people and doing kind deeds. 
Make a list of Random Acts of Kindness and put them in 
a jar. Everyday pick one out and do a special thing to help 
someone else around you.

6. Make a list of your favourite onomatopoeia sound words that 
the author uses in this story, do you think you can make 
them into a poem or a very noisy song?

6. Liesel creates a beautiful mural to make an alleyway pretty. 
Is there a wall or a space in your school that could use a 
little sprucing up? Organise a paint party to make this space 
bright and cheerful again.

6. How can you help your city, town or village? Get your 
thinking hats on and pick up some litter, plant some flowers 
or find another way to help make your home a nicer space 
for everyone!

6. Take a moment in the day between tick and tock for 
yourself. Pause,  put your hands on your belly, listen to your 
breathing, close your eyes and relax for one whole minute.

 BETWEEN TICK AND TOCK Suitable for 3+
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 BETWEEN TICK AND TOCK Suitable for 3+

THE POOKA PARTY
Shona Shirley Macdonald 
The O’Brien Press 
ISBN 9781788490009

Themes Making friends, celebrating difference

Summary The Pooka is a magical shapeshifter who lives all 
alone in the mountains. In his spare time, he enjoys painting, 
singing, and making soup, among many other creative things. 
When he grows sad and lonely, he decides to throw a marvelous 
party to reconnect with his magical friends. However, when 
some unexpected guests create chaos, the moon itself must step 
in to sort things out. Expect flying cakes, musical monsters, and 
lots of fun and mischief.

Judges’ Comments With spirals, twirls and double-spreads, 
there is an inventiveness, a boldness and a vibrant visual blend 
of text and illustration in this engaging story of the pooka. 
The non-gender pooka is a shapeshifter, suddenly faced with 
its aloneness and loneliness. The illustration style is as wild and 
unruly as the pooka itself. The story is touchingly told with 
minimal text, leaving us with a satisfying sense of show rather 
than tell.

About the Author Shona Shirley Macdonald is an 
artist based in Co. Waterford, though she is originally from 
Aberdeenshire in Scotland. She studied visual communication 
at Edinburgh College of Art, specialising in stop-motion 
animation, and after graduating she began her career as a 
freelance artist. Her illustration projects range from publications 
of poetry and fiction, to concept artwork for theatre and 
computer games. Shona illustrated The Moon Spun Round, a 
children’s book of W.B. Yeats’s poetry, folktales and childhood 
writing, published in 2016. The Pooka Party is her first 
picturebook.

THE POOKA PARTY Suitable for 3+
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 THE POOKA PARTY Suitable for 3+

QUESTIONS

BEFORE YOU BEGIN
1. Look at the title and illustration on the front cover. 

What do you think this book is about?
2. What is a pooka? Have you heard of one before? What 

do you know about them? Have you ever heard or read 
any stories about them?

3. Does the title and/or cover make you want to read the 
book? Why or why not?

4. Look at the illustrations on the front and back covers. 
What do you think the relationship is between the 
pooka and the other creatures? Which creature interests 
you the most? 

AFTER HAVE YOU READ
1. Look back at your answers to the earlier questions.  

Were you right?
2. How many creatures can the pooka transform into?  

Which is your favourite, and why?
3. What are the pooka’s hobbies?  

What does this tell us about him?
4. Why do you think the pooka chooses to turn into a 

snail when he is sad and lonely?
5. Do you think the party looks fun? Would you like to 

go to a pooka party?
6. How would you describe the pooka’s home?  

Would you like to live there?
7. Apart from the pooka, what other types of mythical 

and/or magical creatures can you spot in the pictures? 
How many are mentioned in the text? Which is your 
favourite creature, and why?

8. What other mythical and/or magical creatures do you 
think exist in this world? What kind of world do you 
think it is?

9. List the different types of food in the story. Which is 
your favourite, and why?

10. List the different types of musical instruments in the 
story. Which is your favourite, and why?

11. Why do you think the goblins obey the moon?
12. Do you think the goblins will keep their promise and 

be good from now on?
13. What do you think the next party will be like?
14. Did you enjoy the story? Why or why not?
15. What was your favourite picture or spread (two facing 

pages) from the book? Describe it.
16. Did you like the font?
17. Do you think the cover illustration was strong? Would 

you have picked something else?

18. Do you like the colours used in the pictures? 
19. How do the pictures make you feel? 

 

QUESTIONS FOR OLDER READERS
20. What words would you use to describe the different 

characters in the book?
21. Could you relate to any of the characters? 
22. Why do you think the illustrator used this colour 

scheme?
23. Do you think the illustrator does a good job of giving 

personality to the characters or of showing us how they 
are feeling? How does she try to achieve this?

24. How would you describe the world the pooka lives in? 
How would you describe his home? What elements in 
the words and pictures give you this impression?

25. How would you describe the atmosphere of this world? 
How does the author-illustrator create this atmosphere?

26. How do you think the artist created the pictures?
27. Why do you the illustrator alternates between full and 

empty backgrounds?
28. Why do you think the author-illustrator included so 

many background details in some of the pictures? 
Which details do you like the most, and why?

29. Look at the endpapers. Do you think they were a good 
choice?

30. Based on what you know about pookas, in what ways is 
this pooka similar or different to other examples?

31. What age group do you think this book is intended for 
and why?

32. Do you think older readers can enjoy picturebooks too?
33. Did you enjoy looking at the pictures alongside the 

text? If you were to take away the words from the 
page, would you still be able to understand what was 
happening in the story?
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ACTIVITIES

FOR YOUNGR READERS
1. Write a short review of the book.
2. Imagine the area surrounding the pooka’s house.  

Draw a map of it.
3. Draw some of the other creatures that you think might 

live near the pooka.
4. Describe what you think a goblin home and/or party 

might be like. Draw some of your ideas.
5. Plan your dream party. Draw some pictures to 

accompany your plans.
6. Find out more about pookas. Ask family and friends, 

do some research, or read some stories. Draw your own 
pooka.

7. List as many mythical and/or magical creatures as you 
can. Choose your favourite and then make a poster 
presentation about it. Include both facts and drawings. 

FOR OLDER READERS
8. Find out more about pookas. Ask family and friends, 

do some research, or read some stories. Make a poster 
presentation to show your findings.

9. In The Pooka Party, what kind of technique did the 
illustrator use to create the pictures? Can you create 
your own picture using this method?

10. Write a diary entry from the point of view of the 
pooka, describing how you feel over the course of the 
story.

11. Write a newspaper article in which you report the 
sighting of a pooka in your town.

12. Write a story in which a human being tries to keep a 
pooka as a pet.

13. Plan a party for a mythical and/or magical creature 
of your choice. Choose suitable entertainment, food, 
surroundings, guests, gifts, etc. For example, a party 
for a vampire would ideally take place somewhere dark, 
a leprechaun would appreciate gifts of gold, a witch 
might enjoy a potion-making competition, and a fairy 
might invite a unicorn, etc.

14. Write a story involving your favourite mythical and/or 
magical creature. 

15. List as many Irish legendary and mythical creatures as 
you can. Research some more. Present a project on your 
favourite creature. 
 

USEFUL LINKS
• Interview with Shona Shirley Macdonald discussing her 

exhibition in the Children’s Gallery at Riverbank Arts 
Centre (video): 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bL4GNq9ZO9E

• ‘The Forest of Cake’ – Animated film by Shona 
Macdonald (video): 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KM-
v6StvTc4&feature=youtu.be

• Website for Kids with encyclopaedic entries on a wide 
range of mythical creatures: 
http://encyclopedia.kids.net.au/page/my/Mythical_
creature

• Online articles on the ‘Pooka’ or ‘Púca’: 
https://www.yourirish.com/folklore/irish-pookas 
https://www.irishcentral.com/tales-of-the-pooka

• YouTube Videos on the ‘Pooka’ or ‘Púca’: 
‘Púca Pooka Irish Mythology’ – https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=XRiIVxrXDaI 

• ‘The Legend of the Púca’ – https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=0Z39_RBA0xs
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SCÚNC AGUS SMÚIRÍN 
Muireann Ní Chíobháin 
Maisithe ag Paddy Donnelly 
Futa Fata 
ISBN 9781910945476

Téamaí/Themes Grá, Caidreamh le tuismitheoirí agus le teidithe 
speisialta / Love, Relationships with parents and with teddies
Achoimre/Summary Scéal do na céadfaí ar fad atá in 
Scúnc agus Smúirín agus ceann a léiríonn an cion atá ag an 
bpríomhcharachtar ar bholadh speisialta an teidí is ansa leis. 
Tugann an boladh sólás agus compord dó ach tar éis scathaimh sa 
mheaisín níocháin tá an boladh athraithe ó bhonn! Ar aghaidh le 
Scúnc ag iarraidh teacht ar fhoinse bholadh uathúil Smúirín. 
Scúnc agus Smúirín is a story for all the senses and explores the main 
character’s affection for his favourite teddy, Smúirín. His beloved 
Smúirín has a distinctive smell that comforts and soothes Scúnc, 
but after a brieft stint in the washing machine, Smúirín’s scent has 
changed completely! Scúnc must now go off in search of the source of 
Smúirín’s special smell.
Tuairiscí na MoltóiríNuair a aimsíonn Scúnc a theidí, a bhí ar 
iarraidh, cuireann sé isteach go mór air nach bhfuil a bholadh 
speisialta ag teacht uaidh níos mó, tar éis dó a bheith sa mheaisín 
níocháin. Caitheann Scúnc tamall ag cuardach agus ag smúradh 
agus faigheann sé amach gur ó bharróga a mháthar a tháinig 
boladh an teidí, rud a chuireann lúcháir air. Is gá go leor barróga 
a thabhairt do Smúirín anois chun go mbeidh an boladh sólásach 
sin ag teacht uaidh arís. Ní gnáthrud é go mbeadh scúnc mar 
phríomhcharachtar i bpictiúrleabhar agus léirítear sna pictiúir 
nach dtugann na carachtair aon aird ar shamhnas na n-aimhithe 
eile mar gheall ar an mboladh a thagann uathu. Is ceiliúradh é 
seo ar an ngrá atá idir máthair agus a páiste, agus scéal croíúil, 
greannmhar agus an-tarraingteach atá ann.
When Scúnc finds his missing Teddy, he is dismayed to discover 
that its special smell has been eradicated by a spell in the washing 
machine. After much searching and sniffing, Scúnc makes the happy 
discovery that Teddy’s smell came from his mother’s hugs, so lots of 
hugging of Teddy will be required for the comforting smell to be 
regained. It is unusual to feature skunks as main characters in a 
picturebook and much is made in the illustrations of their comic 
indifference to the repulsion that their odour arouses in other animal 
characters trying to give them a wide berth. A warm, humorous and 
highly engaging celebration of love between mother and child.
Faoin Údar/About the Author Is scríbhneoir, craoltóir, aisteoir 
agus scéalaí í Muireann Ní Chíobháin. I measc na saothar 
uaithi tá na sraitheanna teilifíse don óige ‘Dig In Diner’, ‘Mr 
Mender and The Chummyjiggers’ agus ‘The Adventures of Muc’ atá 
le feiceáil ar RTÉjr. I measc na scéalta gearra atá scríofa aici do 
pháistí tá bailiúchán scéalta faoi ‘LUKE’ mar chuid den tsraith 
teilifíse cháiliúil ‘Tell Me a Story’ , agus os cionn 100 scéal do na 
sraitheanna ‘Shhh It’s Quiet Time’, ‘Pic a Story’ agus ‘Storytime’ atá 
le feiceáil ar RTÉjr. Tá obair déanta aici do dhaoine fásta freisin – 
ba scríbhneoir í ar shraitheanna 27, 28 agus 29 de Fair City.  
 

Tá Muireann ag obair faoi láthair ar shraith bheochana nua, 
‘Mya Go’ do Piranha Bar (RTÉjr) agus ‘Jessy and Nessy’ do Jam 
Media (Amazon).
Screenwriter, creator and performer, Muireann Ní Chíobháin is 
passionate about creating and writing stories for young audiences. 
Creator and Lead Writer of RTÉjr series ‘Dig In Diner’ and 
‘Mr. Mender and The Chummyjiggers’, Muireann specialises 
in writing for young audiences. She has written shows such as 
‘Twigín’, ‘The Adventures of Muc’, ‘Spraoi’, ‘Tell Me A Story’, 
‘ Story Time’, and ‘Shhh It’s Quiet Time’ on RTÉjr. For big 
people, Muireann has been a contributing story writer for Fair 
City on Series 27, 28 and 29 to date. Muireann is currently 
writing on new animation series ‘Mya Go’ for Piranha Bar 
(RTÉjr) and ‘Jessy and Nessy’ for Jam Media (Amazon).
Faoin Maisitheoir/About the Illustrator Saormhaisitheoir 
Éireannach é Paddy Donnelly a bhfuil cónaí air sa Bheilg. 
Tá níos mó ná ceithre bliana déag de thaithí aige mar 
mhaisitheoir agus mar dhearthóir agus anois saothraíonn sé a 
chuid ag tarraingt pictiúir de dhineasáir! Maisíonn sé leabhair 
do pháistí agus go leor eile, agus tá aipeanna iOS cruthaithe 
aige do pháistí, faoin mbranda Wee Taps. Seo é a chéad 
phictiúrleabhar le Futa Fata.
Paddy Donnelly a freelance illustrator, originally from Ireland 
and now based in Belgium. With over fourteen years’ experience 
as an illustrator and designer, he now gets to make a living 
drawing dinosaurs and his five-year-old self is very happy about 
this. He illustrates children’s books and all sorts of other things. 
He has a range of iOS apps for kids, Wee Taps and he wishes that 
Pluto was still a planet.
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 SCÚNC AGUS SMÚIRÍN Oiriúnach do 3–6

CEISTEANNA/
QUESTIONS

SULA LÉANN TÚ AN SCÉAL/BEFORE 
YOU BEGIN
1. Féach ar an gclúdach. Cé hé Scúnc agus cé hé Smúirín 

meas tú? Cad a insíonn na línte glasa agus corcra 
dúinn? Cad iad na smaointe a ritheann leat faoi Scúnc? 
Have a look at the book cover. Which one is Scúnc and 
which one is Smúirín, do you think? What do the green 
and purple squiggly lines tell us? What do you think of 
when you see a skunk?

2. Oscail leathanach 4: Cad iad na rudaí a ba mhaith le 
Scúnc a dhéanamh le Smúirín?
Open page 4: What things does Scúnc like to do with 
Smúirín?

3. Oscail leathanach 7: Cad a cheapann na daoine eile faoi 
Smúirín?
Open page 7: What do other people think about Smúirín?

4. Oscail leathanach 12: N’fheadair cá raibh Smúirín 
imithe? Déan liosta de na háiteanna a ba mhaith le 
Smúirín dul.
Open page 12: I wonder where Smúirín went? Make a list 
of the places Smúirín likes to go.

AGUS AN SCÉAL Á LÉAMH AGAT/ 
AS YOU READ
1. Déan geáitsí do na nathanna seo a leanas: Smúr smúr 

(ag fáil bolaidh), gráín gráín (ag tabhairt barróige), 
deoir deoir (ag cuimilt súile). Abair amach os ard aon 
fhocal a fheiceann tú sa chló trom nó i gcinnlitreacha.
Do actions for the following phrases (Smúr smúr 
(sniffing), gráín (cuddles), deoir deoir (flicking a tear 
from your eye). Say in a loud voice any word you see in 
bold font or in block capitals.

2. Oscail leathanaigh 5 agus 6. Ar thug Scúnc aire mhaith 
do Smúirín? Cár fhág sé Smúirín?
Open pages 5 and 6. Did Scúnc take good care of 
Smúirín? Where did he leave Smúirín?

3. Ar leathanaigh 7 agus 8, Cuir do lámha ar do shrón 
nuair a léann tú an leathanach.
On pages 7 and 8, pinch your nose as you read the page.

4. Ar leathanach 11, déan liosta de na háiteanna sa bhaile 
a chuardaigh Scúnc.
On page 11, make a list of all the places that Scúnc 
searched. 
 

5. Ar leathanach 13, feicimid Smúirín bocht sa mheaisín 
níocháin. Ní maith leis uisce in aon chor! Scríobh 
amach gearán Smúirín, m.sh., ‘Tá mé fliuch! Is fuath 
liom uisce! D’fhág Scúnc mé!’

On page 13, we see poor Smúirín in the washing machine. 
He hates water though! Write out Smúirín’s complaints, 
e.g., ‘I am wet! I hate water! Scúnc deserted me!’

6. Ar leathanach 16, tá Scúnc ag bolú an bia go léir. Cén 
boladh a fhaigheann sé ón mbrocailí? Boladh láidir? 
Boladh milis? Boladh bréan? Déan cur síos ar an 
mboladh a bhaineann le gach píosa bia ar an mbord.

On page 16, Scúnc is smelling all the food. What smell 
does he get from the broccoli?? A strong smell? A sweet 
smell? A bad smell? Describe the smell of each piece of food 
on the table.

7. Ar leathanach 18, léigh amach ‘FAN GO FÓILL!’ i 
nguth mór. N’fheadair cad a tharlóidh anois?

On page 16, read the sentence ‘FAN GO FÓILL!’ in a 
loud voice. I wonder what will happen next?

8. Ar leathanaigh 19 agus 20, tóg amach an focal 
‘SPEISIALTA’ agus cuir isteach cúpla focal eile a 
chuireann síos ar an mboladh.

On pages 19 and 20, take out the word ‘SPEISIALTA’ 
and choose other words that describe the smell.

AGUS AN SCÉAL LÉITE AGAT/AFTER 
YOU HAVE READ
1. Cá bhfuair Smúirín a bholadh speisialta?

 Where did Smúirín get his special smell from?

2. Déan cur síos ar bholadh speisialta Smúirín.

 Describe Smúirín’s special smell.

3. Oscail leathanach 13: Scríobh scéal Smúirín. Conas 
a tháinig tú anseo? Conas a bhrisfidh tú amach as an 
meaisín níocháin?

 Open page 13. Tell Smúirín’s story. How did you end up 
here? How will you escape?
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CEISTEANNA – LÉITHEOIRÍ NÍOS 
SINE/QUESTIONS – OLDER READERS
1. An raibh teidí agat nuair a bhí tú níos óige? Cad a 

rinne sibh le chéile? Ar chaill tú riamh do theidí?

 Did you have a teddy when you were younger? What did 
you do together? Did you ever lose your teddy?

2. An bhfuil deirfiúr/deartháir/col ceathrar óg agat a 
bhfuil teidí speisialta aige/aici?

 Does your younger brother/sister/cousin have a special 
teddy?

3. Roghnaigh an léaráid is fearr leat sa leabhar. Cé atá sa 
phictiúr? Cén cineál dathanna atá ann? Cén aoibh atá 
ar aghaidh na gcarachtar?

 Choose your favourite illustration in the book. Who is 
in the picture? What kinds of colours are used? What 
expressions are on the characters’ faces?

4. Roghnaigh na trí radharc sa leabhar a insíonn an scéal.

 Choose the three key scenes that tell the story.

GNÍOMHAÍOCHTAÍ/
ACTIVITIES
1. Ar strae! Missing!

 Déan póstaer ag cur síos ar Smúirín agus na nodanna a 
chabhróidh le duine teacht air.

 Tá teidí beag álainn ar strae! Cabhraigh liom!

 Tá Smúirín … (Déan cur síos ar an teidí)

 Is maith leis dul …

 Is fuath leis …

 Duais don té a thagann ar Smúirín:

 Design a missing teddy poster to help people find him.

 Smúirín is … (describe the teddy)

 He likes going to …

 He hates …

 Prize if Smúirín is found:

2. Cumhrán Mhamaí: Cuir oideas le chéile do chumhrán 
speisialta Mhamaí. Céard atá ann? Aon bhia faoi leith? 
Aon rud ón ngairdín?

 Mammy’s perfume: Make a recipe for Mammy’s special 
perfume. What is in it? Any particular food? Anything 
from the garden? 
 
 

3. Biachlár Scúnc agus Mhamaí: Cén bia a thaitníonn le 
Scúnc agus a Mhamaí? Cuir biachlár speisialta le chéile 
dóibh. Tabhair sracfhéachaint ar leathanach 16 arís le 
cabhair a fháil.

 A special meal for Scúnc and Mammy: What food do 
Scúnc and Mammy like? Put together a special menu for 
them. Have a peek at page 16 again to help you!

TUILLEADH ACMHAINNÍ/ 
FURTHER RESOURCES
• Léigh freisin: Uinseann Donn le Írisz Agócs agus Tadhg 

Mac Dhonnagáin, Ná Gabh ar Scoil! le Máire Zepf agus 
Tarsila Krüse

 Read also: Uinseann Donn by Írisz Agócs and Tadhg 
Mac Dhonnagáin, Ná Gabh ar Scoil! by Máire Zepf 
and Tarsila Krüse

• Bain triail as na leabhair eile seo faoi na céadfaí: Na 
Cúig Chéadfa le Sally Hewitt; My Big Book of the Five 
Senses le Patrick George; The Five Senses le Hervé Tullet. 
Nó léigh faoi theidithe eile, mar shampla Small Bunny’s 
Blue Blanket le Tatyana Feeney nó Blankie le Leslie 
Patricelli. 

 Try these great books about the senses: Na Cúig Chéadfa 
by Sally Hewitt; My Big Book of the Five Senses by 
Patrick George; The Five Senses by Hervé Tullet. Or read 
about other favourite teddies, such as Small Bunny’s Blue 
Blanket by Tatyana Feeney or Blankie by Leslie Patricelli. 
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Bliain na nAmhrán 
Tadhg Mac Dhonnagáin 
Maisithe ag Jennifer Farley, Brian Fitzgerald, Tarsila Krüse agus 
Christina O’Donovan 
Futa Fata 
ISBN 9781910945216 

Achoimre/Summary

Spreagtha ag na ceithre séasúir sonraíonn an teideal seo idir na 
sean amhráin agus rainn is ansa agus amhráin nua-chumtha ag 
Tadhg Mac Dhonnagáin. Rinneadh taifead ar Bliain na nAmhrán 
i gConamara agus tugann sé príomhpháirt do dhaltaí ó Scoil 
Sailearna, Indreabhán, Co na Gaillimhe. Ag canadh chomh maith, 
tá Tadhg Mac Dhonnagáin agus an t-amhránaí cáiliúil sean nós, 
Caitlín Ní Nualláin, a bhuaigh Corn Uí Riada 2016. 

Tugann ceathrar ealaíontóir éagsúil léargas uathúil ar gach 
ceann de na ceithre séasúir. Preabann Christina O’Donabhan 
muid isteach san Earrach lena palette pastal úr, tógann Brian 
Fitzgerald muid trí laethanta geala an tSamhraidh. Cuireann 
Tarsila Krüse laethanta úrbhriosca an Fhomhair in iúl go cluthar 
dúinn sula chlúdaíonn Jennifer Farley go deas teolaí sinn do 
laethanta fada an Gheimhridh. 

Inspired by the four seasons, this title features both old 
favourite songs and rhymes plus newly written songs by Tadhg 
Mac Dhonnagáin. Bliain na nAmhrán was recorded in Connemara 
and features local school children from Scoil Sailearna, Inverin, 
Co. Galway. Also on vocals are Tadhg Mac Dhonnagáin and 
renowned sean nós singer and Corn Uí Riada 2016 winner, 
Caitlín Ní Chualáin. 

Each of the four seasons is uniquely captured by four different 
artists. Christina O’Donovan bounces us into Spring with her 
fresh pastel palette, Brian Fitzgerald takes us through the 
bright days of Summer. Crisp fresh days of Autumn are warmly 
conveyed by Tarsila Krüse before Jennifer Farley wraps us up 
nice and cosy for the long days of Winter. 

Tuairiscí an Mholtóra/Judges’ Comments

Tugann an bailiúchan galánta amhrán seo i nGaeilge cuireadh 
do dhaoine, idir óg agus aosta, ceiliúradh a dhéanamh ar 
na séasúir agus ar an dúlra. Is eagrán maisithe é seo de na 
hamhráin agus tá léaráidí áille sa chnuasach seo a thugann 
eispéireas céadfach dúinn. Tá dlúthdhiosca ar fáil in éineacht 
leis an eagrán maisithe./This sumptuous illustrated collection 
of songs in Irish invites young and old audiences to celebrate 
the seasons and the natural world. Accompanied by a CD and 
beautifully illustrated by a team of accomplished illustrators, 
this multimedia collection offers a special aesthetic experience. 

Faoin Údar/About the Author

Tá TADHG MAC DHONNAGÁIN ar thús cadhnaíochta cheol 
do pháistí i nGaeilge le breis is fiche bliain. I measc na dteideal 
ceoil agus rann is mó díol roimhe seo tá Gugalaí Gug, a tugadh 
an Irish Gold Disc dó i 2011 agus Peigín Leitir Móir, bailiúchán 
amhrán traidisiúnta a bhfuil an móréileamh céanna air./TADHG 
MAC DHONNAGÁIN has been at the forefront of children’s 
music in Irish for over twenty years. Previous best-selling music 
and rhyme titles include the best-selling Gugalaí Gug, awarded 
an Irish Gold Disc in 2011 and Peigín Leitir Móir, the equally 
popular collection of traditional songs. 

Faoin na Maisitheoirí/About the Illustrators

Tá JENNIFER FARLEY, maisitheoir agus dearthóir, ina cónaí 
in Éirinn. Maisíonn sí leabhair do pháistí, léarscáileanna, 
feidhmchláir, graificí do láithreáin ghréasáin agus ócáidí 
poiblíochta. Tá a cuid oibre gealdaite le leid reitreo lár na haoise 
agus daba d’uigeacht sheanpháipéir. 
JENNIFER FARLEY is an illustrator and designer living in Ireland. 
She illustrates children’s books, maps, apps, graphics for 
websites and promotional events. Her work is brightly coloured 
with a hint of mid-century retro and a dab of old paper texture.

Maisitheoir is ea BRIAN FITZPATRICK atá lonnnaithe i mBaile 
Átha Cliath agus is céimí é de chuid an Choláiste Náisiúnta 
Ealaíne agus Deartha. Baineann sé feidhm as léaráidí troma 
uigeacha agus comhdhéanaimh láidre graifeacha chun a chuid 
smaointe a shainiú agus cur in iúl. 
BRIAN FITZPATRICK is a Dublin based illustrator and a graduate 
of the National College of Art and Design. He uses bold textured 
illustrations and strong graphic compositions to define and 
communicate.

Tá TARSILLA KRÜSE ó São Paulo, Brazil, ó dhúchas. Maisitheoir 
is ea Tarsila Krüse atá lonnaithre in Éirinn, Tá a cuid oibre dírithe 
ar character agus léirítear tionchar chaidrimh laethúil agus rian 
aerach agus croíúíl inti. 
TARSILLA KRÜSE is originally from São Paulo, Brazil, Tarsila Krüse 
is an Irish-based illustrator whose work is character-focused 
and influenced by everyday relationships with a whimsical and 
heartwarming touch.

Is maisitheoir agus déantóir leabhar pictiúr CHRISTINA O 
DONOVAN agus tá sí lonnaithe i mBaile Átha Cliath. 
CHRISTINA O DONOVAN is a freelance illustrator, and 
picturebook maker based in Dublin, Ireland.
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Féach ar an chlúdach/Look at the book’s cover

1. An bhfuil an clúdach deas?/Is the cover nice?

2. Cé tá ann? An bhfuil siad sásta? An bhfuil na ceithre 
shéasúr ar an chlúdach?/Who is there? Are they 
happy? Are the four seasons on the cover?

Léigh an leabhar/Read the book

Smaoining ar gach amhrán tar éis é a chloisteáil / léamh / 
Think about each song after hearing/reading it

Leathanaigh 1-11/Pages 1-11 ‘An tEarrach’ 

Síolta Beaga 

An bhfuil tú abalta rudaí a fhásann i rith an Earraigh as 
síolta beaga gach bliain a ainmniú?/Can you name things 
that grow out of small seeds during Spring every year?

Cá Cá Cá

An bhfuil ceol binn ag préacháin? Cén fáth, dar leat, 
go bhfuil nó nach bhfuil ceol binn acu? An bhfuil ceol 
níos binne ag éan eile?/Do crows have a sweet song? 
Why, in your opinion, do they have or have not a sweet 
song?  Does another bird have a sweeter song?

Cad iad na téamaí san amhrán seo? (Grá, clann, etc.)/
What are the themes in this song? (Love, family, etc.)

Rince Rince Rince

Cad a tharla san amhrán seo? An bhfaca tú uain ag 
rince trí na páirceanna i rith an earraigh roimhe? 
An raibh spraoi acu? An bhfaca tú ainmhithe eile ag 
rince i rith an earraigh?/What happens in this song? 
Have you seen lambs dancing through the fields 
during spring before? Did they have fun? Have you 
seen any other animals dancing during spring?

Péisteogaí

An bhfuil ocras ort nuair a léann tú an t-amhrán 
seo? An gceapann tú go bhfuil péisteanna blasta (le 
citseap b’fhéidir)? Cad é an béile is fearr leatsa a 
ithe?/Are you hungry when you read this song? Do 
you think worms are tasty (with ketchup perhaps)? 
What is the meal you like to eat most?

Slán Leis an Earrach

An bhfuil an t-amhrán seo dóchasach, brónach nó 
áthasach? Cén fáth dar leat? An bhfuil íomhánna deas 
le fáil i bhfocail an amhráin? Cad iad na híomhánna 
deas?/Is the song hopeful, sorrowful or joyful? In your 
opinion, why?  Are the nice images to be found in the 
words of the song? What are the nice images?

Leathanaigh 12-23/Pages 12-23 ‘An Samhradh’

Fáinleog mé

An bhfuil móran ar eolas agat faoi fáinleoga? Cá as a 
thagann siad? Cén fáth go bhfuil siad in Éirinn gach 
samhradh. An mbíonn turas fada acu? Cad iad na 
radharcanna a bhíonn acu nuair a bhíonn siad ag eitilt dar 
leat?/Do you know much about swallows? Where do they 
come from? Why are they in Ireland every summer? Do 
they have a long journey? What are the views they have 
when they are flying do you think?  

Gorm Gorm Gorm

An dtéann tú chuig an trá gach samhradh? Cad iad 
na rudaí is fearr leat a dhéanamh nuair a bhíonn 
tú ann? An itheann tú rud ar bith deas ann chomh 
maith?/Do you go to the beach every Summer? 
What are the things you like to do when you are 
there? Do you eat anything nice there as well?

Ceol na Cuaiche

An bhfuil turas fada ag an chuach gach bliain? Cá as a 
thagann siad dar leat? Cad a tharlaíonn nuair a bhíonn 
siad anseo i rith ‘An Samhradh’? Ar chuala tú ‘cuc-cú’ 
roimhe nuair a bhí tú amuigh faoin tuath? An gceapann 
tú go go bhfuil sí cliste mar níl sí abálta a nead féin a 
dhéanamh? Cén fáth?/Does the cuckoo have a long 
journey every year? Where do they come from do you 
think? What happens when they are here during ‘An 
Samhradh’? Have you heard ‘cuc-cú’ before when you 
have been in the countryside? Do you think she is smart 
because she isn’t able to make her own nest? Why?

An Béar Bán Brónach

An bhfuil an béar seo sásta a bheith amuigh faoin ghrian 
i rith ‘An Samhradh’? Cén fáth? Bíonn páistí ag ithe 
uachtar reoite ag an zú. An dtaitníonn uachtar reoite leat 
nuair a bhíonn sé te (nó am ar bith eile)? Cén sórt blas 
uachtar reoite is fearr leatsa? Nuair a bhíonn daoine ag 
zúnna cén sórt ainmhithe a bhíonn ann? Cén sórt béar 
atá i gceist san amhrán seo?/Is this bear happy to be 
out in the sun during ‘An Samhradh’? Why? Children 
eat ice cream at the zoo. Do you like ice cream when 
it is hot (or any other time)? What flavour ice cream 
do you prefer? When people are at zoos, what type of 
animals are there? What type of bear is in this song? 

Is Mise an Bheach

An bhfuil an t-amhrán seo áthasach? An bhfuil an bheach 
gnóthach? Cén fáth? An dtaitníonn mil leat? Cad a 
chuireann daoine mil ar nuair a bhíonn siad ag ithe?/Is this 
song joyful? Is the bee busy? Why? Do you like honey? 
What do people put honey on when they are eating?

Leathanaigh 24-35/Pages 24-35 ‘An Fómhar’

Válsa Fómhair

An bhfuil tú abálta a bheith ag válsa? Cad iad na dathanna 
is láidre san amhrán ‘Válsa Fómhair’? Tá páistí ag bailiú 
sméara dubha. An bhfuil siad abálta rudaí a chruthú as na 
sméara dubha blasta? Cén sórt rudaí? Cén fáth go bhfuil 
brat duilleog ar an talamh? Cad a dhéanann na hioraí i 
rith ‘An Fómhar’?/Can you waltz? What are the strongest 
colours in the song ‘Válsa Fómhair’? Children are gathering 
blackberries. Are they able to create things from the tasty 
blackberries? What sort of things? Why is there a blanket 
of leaves on the ground? What do squirrels do during ‘An 
Fómhar’? 
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Ní Maith Liom an Scoil! 

An bhfuil an t-amhrán seo greannmhar? Cén fáth? An 
bhfuil aon véarsa níos greannmhaire ná véarsaí eile? Cé 
acu agus cén fáth? An bhfuil tú cosúil leis an múinteoir 
san amhrán seo ar maidin nó cosúil leis na páistí?/
Is this a funny song? Why? Is any verse funnier than 
other verses? Which one and why? Are you like the 
teacher in this song in the morning or the children? 

An Afraic Ar Feadh Seal

Táimid ar ais leis na fáinleoga; cad atá siad ag déanamh 
san amhrán seo? Cén fáth? Cad atá críochnaithe anois 
san amhrán? An mbeidh turas fada acu arís? Cá bhfuil siad 
ag dul? An mbeidh siad ar ais arís?/We are back to the 
swallows, what are they doing in this song? Why? What 
is finished in the song now? Will they have a long journey 
again? Where are they going? Will they be back again? 

Tomás An tIora Rua

An bhfuil sé in am luí don iora rua Tomás? Cá fhad a 
bheidh sé ina chodladh dar leat? An bhfuil sé compordach? 
An bhfuil fadhb aige? Cad a dhéannan tú nuair a bhíonn 
fadhbanna agat ag dul a chodladh?/Is it bedtime for the red 
squirrel Tomás? How long will he be asleep do you think? Is 
he comfortable? Does he have a problem? What do you do 
when you have problems sleeping?  

Leathanaigh 36-47/Pages 36- 47 ‘An Geimhreadh’

Ag Siúl

An bhfuil tú abálta an fuacht a mhothú nuair a léann 
tú an t-amhrán seo? An bhfuil éadaí teo agat mar an 
duine san t-amhrán don gheimreadh?/Can you feel 
the cold when you read this song? Have you warm 
clothes for the winter like the person in this song?

Ná Dúisigí

An bhfuil a fhios agat cé acu de na hainmhithe a 
chodhlaíonn i rith an Gheimridh? An bhfuil siad compordach 
dar leat? Ar mhaith leatsa a bheith i do chodhladh ar 
feadh an gheimridh ar fad?/Do you know which animals 
hibernate during winter? Are they comfy do you think? 
Would you like to hibernate for the whole of winter? 

Sneachta

An bhfuil rud ar bith eile ‘chomh fuar le huachtar reoite’? 
An maith leat sneachta a fheiceáil amuigh ar maidin? Cad 
a dhéanann tú nuair a bhíonn sé ag cur sneachta?/Is there 
anything else ‘chomh fuar le huachtar reoite’? Do you like 
to see snow outside in the morning? What do you do when 
it snows? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Nollaig Shona

Cén fáth go raibh Mamaí fia ag rá go raibh sé in am luí 
d’Oisín? Cé atá ag teacht? Ar mhaith le Oisín a bheith 
ag eitilt mar na réinfhia eile ag Dadaí na Nollag? Nuair a 
bhíonn tú ag dul a chodladh ar Oíche Nollag an mbíonn 
sceitimíní ortsa?/Why was Mammy deer saying it was 
time to go to bed to Oisín? Who is coming? Would Oisín 
like to be flying like Santa Claus’s other reindeer? When 
you are going to sleep on Christmas Eve are you excited? 

Imíonn an tAm

Tá ceist ag an gcailín óg do a Daid. An mbíonn ceisteanna 
agat go minic cosúil leis an cailín óg? Cén sórt ceisteanna 
a bhíonn agat? An gcuireann tú na ceisteanna ar do 
thuismitheoirí mar sin? An raibh freagra a hathar san 
amhrán seo go maith? Cén fáth?/The young girl has a 
question for her dad. Do you often have questions like 
the young girl? What kind of questions do you have? 
Do you ask your parents questions like that? Does 
her father have a good answer in this song? Why? 

Foriomlán/Overall

An féidir leat cosúlachtaí nó difríochtaí idir stíl na maisitheoirí a 
thabhairt faoi deara? An raibh siad oiriúnach do gach amhrán? 
Cad é do thuairim faoi na dathanna? An gceapann tú go bhfuil 
siad maith mar mhaisitheoirí?/Can you note and differences or 
similarities between each illustrators style? Were they suitable 
for each song? What did you think of the colours? Do you think 
they good illustrators?

Ar mhaith leat rud a tharraingt mar mhaisitheoir anois? Más 
ea, bain úsáid as amhrán as an leabhair nó smaoinigh ar rudaí 
a tharlaíonn i rith na ceithre séasúr./Would you like to draw 
something like an illustrator now? If you like, use a song from 
the book or think about things that happen during each season.

Tá gach amhrán ar an CD leis an leabhar seo freisin. Ar éist tú 
leis na hamhráin? Cad a cheapann tú futhu? Cad é an t-amhrán 
is fear leatsa? Cén fáth? Ar mhaith leat  iad a chanadh anois? Ar 
mhaith leat d’amhrán féin a chumadh anois, mar a rinne Tadhg 
Mac Dhonnagáin?/Each song is on the CD that is with the book 
too. Did you listen to the songs? What did you think of them? 
What is the song you prefer? Why? Would you like to sing one 
now? Would you like to create your very own song like Tadhg 
Mac Dhonnagáin now?

Cad a cheapann tú faoin leabhar go hiomlán? An raibh na 
léaráidí go maith? An raibh sé go hiontach a bheith abálta na 
hamhráin a léamh sa leabhar agus iad a chloisteáil ar an CD ag 
an am céanna? An bhfuil tú abálta an leabhar agus an CD seo a 
úsáid mar fhoinsí inspioráide chun amhráin agus léaráidí faoi na 
ceithre shéasúr a chumadh freisin?/What did you think of the 
whole book? Were the illustrations good? Was it good to be able 
to read the songs in the book and to hear them on the CD at 
the same time? Are you able to use the book and CD as sources 
of inspiration to create your own songs and illustrations on the 
four seasons?
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THE TIDE      
Clare Helen Welsh 
Illustrated by Ashling Lindsay 
Little Tiger Press 
ISBN 9781680101416 

Themes Memory, mental health, dementia and love

Summary Over the course of a day, a young girl comes to 
terms with her grandad’s dementia. This thoughtful and gentle 
picturebook uses the metaphor of the tide to explain the peaks 
and troughs of dementia as seen through the eyes of a young 
child. Furthermore, it demonstrates how we can use empathy 
to connect to our loved ones when they are in need. Useful for 
opening conversations about mental health, empathy, love and 
patience. 

Judges’ Comments This poignant portrayal of a young 
girl coming to an understanding of her grandfather’s memory 
loss is uplifting and enlightening for child and adult readers 
alike. Exquisitely illustrated with a warm palette and a keen eye 
for pattern, its gentle rhythms mirror the ebb and flow of the 
tide and the passage of time. A stunning double-page spread 
depicting the pair dancing in the orange glow of the full tide 
at sunset creates a glorious sense of harmony that assuages 
earlier moments of disquiet, while the warm presence of the 
mother, who features in most of the illustrations, provides 
reassurance and comfort throughout. An evocative portrait of 
intergenerational bonds.

About the Author Clare Helen Welsh does her best writing 
by the sea, which is lucky because she lives with her family in 
South West England, a stone’s throw away from crashing waves 
and salty sea air. When Clare isn’t writing stories for children, 
she is inspiring children to write their own. Being a primary 
school teacher gives Clare an outlet for her BIG ideas. Once she 
had the idea she might be an author!

About the Illustrator Ashling Lindsay is an illustrator 
and storyteller from Belfast, Northern Ireland. New to the 
picturebook world, her début work has already been nominated 
for the prestigious CILIP Kate Greenaway Illustration award, 
shortlisted for the Waterstones Children’s Book Prize and  
long-listed for the Klaus Flugge Prize.
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QUESTIONS
YOUNGER READERS

BEFORE YOU BEGIN
1. What can you see on the cover of this book? 
2. Who do you think these people are? How might they 

know each other?
3. What are they doing?
4. Do they look sad, or happy, or busy, or relaxed?
5. The name of the book is The Tide. Do you know what 

this means?
6. Have you ever sat on the beach and watched the tide go 

out or come back in?
7. Does the tide have a sound?
8. The person who tells a story is called the narrator. Who 

do you think is the narrator of this story? Will it be one 
of the people we can see on the cover?

9. Now open the book and have a look at the endpapers. 
Who is there? What is she doing? 

AS YOU READ
Pages 1–2
· Who is the narrator of this book? 
· Is the story happening now, or is it in the past – a story 

about a thing the narrator remembers?
· Where are we? What is everyone doing? 

Pages 3–4
· How might it feel to forget how to put on your shoes or 

jacket by yourself?
· What other feelings do you have when you feel 

embarrassed? 
· How does the girl feel when she is being helped? 

Pages 7–8
· How do the characters on these pages feel?
· Why do you think they feel that way? 

Pages 9–10
· Empathy is what happens when we put ourselves into 

someone else’s shoes – how would we feel if the same 
thing happened to us? What would we have liked 
somebody to do to help?

· In these pages, the narrator feels cross about her 
sandwiches but remembers a time she forgot something 
and her teacher was kind and helpful. Can you think of 
a time when somebody was kind and helpful to you?

Pages 10–11
· Remembering about the shoes helps the narrator 

move past her cross feelings into feeling kindness and 
patience. Can you think of a time when you were kind 
and helpful to somebody in need? 

Pages 12–13
· In these pages the narrator feels very worried. The 

pages are quite empty, as her worry is so big, there 
isn’t room for anything or anybody else. Then she uses 
her empathy to move past her big worry. Do you feel 
worried with her? Did you feel a bit better when she 
used her empathy to imagine how Grandad feels? 

Pages 15–16
· Here Mummy describes Grandad’s memory as like the 

tide. It moves in and goes out. Our narrator’s worried 
feeling is also a bit like the tide – sometimes it’s very big 
and close, and sometimes it’s far away and small. Now 
that the worry is far away again, we can see the world 
around. Grandad loves the narrator more than ‘lapping 
waves, and sandy toes on sunny days’. These are lovely 
things to hear and feel. What things make you feel 
happy and loved? 

Pages 19–20
· The tide is in – Grandad and the girl are happy and 

dance and splash in the waves. Have you ever paddled 
in the sea? What did it feel like? 

Pages 23–24
· This is a lovely page. Everybody is cosy, the fire is 

lit, the cat is snoozing. Can you see any musical 
instruments? Did you spot the polar bear teddy? Isn’t 
the night sky beautiful? What would your cosiest room 
have in it? 

 
AFTER YOU HAVE READ
1. Which was your favourite picture?

2. The idea that our feelings and worries can be like the 
tide – sometimes very big and close and sometimes very 
far away and small – is a helpful one. Can you think of 
another story where somebody had very big feelings? 
What happened in that story?
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QUESTIONS
OLDER READERS

BEFORE YOU BEGIN
1. The illustration on the cover has muted tones and 

pencil lines. What does this indicate about the contents 
of the book? 

2. What kind of materials – including technology – do 
you think the illustrator used and why?

3. Do the fonts look hand drawn or typed? Why do you 
think the book designers chose this style?

4. Whose point of view do you think this story is told 
from? Why do you think that?

5. Now look at the endpapers. Does this change your 
opinion about whose story this will be? 

AS YOU READ
Pages 1–2
· Who is speaking?

· How much information are we given in this spread? 
Who else is on the beach? What are they doing? What 
does this tell us? 

Pages 3–4
· What tense is the book in – does it move between 

tenses, from memory to the present and back again? 

Pages 9–10
· Are all the memories of the same time period or do we 

move between lots of different times?

· How does the illustrator signify distant memories 
versus the memories of the day at the beach?

 
Pages 11–12
· The narrator uses memories of the past to help her feel 

empathy with her grandad’s present. Both the narrator 
and Grandad have felt helpless and upset when their 
memories failed them. How might a person feeling this 
helpless feel and behave? If this person was us, what 
would we find helpful and comforting? 
 
 
 
 

 

Pages 13–14
· In these pages, the worry and fear of the narrator is so 

big that there is room for nothing else on the page. The 
blank, white loneliness takes up all the space. Do you 
think this is an effective illustration of overwhelming 
fear? How would you describe and illustrate that 
feeling? Have the makers of this book helped you 
empathise with this little girl? 

· In the second half of the spread the little girl begins to 
empathise – is the illustration in this half of the page 
different?

 
Pages 15–16
· We are led back from this fear by Mummy, who tells us 

that Grandad’s memory is like the tide. Do you think 
this is a good metaphor for dementia? Could it also be a 
metaphor for the girl’s fear? Why? 

· Happy laughing voices enter into this page, bringing us 
back to the beach and the community. Do you think 
the author and illustrator were careful with their young 
readers, ensuring they weren’t left feeling frightened 
and anxious? 

 
Pages 17–18
· Self-care is important when things are rough. What do 

you like to do to relax and feel better after a hard day?

 
Pages 19–20
· Which tide is the author talking about? Which tide has 

the illustrator drawn?

 
Pages 21–22
· The book is nearly over. How does the author signal 

this? How does the illustrator?

 
Pages 23–24
· What is happening in this picture? What do you think 

the author and illustrator are trying to achieve here? 
Were they successful? 
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AFTER YOU HAVE READ
1. How do you think time is treated in this book? How 

many different times are we brought to?

2. How do you think memory is treated? The narrator is 
very young but is able to move between lots of different 
times with ease – and young readers are able to follow 
this complex storytelling. Her grandfather has trouble 
with remembering basic things – like what a sandwich 
is for. Did you consider how complex our minds are 
before this story?

3. Empathy is central to this story, particularly how we 
can consciously use it to connect to others and show 
them kindness when we are feeling impatient. Can you 
think of another story – fiction or in the news – where 
empathy is an important theme?

4. Look back through the book and consider whether 
Mummy might be like the author and illustrator – 
watching the story unfold but stepping in to mind the 
reader when things might get too much. What do you 
think about the placement of the red books?

5. Sometimes illustration can change the meaning of 
the text. Look at pages 7–8 and discuss how the 
illustrations foreshadow the text. How does this 
divergence change the mood of the story? Why do 
you think the author and illustrator chose to use this 
technique at this point in the story?

6. Do you think the book is successful in explaining 
dementia?

7. Do you think it is successful in helping the reader 
understand the frustration that people with dementia 
often express? Do you think it is successful in 
comforting the reader?

ACTIVITIES YOUNGER READERS
1. The sound of the sea can be very relaxing. Make an 

ocean drum by putting popcorn kernels in a lunchbox 
and using tinfoil as a lid. Now turn the box over, and 
slowly move the kernels along the tinfoil. Can you 
make relaxing sounds? Can you make big splashy 
sounds? Don’t forget to reuse or recycle the tinfoil and 
pop the kernels for a nice treat!

2. Remember a day you felt happy and make a picture of 
it using paints, colouring pencils, crayons or collage. 
Show each other your pictures and tell one another 
about the day. 

3. Being in nature can help us to feel relaxed. Ask your 
group leader to find some ocean sounds or forest 
sounds on the internet for you. Now lie down and close 
your eyes and listen to the sounds and notice how your 
body feels. Did you feel relaxed? Bored? Interested? 
Fidgety? 

ACTIVITIES OLDER READERS
1. Draw or write about your version of the final, cosy 

spread. What and who would be in your perfect room?

2. Connecting with nature can help our wellbeing. 
Sometimes listening to the rain and sea sounds helps us 
concentrate. Look up different sounds of nature on the 
internet and observe how listening to them with closed 
eyes makes your body feel. 

FURTHER RESOURCES
· Books by the same illustrator include Between Tick and 

Tock and The Night Box by Louise Grieg and Ashling 
Lindsay

· alzheimer.ie
· understandtogether.ie
· https://www.alzheimers.org.uk/get-support/daily-living/

explaining-dementia-children-and-young-people
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Chocolate Cake 
Michael Rosen 
Illustrated by Kevin Waldron  
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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Here We Are 
Oliver Jeffers 
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? 
 
 

www.childrensbooksireland.ie
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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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IMAGINARY FRED 
Eoin Colfer 
Illustrated by Oliver Jeffers 
HarperCollins Children’s Books
ISBN 9780008126148 (HBK)

Summary
There is only one thing that hurts worse than a headache or 
a bee sting, and that’s loneliness. Imaginary Fred is a friend to 
many ... but only for a short while. When Fred’s companions 
make real friends, he fades away and returns to the sky to 
await his next pal. However, things change when Fred meets 
a boy named Sam, who promises they will be friends always. 
Things couldn’t be more perfect, this is until Sam gets a real 
friend and Fred begins to fear the worst: that he may soon be 
replaced. 

Judges Comments
Fred is a professional imaginary friend who is accustomed to 
the children he helps grow confidence, find real friends and 
then leave him to fade into his loneliness. One day, a lonely boy 
named Sam calls on Fred but Sam, astonishingly, is different. 
Sam tells Fred that he has a real life friend but that he isn’t 
going anywhere! The warmth, creativity and enormously 
likeable characterisation of Eoin Colfer’s text collaborates 
perfectly with Oliver Jeffers’ distinctive line flow and quirky 
illustrations. This engaging, poignant picturebook will 
encourage Social, Personal and Health Education (SPHE) and 
philosophical discussions about friendship and managing the 
fear of abandonment for young children and adults alike. 
 
 
 

 
 

About the Author 
EOIN COLFER is the one of the world’s favourite children’s 
authors. A former schoolteacher, Eoin recently moved to Dublin 
from Co Wexford with his wife Jackie and sons Finn and Seán. 
Eoin’s writing style is incredibly diverse, as he has written for 
younger children and young adults alike. His first novel, Benny 
and Omar, was published by The O’Brien Press in October 1998 
and was an immediate bestseller. Since then he has written 
many novels including Benny and Babe, The Wish List and the 
international bestselling Artemis Fowl series. Throughout his 
career has worked in Saudi Arabia, Tunisia and Italy, as well 
as in Ireland. Eoin is very involved in theatre and has written 
several plays, which have been staged in various parts of 
Ireland. Eoin is currently Laureate na nÓg, only the third person 
to be awarded this unique honour.

About the Illustrator  
OLIVER JEFFERS makes art and tells stories. Oliver’s 
picturebooks — including The Incredible Book Eating Boy,  
This Moose Belongs to Me, The Day the Crayons Quit and its 
sequel The Day The Crayons Came Home (also shortlisted) and 
Once Upon an Alphabet —  have been translated into over 30 
languages. Oliver has won many awards, including the Nestlé 
Children’s Book Prize Gold Award, CBI Book of the Year Award 
and the Irish Book Awards Children’s Book of the Year. He has 
been shortlisted for the Kate Greenaway Medal. Originally from 
Belfast, Oliver now lives and works in Brooklyn, New York.

www.childrensbooksireland.com8
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Before you begin
• Do you know what an imaginary friend is?
• What is the difference between an imaginary friend and a 

real life friend?

Questions
• What special things need to happen in order for an 

imaginary friend to appear?  

• In this story, how does the illustrator tell the imaginary 
friends apart from the real friends? 

• Where was Fred in the beginning of the story before he 
met Sam? 

• What kinds of things did Fred do with children when he 
appeared? 

• What happened to Fred’s body when the children stopped 
paying attention to him? 

• What kinds of things did Fred dream of doing with a special 
friend? 

• What kinds of things did Fred and Sam have in common? 

• What nickname did Fred and Sam go by? 

• How do you think Fred felt when Sam was late coming 
home from the party? 

• What was Sam’s new friend called? Why did Sam think this 
was funny? 

• What does Sammi look like? Describe her. 

• Why could Sammi see Fred? 

• What instruments does each character play? 

• What colour is Frieda?
• What did Fred like about Frieda? 

• What kinds of things did the four friends like to do 
together in the beginning? 

• What was their musical quartet called? 

• In the story some people cannot see the imaginary friends. 
Why do you think this is? 

• What kinds of things did Sam and Sammi like to do 
together? What kinds of things did Fred and Frieda like to 
do together? 

• Why did Fred and Frieda become famous among the 
imaginary community? 
 

• Do you think all the characters are happy at the end of the 
story? Explain your answer. 

• The illustrator chooses to use very little colour in this 
book. Why do you think he did this? Was it effective? 

• What was your favourite illustration in the book? Why? 

• How do you think the artist created the pictures? 

• Do you think the illustrator did a good job of showing us 
how the characters are feeling?

Activities
1. If you were a character in this story, what would your 

imaginary friend be like? 

2. What would they look like? Draw a picture of you and your 
imaginary friend. 

3. What colour would your imaginary friend be? Explain why 
you picked that colour. 

4. Choose a name for your imaginary friend. Why did you 
pick that name? 

5. What kinds of things would you talk to your imaginary 
friend about? Write a short conversation between you and 
your imaginary friend. 

6. Write a short comic strip about something you and your 
imaginary friend did together. The comic strip should 
contain words and pictures. 

7. In the story Fred and Sam have very similar interests, what 
would you have in common with your imaginary friend? 
Write a list. 

8. Have the class each bring in a photograph of themselves. 
Ask each of the students to draw their imaginary friend 
beside them. Create a poster of all the students with their 
imaginary friends.

www.childrensbooksireland.com9
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NÁ GABH AR SCOIL  
Máire Zepf 
Maisithe ag Tarsila Krüse  
Futa Fata
ISBN 9781906907983 (Crua)

Achoimre/ Summary:
Tá sceitiminí ar Cóilín.  Tá sé ag dul ar scoil inniu ach tá fadhb 
aige.  Ní maith le Mamaí Cóilín dul ar a chéad lá ar scoil.  Tá ar 
Cóilín rud a dhéanamh faoi sin.

Little Cóilín is very excited about his first day in school. He’s up 
early and ready to go, but there’s just one problem – Mommy 
can’t bear the thought of being separated from him!

Tuairiscí an Mholtóra/ Judges’ Comments
Is é an chéad lá de Chóílín a bheith ar scoil! Tá an béar beag 
líonta lán le sceitimíní ach tá Mamaí míshocair ag an athrú 
seo. Agus plé cháiréiseach á déanamh aici ar an tslí a théann 
an teaghlach i ngleic leis na mothúcháin agus na buarthaí tráth 
a thosaíonn páiste ar scoil, cuireann téacs oscailte Máire Zepf, 
agus líníochtaí géarchúiseacha, greannmhara Tarsila Kruse 
fáil ar dheiseanna saibhre díospóireachta sa rang Oideachas, 
Sóisialta, Pearsanta agus Sláinte (OSPS). 

It’s Cóilín’s first day at school! The little bear is brimming with 
excitement but Mummy is unsettled by this change. Sensitively 
exploring how a family deals with emotions and anxieties when 
a child starts school, Máire Zepf’s accessible text and Tarsila 
Krüse’s witty, inclusive illustrations offer rich opportunities for 
Social, Personal and Health Education (SPHE) discussion. 

Faoin Údar/ About the Author
Is Údar, colúnaí, Gaeilgeoir, scríbhneoir agus máthair í Máire 
Zepf. Bhí a chéad húrscéal ar ngearrliosta do Ghradam Réics 
Carló, Tubaiste ar an Titanic. Is é seo a chéad pictiúrleabhar atá 
scríofa aici.

Máire Zepf’s début children’s novel, the time-travelling thriller 
Tubaiste ar an Titanic was short-listed for Gradam Réics 
Carló,  the Irish-language children’s book of the year award. 
She juggles fulltime motherhood and writing. This is her first 
picturebook.

Faoin Maisitheoir/ About the Illustrator
Seo an chéad pictiúrleabhar le Tarsila Krüse atá foilsithe ag Futa 
Fata. Tá a chuid obair le feicéail thart ar Baile Átha Cliath ar fad.

Tarsila Krüse is a Dublin-based illustrator who loves 
storytelling, color and fun. Her work is character-focused and 
is influenced by everyday relationships with a whimsical and 
heartwarming touch to it.

You can see Tarsila’s work featured in magazines, books, 
advertising, posters, exhibitions, fanzines, and even around the 
streets of the Fair City. This is her first picturebook.

www.childrensbooksireland.com14
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Féach ar an chlúdach/Look at the book’s cover:
An bhfuil an chlúdach deas? 
Is the cover nice?

Cé tá ann? An bhfuil siad sásta? An bhfuil cuma bhrónach ar 
éinne? 
Who is there? Are they happy? Does anyone look sad?

Léigh an scéal/Read the story:
Leathanaigh 1–3/Pages 1–3:
Cén fáth go raibh áthas ar Cóilín, dar leat? An bhfuil cuma 
áthasach ar?
Why was Cóilín happy today, do you think? Does he look happy?

Cén fáth go raibh sé faoi dheifir?
Why was he in a hurry?

Leathanaigh 4–7/Pages 4–7: 
Cén sórt bricfeasta a bhí aige, dar leat? Cén sórt bricfeasta is 
fearr leatsa ar maidin?
What sort of breakfast do you think he had? What kind of 
breakfast do you like to have in the morning?

Cén fáth a chur Cóilín a chóta air? An raibh an aimsir amuigh  
go dóna?
Why did Cóilín put his coat on? Was the weather bad outside?

Cén fhadhb a bhí ag Cóilín? 
What problem did Cóilín have?

Cé a bhí ina seasamh os comhair an doras? 
Who was standing in front of the doorway?

Féach ar Mamaí. Cén sórt cuma atá ar Mamaí? An bhfuil sí 
sásta?
Look at Mamaí. How does Mamaí look? Is she happy?

Leathanaigh 8–11/Pages 8–11:
Cén fáth go raibh Mamaí brónach? 
Why was Mamaí sad?

Ar chabhraigh Cóilín Mamaí? Conas a dhearna sé sin?  
Did Cóilín help Mamaí? How did he do that?

Nuair a bhí siad ar chlós na scoile bhí a lán tuismitheoirí agus 
daltaí ann. Cé mhéad béir a bhí ann? Cén sórt béir a bhí ann? An 
raibh siad sásta a bheith ann?
When they were on the schoolyard there were a lot of parents 
and students. How many bears were there? What kind of  
bears were there? Were they happy to be there?

Leathanaigh 12–16/Pages 12–16
Cé a bhuail le Mamaí agus Cóilín? Cén post atá aici?
Who met Mamaí and Cóilín? What is her job?

An raibh spraoi ag Mamaí nuair a bhí sí sa rang? 
Did Mamaí have fun when she was in class?

Is aoibhinn le Mamaí a bheith ag péintéail. An dtaitníonn tú a 
bheith ag péintéail? Cén dath is fearr le Mamaí dar leatsa?  
Cén dath is fear leatsa? 
Mamaí loves painting. Do you like painting? What colour does 
Mamaí prefer do you think? Which colour do you prefer?

Leathanaigh 17–21/Pages 17–21:
Cad a tharla chun taispeáint go raibh Mamaí rómhór don scoil? 
What happened to show that Mamaí was too big for the school?

An raibh smaoineamh iontach ag Cóilín? Cad a tharla nuair a 
chuala Mamaí an smaoineamh?
Did Cóilín have a good idea? What happened when Mamaí 
heard the idea?

Cad a dhearna Cóilín chun Mamaí a shuaimhniú? An raibh sé 
deas?
What did Cóilín do to calm Mamaí down? Was it nice?

Cá ndeachaigh Mamaí ansin? An raibh Cóilín agus Mamaí sásta?
Where did Mamaí go then? Were Cóilín and Mamaí happy?

Leathanaigh 22–24/Pages 22–24:
Rinne Cóilín a lán rudaí sa scoil. Ar bhain sé sult as a chéad lá ar 
scoil? 
Cóilín did a lot of things in school. Did he enjoy his first day in 
school?

An raibh Cóilín áthasach nuair a chonaic sé Mamaí ag deireadh 
an lae? 
Was Cóilín happy when he saw Mamaí at the end of the day?

Leathanaigh 25–26/Pages 25–26:
Cad a chur iontas ar Mamaí? 
What surprised Mamaí? 

An raibh Mamaí sásta ansin?
Was Mamaí happy then?

An Scéal/The Story:
Cad a chéap tú faoi Ná Gabh ar Scoil? An raibh an scéal 
greannmhar? Cad é an rud is barrúla i Ná Gabh ar Scoil? 
What did you think of Ná Gabh ar Scoil? Was the story funny? 
What is the funniest thing in Ná Gabh ar Scoil?

Ar mhaith leat dul chuig scoil Chóilín? Cén fáth?
Would you like to go to Cóilín’s school? Why?

Na learaidí/The Illustrations:
Ar bhain tú taitneamh as na learaidí? An raibh siad deas?
Did you enjoy the illustrations? Were they nice?

An raibh na learaidí ildaite?
Were the illustrations colourful? 

Cad iad na leathanaigh is fearr leatsa? 
Which pages did you like best?

An raibh na learaidí greannmhar? Cén fáth? Cad iad na 
híomhanna is barrúla? 
Were the illustrations funny? Why? What were the funniest 
images?
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MADAME BADOBEDAH 
Sophie Dahl 
Illustrated by Lauren O’Hara 
Walker Books 
ISBN 9781406384406 

Themes Adventure, imagination, reality vs. fantasy, 
appearance vs. reality, companionship, loneliness, independence, 
childhood vs. adulthood, treasure, villainy

Summary Mabel lives with her parents in the Mermaid Hotel 
by the sea. Mabel likes to keep an eye on the comings and 
goings of all the guests. One day a particularly interesting old 
lady comes to stay. There is something very suspicious about her, 
with her growly voice and her heavy trunks and her beady-eyed 
tortoise. And why does no one know her real name? There can 
only be one answer, Mabel decides ... This guest is a supervillain! 
But even supervillains have a soft side, and as an unlikely 
friendship grows between the pair, their fantastical exploits take 
them well beyond the corridors of their seaside home.

Judges’ Comments When an eccentric elderly lady with 
a mysterious past comes to stay at The Mermaid Hotel, the 
curious young daughter of the owners sees an opportunity 
for honing her skills in espionage. An unlikely friendship 
develops between the pair, leading to a shared fantastical 
adventure. Lauren O’Hara’s lively and characterful illustrations 
include wonderfully detailed doublespreads and humorous 
vignettes that perfectly complement this intriguing tale of first 
impressions, friendship and the power of imagination. 

About the Author Sophie Dahl began her working life as 
a fashion model, but books and words were her first love. She 
has written four books for adults, including two cookbooks, as 
well as essays for, amongst others, Vogue, The Guardian and The 
Times. She lives in the countryside with her husband, daughters, 
rescue dog, cat and tortoise. Madame Badobedah is her first 
book for children, and she follows in the footsteps of her famous 
grandfather, a much beloved children’s writer.

About the Illustrator Lauren O’Hara studied art and 
illustration at Kingston University and has collaborated with 
her sister Natalia on two picturebooks, Hortense and the Shadow 
(2017) and The Bandit Queen (2018). As a child, Lauren 
loved reading fairy tales, painting insects and listening to her 
grandmother’s stories. She currently lives in a converted church 
in Dublin with her partner and their cat, Ida.
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QUESTIONS
YOUNGER READERS

BEFORE YOU BEGIN
1. Look at the title, font and illustration on the front 

cover. What do you think this book is about? What 
atmosphere is created?

2. Does the title and/or cover make you want to read the 
book? Why or why not?

3. What do you think the relationship is between the 
two characters on the front cover? What is your first 
impression of each of them?

4. Look at the back cover and the illustrations inside the 
jacket. How do they add to your overall impression of 
the book?

AFTER YOU HAVE READ
1. Look back at your answers to the earlier questions. 

Have your views changed since reading the book?

2. Do you think the cover illustration was a good choice? 
Would you have picked something else? Why or why 
not?

3. Do you like the colours used in the pictures?

4. What was your favourite picture or spread (two facing 
pages) from the book? Describe it.

5. How do the pictures make you feel?

6. Did you like the font? Can you point out places where 
the illustrator plays with font? Why does she do this?

7. Did you enjoy the story? Why or why not?

8. What part of the story did you find the funniest?

9. What did you think of the ending? Why do you think 
the writer ended the story this way?

10. Who was your favourite character and why?

11. How would you describe the Mermaid Hotel? Would 
you like to stay there?

12. Would you like to join Mabel and Madame Badobedah 
on one of their adventures? Why or why not?

13. What types of pets and luggage does Madame 
Badobedah have? What do the illustrations show us 
that the text does not? What does this tell us about her 
character?

14. Mabel’s parents are only illustrated once in the book, 
and even then, their faces are hidden. Why do you 
think this is? Can you think of any other books or 
animations that use this technique?

15. The spread on pages 16–17 shows many rooms in the 
Mermaid Hotel and the guests staying in them. Which 
are you must curious about and why?

16. Mabel and Madame Badobedah each wear many 
different outfits throughout the story. Which were your 
favourites and why?

17. Do you notice any changes in how Madame 
Badobedah is illustrated over the course of the book? 
Go through the illustrations page by page, and think 
in terms of colour, clothing, facial expressions, body 
language and so on.

18. Does the illustrator show us anything that the writer 
does not mention?

19. Do you think Madame Badobedah is a thief? How 
does your opinion change over the course of the story? 
Are we ever given a definite answer?

20. Why do you think Madame Badobedah is staying at 
the hotel? Do you think she is happy there?

QUESTIONS  
OLDER READERS
1. How do the writer and illustrator distinguish between 

reality and fantasy, if at all? What effect does this have?
2. What effect does the reveal of Madame Badobedah’s 

first name have at the end of the story?
3. What do you think the true nature of Madame 

Badobedah’s backstory is? What information are we 
given, and what is omitted?

4. What words would you use to describe the different 
characters in the book?

5. Could you relate to any of the characters? 
6. Why do you think the illustrator used this colour 

scheme?
7. Do you think the illustrator does a good job of giving 

personality to the characters and of showing us how 
they are feeling? How does she try to achieve this?

8. What did you think of the chapter titles? What effect 
did they have on your reading of each chapter? Why is 
the story broken up in this way?

9. The illustrator plays with font in terms of type, size, 
spacing, placement, capitalisation, bolding, and 
italicisation. What are the effects of this?

10. Did you enjoy looking at the pictures alongside the 
text? If you were to take away the words from the 
page, would you still be able to understand what was 
happening in the story? If you were to take away the 
pictures from the page, would anything be lost?

11. Are there any parts in the story that you think should 
have been illustrated but were not? 
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12. How do the words and images work together to create a 
certain effect? Give examples.

13. How would you describe the atmosphere of this book? 
How do the author and illustrator each create this 
atmosphere?

14. How do you think the artist created the pictures? What 
effect does her choice of medium and technique have?

15. When do the illustrations depict the action of the 
story? When do they expand upon the story? When are 
they decorative?

16. The illustrator makes use of full colour spreads and 
empty space, full landscapes and individual vignettes 
(small illustrations that fade into the background 
without a definite border or small ornamental designs). 
Why does she do this? What effect does it have?

17. Look at the endpapers. Do you think they were a good 
choice?

18. Consider how the author and illustrator deal with some 
of the following themes: adventure; reality vs. fantasy; 
companionship; loneliness; independence; childhood 
vs. adulthood; treasure; villainy. Are there any others?

19. Would you consider this a picturebook or an illustrated 
chapter book? Why?

20. Do you think older readers can also enjoy picturebooks 
or illustrated chapter books?

ACTIVITIES  
YOUNGER READERS
1. Design a new cover for the book.
2. Write a short review of the book. Draw your own 

illustration to accompany it.
3. Design a new outfit for either Mabel or Madame 

Badobedah. It can be for adventure, spying, leisure, 
fashion and so on.

4. Write a story about Mabel and Madame Badobedah’s 
next adventure.

5. Describe your dream adventure. Draw some pictures to 
accompany it. 

6. Madame Badobedah brings many precious belongings 
with her to the Mermaid Hotel. List your top five most 
treasured belongings, and explain why they are so 
precious to you.

7. Design your own hotel and draw a cross-section of its 
interior like the one on pages 16–17. 

8. Choose one room on pages 16–17, and write a story 
based on the guests staying in it.

9. Write a story in which Mabel gets to know another 
guest in the hotel.

10. Draw a portrait of your favourite adventurer from the 
past or present. 
 

ACTIVITIES  
OLDER READERS
1. What kind of techniques/materials does Lauren O’Hara 

use to create the pictures? Can you create your own 
picture using these techniques/materials?

2. Write a diary entry from the point of view of Madame 
Badobedah, describing how you feel over the course of 
the story.

3. Write Madame Badobedah’s full backstory.
4. Madame Badobedah brings many precious belongings 

with her to the Mermaid Hotel. Choose one, and write 
an anecdote in which Madame Badobedah recalls how it 
came to be so treasured.

5. Write a newspaper article in which you report a heist 
carried out by Madame Badobedah.

6. ‘A room can be a lot like a person: it sees stories and 
parties and bored days and birthday cakes. And 
sometimes it sees sad things, too.’ Choose one of the 
rooms on pages 16–17 and write a story from its point of 
view.

7. Research the life of your favourite adventurer, from the 
past or present. Present your findings on a poster.

8. According to Madame Badobedah, ‘It’s verrrrrrrry 
important for a woman to be independent.’ Think about 
what independence means to you, and research how 
women’s independence has been restricted throughout 
history. 

 

FURTHER RESOURCES
· Sophie Dahl Q&A (video):  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XreLY9rxJrI
· Madame Badobedah – reading with Sophie Dahl: 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D2afw7BdOXA
· Lauren O’Hara’s website:  

http://www.laurenohara.co.uk/
· Lauren O’Hara on her favourite illustrators and 

influences (article): https://www.penguin.co.uk/articles/
children/2017/8-illustrators-i-love-by-lauren-o-hara.
html

· Interview with the O’Hara sisters about the process of 
creating their picturebook Hortense and the Shadow:  
http://www.letstalkpicturebooks.com/2017/11/lets-talk-
illustrators-48-natalia-ohara.html 
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MÓR AGUS MUILC   
Aithriste ag John Óg Hiúdaí Neidí Ó Colla  
Maisithe ag Kim Sharkey  
Éabhlóid 
ISBN 978099561193

Téamaí/Themes Béaloideas, scéal carnach, an bás 
Folklore, cumulative tale, death

Achoimre/Summary A picturebook of a traditional 
tale for children, wonderfully illustrated with endearing 
characters and a hard-learned lesson for Mór and Muilc: 
you shouldn’t believe everything you hear! A colourful 
picturebook for children based on a traditional tale told 
by John Óg Ó Colla from Gaoth Dobhair, it follows two 
characters, Mór and Muilc, who come across a crab on the 
beach. These two characters often get carried away and they 
mistake the crab for Death. Mór and Muilc quickly run 
away from the crab. They warn their friends as they run, 
only to create more hysteria as they travel from place to 
place. The lessons learnt are: you should not let your fears 
get the better of you, and you shouldn’t always believe what 
you hear! The book is wonderfully and sensitively illustrated 
by Kim Sharkey, which makes it a book that children will 
love to come back to. The story is from the great tradition of 
chain tales which are found worldwide.

Scéal béaloidis é seo a d’aithris John Óg Ó Colla do Dhónall 
Ó Cnáimhsí as Gaoth Dobhair agus é ina pháiste. Tá an scéal 
maisithe go gleoite ag Kim Sharkey. Leabhar pictiúr é seo atá 
bunaithe ar ramás traidisiúnta Gaeilge. Cuireann sé síos ar 
bheirt charachtar shamhailteacha, Mór agus Muilc, agus na 
heachtraí a bhíonn acu i ndiaidh dóibh casadh le portán ar 
an trá. Ceapann Mór agus Muilc gurb é an bás atá sa phortán 
agus imíonn siad ina rith le heagla. Casann siad le cuid mhór 
carachtar ag teitheadh dóibh agus imíonn siad mar ghrúpa 
ag rith ón phortán. Is ramás simplí siamsúil é a thaitníonn 
le páistí óga. Tá an obair ealaíne thar cionn agus beidh meas 
mór ag páistí ar na carachtair dhaite atá ar fud an leabhair. 
Foghlaimítear dhá cheacht ón scéal: níor cheart ligean don eagla 
an bhuaidh a fháil ort agus níor cheart éisteacht le gach rud a 
chloiseann tú.

Tuairiscí na Moltóirí /Judges’ Comments
This is a stunning retelling in picture and text of an 
unusual and dark tale from oral Irish culture. The rhythmic 
repetition of dialogue as each new character is encountered 
and the beautiful curving lines in the sumptuous and 
evocative illustrations perfectly capture the circularity of the 
cumulative tale. A hypnotic sense of movement is created 
as a growing cast of wonderfully named characters join the 
elongated Mór and the jester-like Muilc in a dance towards 
their doom. Stylish, quirky and admirably faithful to the 
oral tradition.

Is athinsint den scoth é seo i bpictiúir agus i dtéacs ar scéal 
dorcha ó bhéaloideas na hÉireann. Tagann muid ar an athrá 
rithimiúil gach uair a thugtar carachtar nua isteach sa scéal 
agus léiríonn na línte cuara sna léaráidí galánta dúisitheacha 
ciorclaíocht an scéil charnaigh go foirfe. Cruthaítear gluaiseacht 
dhraíochtúil de réir mar a chuirtear le foireann na gcarachtar 
agus iad ag damhsa in éineacht le Mór fhada agus Muilc grinn 
i dtreo an bháis. Scéal ait galánta é seo atá dílis don seanchas. 
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Faoin Údar/About the Author John Óg Hiúdaí Neidí 
Ó Colla was a big man with a big heart. He was born in 
An Ghlaisigh, Gaoth Dobhair in 1918. He left school at 
the age of twelve and worked transporting goods from the 
train station in Gaoth Dobhair to the co-op near his home. 
In 1936, he started seasonal work in Scotland on the big 
Borders farms and by the end of the fifties he had settled 
back home. John Óg was always affable to children and Mór 
agus Muilc was one of the little stories he would tell them. 
He didn’t remember from whom he first heard the story; he 
had it, he’d say, since childhood. John Óg died in 2006.

Ba fhear mór le croí níos mó arís a bhí in John Óg Hiúdaí 
Neidí Ó Colla. Rugadh ar an Ghlaisigh i nGaoth Dobhair é sa 
bhliain 1918. D’ fhág sé an scoil nuair a bhí sé dhá bhliain déag 
d’aois agus chuaigh sé ag obair, ag iompar earraí ón stáisiún 
traenach i nGaoth Dobhair go dtí an siopa a bhí cóngarach dá 
theach. In 1936 chuaigh sé go hAlbain le hobair shéasúrach a 
dhéanamh ar na feirmeacha móra ar an teorainn, agus bhí sé 
ar ais ina chónaí sa bhaile faoi dheireadh na 1950í. Réitigh sé 
go maith le páistí i gcónaí agus bhí Mór agus Muilc ar cheann 
de na scéalta a d’ inseodh sé dóibh. Ní raibh a fhios aige cén áit 
ar chuala sé den chéad uair é – dúirt sé go raibh sé aige ó bhí sé 
ina pháiste. D’ imigh John Óg ar shlí na fírinne in 2006.

Faoin Maisitheoir/About the Illustrator  
Kim Sharkey lives with her husband Jimmy at the end of a 
runway on the north-west coast of Donegal, together with 
their three goats, three cats and Rosie the dog. Here in her 
studio she illustrates, animates, paints and makes ceramics. 
Her work largely draws on inspiration from the abundance 
of native wildlife and the wonder-filled tales of folklore that 
are woven into the landscape and pulse through the veins of 
the people who are rooted in this land.

Tá cónaí ar Kim Sharkey lena fear céile ag bun rúidbhealaigh 
ar chósta thiar-thuaidh Dhún na nGall, lena dtrí ghabhar, 
trí chat agus a madra, Rosie. Ina stiúideo ansin bíonn sí ag 
maisiú, ag déanamh obair bheochana, ag péintéireacht agus ag 
gabháil den chriadóireacht. Faigheann sí spreagadh dá saothair 
ón fhiadhúlra flúirseach atá sa cheantar agus ó scéalta iontacha 
an bhéaloidis atá fite fuaite sa taobh sin tíre agus atá mar 
dhlúthchuid de mhuintir na háite.  
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CEISTEANNA/
QUESTIONS

SULA LÉANN TÚ AN SCÉAL/ 
BEFORE YOU BEGIN
1. Oscail an leabhar sa dóigh is gur féidir leat an íomhá ar 

fad ar an chlúdach cúil agus ar an chlúdach tosaigh a 
fheiceáil. An féidir leat an cruth mór glas a dhéanamh 
amach? Cad é atá ann dar leat? 

Open up the book so that you can see all of the image on 
the front and back covers. Can you see the big green shape? 
What do you think it is?

2. Anois oscail an clúdach agus amharc ar na bileoga 
ceangail. Cá bhfuil an scéal suite dar leat, bunaithe ar 
na híomhánna sin? 

Now open the book and look at the endpapers. Where do 
you think the story is set based on these images?

3. Amharc ar ainm an scéalaí. An dtugann sé eolas faoi 
leith duit faoin scéalaí? 

Look at the storyteller’s name. What can you tell about the 
storyteller from his name?

4. Ar deireadh, léigh an blurba. Ar léigh tú scéal carnach 
roimhe? (Mar shampla, Henny Penny nó Sicín Licín.) 

Lastly, read the blurb. Have you read a cumulative tale 
before? (For example, Henny Penny or Chicken Licken.)

AGUS AN SCÉAL LÉITE AGAT/ 
AFTER YOU HAVE READ
1. Ar chuir deireadh an scéil iontas ort?

Were you surprised by the end of the story?

2. An raibh cuid ar bith den fhoclóir sa scéal seo 
dúshlánach? An gcuidíonn na léaráidí leat tuiscint a 
fháil ar chuid de na focail seo?

Was any of the vocabulary in this book difficult? Did the 
pictures help with your understanding of these words?

3. Amharc siar ar an scéal agus ar na léaráidí – cad é an 
ról a bhí ag an phortán sa scéal? 

Look back over the story and illustrations – what role did 
the crab play in the tale?

4. Léigh an blurba arís. Cad é an ceacht saoil atá le 
foghlaim ón scéal seo dar leat? An féidir leat é a mhíniú 
i d’fhocail féin? 

Read the blurb again. Is there a life lesson to be learned 
from this story? Can you explain it in your own words?

CEISTEANNA – LÉITHEOIRÍ NÍOS 
SINE/QUESTIONS – OLDER READERS
1) An bhfuil a fhios agat cén chanúint atá in úsáid sa 

leabhar seo? Cad iad na focail/tréithe a thugann an 
chanúint le fios? 

Can you which dialect is used in this book? What words/
features indicate the dialect?

2) Leanann an scéal carnach foirmle faoi leith agus 
bíonn athrá ann. Cad é mar a chuidíonn sé seo leis an 
léitheoir óg agus é/í ag léamh? 

The cumulative tale is formulaic with lots of repetition. 
How does this help a younger reader?

3) Léigh an t-alt le Dónall Ó Cnáimhsí (nasc thíos). Deir 
sé, ‘John Óg, with a twinkle, would explain to the 
wide-eyed children gathered around him, that there 
was no escaping Death. Yes, child-rearing was different 
in the 1970s.’ Cad é do bharúilse faoi na téamaí sa 
leabhar seo? An bhfuil siad oiriúnach do pháistí an lae 
inniu?

Read the article by Dónall Ó Cnáimhsí (link below). 
He says, ‘John Óg, with a twinkle, would explain to the 
wide-eyed children gathered around him, that there was 
no escaping Death. Yes, child-rearing was different in the 
1970s.’ What do you think about the themes in this book? 
Are they suitable for contemporary young readers?

GNÍOMHAÍOCHTAÍ/
ACTIVITIES
1. Scríobh leagan eile de dheireadh an scéil. 

Write an alternative ending for the story. 

2. Roghnaigh ceann de na carachtair sa leabhar agus inis 
an scéal ó pheirspictíocht an charachtair sin. 

Choose one of the characters in the book and retell the 
story from that character’s perspective. 

3. Tugtar le fios ag deireadh an leabhair gurb as Gaoth 
Dobhair i gContae Dhún na nGall do John Óg Hiúdaí 
Neidí Ó Colla. Cuardaigh íomhánna ar líne den 
chaladh ar an Bhun Beag agus den Earagail. An féidir 
leat na háiteanna sin a fheiceáil áit ar bith sa leabhar? 
Anois déan iarracht teacht orthu ar léarscáil. 

We know from the end of the book that John Óg Hiúdaí 
Neidí Ó Colla came from Gaoth Dobhair, Co. Donegal. 
Search online for images of Bunbeg harbour and Errigal 
Mountain. Can you see these places anywhere in the book? 
Now find them on a map of Ireland. 

 MÓR AGUS MUILC Oiriúnach do 5+ MÓR AGUS MUILC Oiriúnach do 5+
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TUILLEADH ACMHAINNÍ/FURTHER RESOURCES
• Tá scéalta carnacha eile ar fáil i mBailiúchán na Scol, béaloideas a bhailigh páistí scoile sna 1930í: tá leaganacha 

digitithe ar fáil ag www.dúchas.ie  

Other cumulative tales can be found in The Schools’ Collection, folklore collected by schoolchildren in the 1930s. This collection 
has been digitised at www.dúchas.ie 

Alt le Dónall Ó Cnáimhsí (nia le John Óg Hiúdaí Neidí Ó Colla), ag caint ar a uncail, Mór agus Muilc agus stádas na 
Gaeilge sa Ghaeltacht:  
https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/books/yes-the-gaeltacht-is-in-a-bad-way-but-don-t-panic-yet-1.3909860. 

John Óg Hiúdaí Neidí Ó Colla’s nephew, Dónall Ó Cnáimhsí, has written an article about his uncle, Mór agus Muilc and 
the Irish language in the Gaeltacht: 
https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/books/yes-the-gaeltacht-is-in-a-bad-way-but-don-t-panic-yet-1.3909860.

MÓR AGUS MUILC Oiriúnach do 5+
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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 
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.
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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?

www.childrensbooksireland.ie
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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 
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 
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Webb’s skilful curation of traditional rhymes is beautifully 
counterpointed and vividly interpreted by Steve McCarthy’s 
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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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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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Anna Liza and the Happy Practice
Eoin Colfer
Illustrated by Matt Robertson
Barrington Stoke
ISBN 9781781125595

Summary
Anna Liza likes to help cheer up her mother’s patients with her 
top seventeen knock-knock jokes and cheerful songs. But when 
she meets Edward, she hits a brick wall. Edward’s dad is so sad 
since his mum left, and he says his life isn’t going anywhere 
any more. So Anna Liza comes up with a plan to get him on 
the move again. If only she can manage to evade her mother’s 
attention long enough …

Judges’ Comments
Anna Liza’s mother is a psychiatrist and Anna loves to help 
cheer up the unhappy children of her mum’s patients. However, 
her usual songs and favourite jokes don’t work with Edward 
who’s sad because his dad is sad so Anna Liza devises an 
unorthodox plan … This empathetic and optimistic first chapter 
book has an irresistible appeal. Eoin Colfer’s deceptively simple 
story sensitively explores mental-health issues while Matt 
Robertson’s witty and humane illustrations perfectly interpret 
and resonate with the text. 

About the Author
EOIN COLFER started writing in primary school with gripping 
Viking stories inspired by what he was learning in class! After 
school he became a teacher and then worked all over the 
world. In 2001 he published the first book in the Artemis Fowl 
series – now a bestselling series across the globe. He says, ‘I 
will keep writing until people stop reading or I run out of ideas. 
Hopefully neither of these will happen anytime soon.’ Eoin lives 
in Ireland with his wife and two children. He was Laureate na 
nÓg 2014–16.
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Younger Readers

1. What does Anna Liza’s mum do?

2. What are your top three ‘cheerer upper’ songs?

3. How does the illustrator show that Edward is sad?

4. Why is Edward’s dad sad?

5. What would you do to try to help Edward and his dad 
if you were Anna Liza?

6. Edward smiles when Anna Liza says she’ll help him by 
cheering up his dad. Why is this?

7. Why doesn’t Anna Liza’s mum like Anna Liza helping 
out her patients?

8. Anna Liza says she’ll send Edward a bill after she helps 
his dad out. She accepts chocolate, crayons, second-
hand books or fancy paper. What would you ask for?

Activities for Younger Readers

1. Draw a comic strip showing how you would help 
Edward and his dad.

2. Make up your own patient chart with information 
about your patient’s age, favourite foods, hobbies and 
anything else you can think of. Your patient could be 
your sibling, your friend or even your pet!

3. Draw a picture of yourself as a psychiatrist. Would you 
have pink shoes with dolphins on them, like Anna Liza?

4. In groups, talk about ways that you can help to cheer 
up people who are feeling a bit sad.

Older Readers

1. What do you think is affecting Edward’s dad?

2. Edward sometimes gets up early to have some time to 
himself before his dad wakes up. Why do you think he 
does this?

3. Why do you think that Edward’s dad is still asleep 
when Anna Liza pays a visit?

4. Why is Edward’s dad’s condition so upsetting to 
Edward?

5. How is Anna Liza so effective at helping Edward and 
his dad? Why did Edward’s dad feel a lot better after 
his adventure roller skating?

6. Do psychiatrists only help people who are sad?

7. Why might adults feel like their life isn’t going 
anywhere?

8. Do you relate to any of the characters in this book? 
How?

9. What techniques did the illustrator use to show us the 
moods in this book?

10. Do you think older people should read this book too? 
Why?

Activities for Older Readers

1. Make up a booklet about mental health and mental-
health services in your area.

2. What are some things you can do to take care of your 
own mental health? Make a list and illustrate it.

3. In groups, choose a period from medical history and 
come up with a presentation on that time – has 
psychiatry always been seen as a good thing?

4. Make a PowerPoint presentation outlining the 
differences between psychiatrists, psychologists and 
GPs, and how they can work together.
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Younger Readers

1. What does Anna Liza’s mum do?

2. What are your top three ‘cheerer upper’ songs?

3. How does the illustrator show that Edward is sad?

4. Why is Edward’s dad sad?

5. What would you do to try to help Edward and his dad 
if you were Anna Liza?

6. Edward smiles when Anna Liza says she’ll help him by 
cheering up his dad. Why is this?

7. Why doesn’t Anna Liza’s mum like Anna Liza helping 
out her patients?

8. Anna Liza says she’ll send Edward a bill after she helps 
his dad out. She accepts chocolate, crayons, second-
hand books or fancy paper. What would you ask for?

Activities for Younger Readers

1. Draw a comic strip showing how you would help 
Edward and his dad.

2. Make up your own patient chart with information 
about your patient’s age, favourite foods, hobbies and 
anything else you can think of. Your patient could be 
your sibling, your friend or even your pet!

3. Draw a picture of yourself as a psychiatrist. Would you 
have pink shoes with dolphins on them, like Anna Liza?

4. In groups, talk about ways that you can help to cheer 
up people who are feeling a bit sad.

Older Readers

1. What do you think is affecting Edward’s dad?

2. Edward sometimes gets up early to have some time to 
himself before his dad wakes up. Why do you think he 
does this?

3. Why do you think that Edward’s dad is still asleep 
when Anna Liza pays a visit?

4. Why is Edward’s dad’s condition so upsetting to 
Edward?

5. How is Anna Liza so effective at helping Edward and 
his dad? Why did Edward’s dad feel a lot better after 
his adventure roller skating?

6. Do psychiatrists only help people who are sad?

7. Why might adults feel like their life isn’t going 
anywhere?

8. Do you relate to any of the characters in this book? 
How?

9. What techniques did the illustrator use to show us the 
moods in this book?

10. Do you think older people should read this book too? 
Why?

Activities for Older Readers

1. Make up a booklet about mental health and mental-
health services in your area.

2. What are some things you can do to take care of your 
own mental health? Make a list and illustrate it.

3. In groups, choose a period from medical history and 
come up with a presentation on that time – has 
psychiatry always been seen as a good thing?

4. Make a PowerPoint presentation outlining the 
differences between psychiatrists, psychologists and 
GPs, and how they can work together.
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Billy Button, Telegram Boy
Sally Nicholls
Illustrated by Sheena Dempsey 
Barrington Stoke 
ISBN 9781781125328 

Summary
Billy Button has always dreamed of being a telegram boy. He 
loves their smart uniforms and shiny bicycles, but he’s too 
young for the job. So when the regular telegram boy breaks his 
arm and Mr and Mrs Button are in urgent need of a new boy, 
Billy jumps at the chance to don the Royal Mail badge and ride 
his very own bicycle. But will Billy be able to keep all the village 
residents happy with his deliveries? He might have to work 
some magic to make grumpy Mr Grundle smile …

Judges’ Comments
Set at a time before mobile phones and email, this enticing 
historical chapter book chronicles the adventures of Billy 
Button, a telegram boy who finds himself involved in more 
than delivering messages when grumpy Mr Grundle receives 
an unexpected message from an old sweetheart. Sheena 
Dempsey’s delightfully nostalgic and whimsical illustrations, 
accomplished enhancement of Sally Nicholls’s text and visual 
interweaving of historical details skilfully conjure the time 
period, creating a warm and beguiling narrative experience for 
young readers. 

About the Illustrator
SHEENA DEMPSEY is an Irish children’s author and illustrator 
living in London. Selected clients include: Walker Books, 
Barrington Stoke, Faber & Faber, Templar Publishing, The 
Oxford Story Museum and Wrigley’s Chewing Gum. The 
latest titles that she has illustrated are Dave Pigeon and its 
sequel, Dave Pigeon (Nuggets). She is a proud member of 
Illustrators Ireland.
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Questions

Before you begin

1. What do you notice about the frame around the 
front-cover and back-cover illustrations? What does it 
remind you of?

2. Why is there a crown on the boy’s sleeve and on his 
cap? How many crowns can you see on the back and 
front covers and the fold-out flaps?

3. What is a telegram?

4. Look at the pictures on the covers and flaps. Do you 
think the book is set in the past, in the future or about 
now? Why?

5. Does the book look like any other book you have seen?

6. The flap on the front cover says, ‘Some rules are made 
to be broken …’ Do you agree with this? When, if ever, 
might it be right to break a rule?

7. Look at the endpapers at the front and back of the 
book. How many pages have the repeat pattern of a 
hat, a bicycle and sweet jars?

8. If there are fourteen hats (or parts of a hat) on each 
page, how many hats are there on all of the endpapers. 
Can you see a pattern in the endpapers? Are there 
more hats than bicycles? 

9. Did the same person write and illustrate the book?

10. The book is dedicated to ‘Tara, brightest of all buttons’. 
What does this mean?

11. How many chapters are there in this book?

After you have read

1. Look at the picture on page 2. What can you see in the 
picture that is not listed on page 3?

2. Look at page 5. What would you find in a modern post 
office?

3. Explain exactly how a telegram is sent. How do people 
send urgent messages nowadays?

4. Look at page 19. What is the name of the book that 
Billy put in his pouch?

5. Why didn’t Billy get a proper telegraph boy’s uniform?

6. Both Mrs Owen and Lucy were pleased with their 
telegrams. How did they thank Billy?

7. Why didn’t the vicar thank Billy for his telegram?

8. Who said, ‘You ought to beat that boy!’ The story 
is set in England nearly a hundred years ago. Might 
children have been beaten then? Was Billy beaten?

9. Study page 41. What is Mr Grundle buying? Why?

10. Why didn’t Mr Grundle meet Alice at the bus stop?

11. Alice said no to Mr Grundle’s proposal of marriage 
twice. What reasons did she give?

12. Look at page 80. What is happening here? How might 
each person be feeling?

13. What is the name of the church where they were 
married? Was Billy the best man?

14. Whose hat is in the endpapers?

15. Here is a list of broken rules:
Gave money to a telegram boy
Read other people’s telegrams
Wrote a telegram pretending to be another 
person
Gave a job to a boy under fourteen years

Who did what? Were they wrong to break these rules?
        

 
Activities

1. The Royal Mail is the company that delivers the post 
in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. 
There is a crown on its logo. An Post is the company 
that delivers the post in Ireland. See if you can find out 
what its logo is and draw it.

2. Write a fifteen-word telegram to your imaginary aunt 
in Australia telling her about some exciting event in 
your life. Write in capital letters and use the word 
STOP instead of full stops or commas. Don’t forget her 
name and address.

3. Bring a bike into the classroom (or go to the bicycle 
park in the school grounds) and draw a picture of it as 
accurately as you can. Look at the picture on page 12.

4. Draw and colour a large picture of your favourite 
character from the story. Try to copy Sheena 
Dempsey’s style. Did she use a paintbrush or pencils?

5. Get a sheet of A4 paper and fold it in halves, then 
quarters, then eighths and finally sixteenths (four 
folds) Press in each fold as you go so that you have 
clear fold lines when you open the sheet back up. 
Open up the sheet. Using a ruler, draw pencil lines 
on the fold lines, forming a grid with sixteen equal 
rectangles. Design alternative endpapers for the book 
using a repeat pattern – draw exactly the same thing 
in each of the sixteen squares. You might get ideas 
from the detail in the illustrations in the book e.g. an 
apple, a rose, a crown, the tile design on the shop floor, 
a tea pot, a cake from the shop, Lucy’s front door etc.

6. Research the currency of the time, pounds, shillings 
and pence – see www.askaboutireland.ie/learning-
zone/primary-students/5th-+-6th-class/history/
looking-at-schools-raheny/teachers-notes/money/
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Rabbit & Bear: The Pest in the Nest 
Julian Gough 
Illustrated by Jim Field 
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. 
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Questions

Before you begin

1. What do you notice about the frame around the 
front-cover and back-cover illustrations? What does it 
remind you of?

2. Why is there a crown on the boy’s sleeve and on his 
cap? How many crowns can you see on the back and 
front covers and the fold-out flaps?

3. What is a telegram?

4. Look at the pictures on the covers and flaps. Do you 
think the book is set in the past, in the future or about 
now? Why?

5. Does the book look like any other book you have seen?

6. The flap on the front cover says, ‘Some rules are made 
to be broken …’ Do you agree with this? When, if ever, 
might it be right to break a rule?

7. Look at the endpapers at the front and back of the 
book. How many pages have the repeat pattern of a 
hat, a bicycle and sweet jars?

8. If there are fourteen hats (or parts of a hat) on each 
page, how many hats are there on all of the endpapers. 
Can you see a pattern in the endpapers? Are there 
more hats than bicycles? 

9. Did the same person write and illustrate the book?

10. The book is dedicated to ‘Tara, brightest of all buttons’. 
What does this mean?

11. How many chapters are there in this book?

After you have read

1. Look at the picture on page 2. What can you see in the 
picture that is not listed on page 3?

2. Look at page 5. What would you find in a modern post 
office?

3. Explain exactly how a telegram is sent. How do people 
send urgent messages nowadays?

4. Look at page 19. What is the name of the book that 
Billy put in his pouch?

5. Why didn’t Billy get a proper telegraph boy’s uniform?

6. Both Mrs Owen and Lucy were pleased with their 
telegrams. How did they thank Billy?

7. Why didn’t the vicar thank Billy for his telegram?

8. Who said, ‘You ought to beat that boy!’ The story 
is set in England nearly a hundred years ago. Might 
children have been beaten then? Was Billy beaten?

9. Study page 41. What is Mr Grundle buying? Why?

10. Why didn’t Mr Grundle meet Alice at the bus stop?

11. Alice said no to Mr Grundle’s proposal of marriage 
twice. What reasons did she give?

12. Look at page 80. What is happening here? How might 
each person be feeling?

13. What is the name of the church where they were 
married? Was Billy the best man?

14. Whose hat is in the endpapers?

15. Here is a list of broken rules:
Gave money to a telegram boy
Read other people’s telegrams
Wrote a telegram pretending to be another 
person
Gave a job to a boy under fourteen years

Who did what? Were they wrong to break these rules?
        

 
Activities

1. The Royal Mail is the company that delivers the post 
in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. 
There is a crown on its logo. An Post is the company 
that delivers the post in Ireland. See if you can find out 
what its logo is and draw it.

2. Write a fifteen-word telegram to your imaginary aunt 
in Australia telling her about some exciting event in 
your life. Write in capital letters and use the word 
STOP instead of full stops or commas. Don’t forget her 
name and address.

3. Bring a bike into the classroom (or go to the bicycle 
park in the school grounds) and draw a picture of it as 
accurately as you can. Look at the picture on page 12.

4. Draw and colour a large picture of your favourite 
character from the story. Try to copy Sheena 
Dempsey’s style. Did she use a paintbrush or pencils?

5. Get a sheet of A4 paper and fold it in halves, then 
quarters, then eighths and finally sixteenths (four 
folds) Press in each fold as you go so that you have 
clear fold lines when you open the sheet back up. 
Open up the sheet. Using a ruler, draw pencil lines 
on the fold lines, forming a grid with sixteen equal 
rectangles. Design alternative endpapers for the book 
using a repeat pattern – draw exactly the same thing 
in each of the sixteen squares. You might get ideas 
from the detail in the illustrations in the book e.g. an 
apple, a rose, a crown, the tile design on the shop floor, 
a tea pot, a cake from the shop, Lucy’s front door etc.

6. Research the currency of the time, pounds, shillings 
and pence – see www.askaboutireland.ie/learning-
zone/primary-students/5th-+-6th-class/history/
looking-at-schools-raheny/teachers-notes/money/

www.childrensbooksireland.ie11 16

Shadowing Pack

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

RABBIT & BEAR: THE PEST IN THE NEST Suitable for 5–8

51



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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THE DAY THE CRAYONS CAME HOME 
Drew Daywalt
Illustrated by Oliver Jeffers
HarperCollins Children’s Books
ISBN 9780008124434 (HBK)

Summary
Duncan is surprised to receive a whole bunch of postcards 
from crayons wishing to be rescued. Left behind, eaten, sat-on, 
melted, chewed and forgotten – it’s no wonder the crayons 
are craving a safe home and it’s up to Duncan to make things 
right. The story unfolds through a series of postcards from each 
crayon, sharing their own misadventures and demanding help. 
Each postcard introduces another indignant character – all with 
attitude and an amusing story.

Judges’ Comments
Drew Daywalt and Oliver Jeffers’ clever use of an epistolary 
framework provides a witty and sophisticated framework for 
the continuing exploits of Duncan and his crayon comrades. 
Having soothed the anxieties of one group of crayons who 
threatened to quit, Duncan now faces the challenge of rescuing 
a new group of crayons from their various predicaments. 
The book offers an inclusive message of giving voices to the 
neglected and ignored along with perceptive and hilarious 
insights into various dilemmas. Junior classes upwards will 
enjoy this book as an dynamic read aloud as well as a stimulus 
for drama, circle time and debates about friendship and 
problem solving. 

About the Illustrator 
OLIVER JEFFERS makes art and tells stories. Oliver’s 
picturebooks — including The Incredible Book Eating Boy,  This 
Moose Belongs to Me, The Day Crayons Quit  (the prequel to 
this title) and Once Upon an Alphabet —  have been translated 
into over 30 languages. Oliver has won many awards, including 
the Nestlé Children’s Book Prize Gold Award, CBI Book of the 
Year Award and the Irish Book Awards Children’s Book of the 
Year. He has been shortlisted for the Kate Greenaway Medal. 
Originally from Belfast, Oliver now lives and works in Brooklyn, 
New York.
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THE DAY THE CRAYONS CAME HOME 
Drew Daywalt
Illustrated by Oliver Jeffers
HarperCollins Children’s Books
ISBN 9780008124434 (HBK)
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Questions

Before you begin the book:

Look at the front cover. What do you think this book is about?

Do you notice anything about the writing on the front of the 

book?

What do you notice about the character on the front of the 

book? 

• What is it? 

• What is it standing on? 

• What do you think it is doing? 

Look at the endpages (the very beginning and end pages of the 

book). What do you think these tell you about the story?

At first glance, what makes this book different from other 

picturebooks you have read?

When you have read the book:

• What is your favourite picture in the book? Describe it.

• What is your least favourite picture in the book? Describe 

it.

• How many postcards are there in this book?

• Which was your favourite postcard? Describe it.

• How many characters are there in this book?

• How do the characters feel?

• Who is your favourite character in the book? Why?

• Did you notice the colour of the writing change? Why do 

you think it changes?

Questions for older readers:

• Did you notice any jokes in the book?

• Did you notice the stamps on the postcards? 

• Did you relate to any of the crayons?

• What do you think of the way the story is told with 

postcards?

• Where do you think Neon Red Crayon visited in this book?

• Do you think older readers can enjoy picturebooks too?

• How do you think the artist created the pictures?

• The book’s illustrator Oliver Jeffers is from Belfast and the 

author Drew Daywalt grew up in a haunted house. Did you 

see any references to these in the book?

• In The Day the Crayons Came Home the stamps revisit 

pictures from Jeffers’ previous books. If you have read any 

of his previous books did you recognise any? Which books 

are they from? 

 

 

 

Activities:

• Write your own postcard from a different crayon to 

Duncan, and draw a picture of the crayon to go with it.

• Write a short review of the book.

• Draw a poster for the book using every colour crayon 

featured in the book.

Activities for older readers:

• In The Day the Crayons Came Home, what kind of technique 

did the illustrator use to create the pictures? Can you 

create your own picture using this method?

• Create your own house for crayons, using a cardboard box, 

crayons, paperclips and tape. 

• Create a list of three other places you think Neon Red 

Crayon might like to visit. Draw his postcards from each 

place. 

Useful internet links
Official website for  
The Day the Crayons Quit and  
The Day the Crayons Came Home
www.crayonspicturebooks.com

A reading of The Day the Crayons Came Home
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I1D1dyPBOvo

‘Not so reliable’ facts about the author and illustrator:
http://www.crayonspicturebooks.com/drew-daywalt-oliver-
jeffers/

Oliver Jeffers’ website:
www.oliverjeffers.com
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DR HIBERNICA FINCH’S COMPELLING 
COMPENDIUM OF IRISH ANIMALS 
Rob Maguire  
Illustrated by Aga Grandowicz 

 Little Island Books
 ISBN 9781910411940

Summary 
Twenty-eight animal species found in various habitats in and 
around Ireland are introduced to young nature-lovers by the 
aptly named (and entirely fictional) zoologist Dr Hibernica 
Finch. From bumblebees to basking sharks via otters, butterflies 
and squirrels, readers have a chance to get up-close and 
personal with some of Ireland’s most fascinating wildlife. Aga 
Grandowicz’s realistic illustrations pay painstaking attention to 
anatomical detail, while Rob Maguire’s text is as playful as it is 
informative.

Judges’ Comments 
The mysterious Dr Hibernica Finch wanted to be a dolphin 
when she grew up! Having become a zoologist instead, she 
now offers us a well-designed, beautifully produced blend of 
insight and information on the animals of Ireland. Presented in 
a playful tone, the text is both accurate and humorous, and the 
superb, zoologically perfect illustrations are truly compelling.

 

 
About the Author 
Rob Maguire hails from Bray, Co. Wicklow, and has worked as 
a musician, a script supervisor, a journalist, a blogger and a 
bookseller. Now an advertising copywriter, Rob spends his time 
coming-up with madcap ideas – such as writing a book about 
animals, despite being allergic to them.

About the Illustrator 
As a child, Aga Grandowicz always wanted to be a vet or an 
ichthyologist (a scientist who studies fish), but changed her 
plans one year before college and became an award-winning 
art director and visual designer instead. Originally from Gdynia 
in Poland, she’s been living and working in Dublin since 2006. 
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QUESTIONS 

BEFORE YOU READ

1. Looking at the cover illustration and title, what do you 
expect this book to be about? What kind of book is it likely 
to be? Fiction (story) or non-fiction (facts)?

2. What is a ‘compendium’? Look it up!

3. Have you ever heard of Dr Hibernica Finch? Is she the 
author and illustrator of this book? Is she a real person? 
What is special about her name?

4. Who are Aga Grandowicz and Rob Maguire?

QUESTIONS FOR ALL AGES

1. What is a ‘zoologist’?

2. Look at the contents page. How is the book organised? Is 
it a clever way of presenting the animals? Can you think of 
other ways? 

3. How many animals are included in this book? How many 
of those have you ever seen or heard about? Would you 
have added any? Which ones and why? 

4. Flick through the pages. Does it feel like you are reading 
an encyclopedia or somebody’s notebook, or maybe both? 
Make a chart: in one column, list all the details that make 
this book more like a classic encyclopedia; in the other, 
list all the details that make it look more like a notebook. 
Which list is longer? Have you read a book like this before?

5. This book doesn’t use any photos to show us the animals. 
What does it use instead? Do you like it? Which way do 
you think is best?

6. Can you match the smallest and the biggest animals in the 
book? The lightest with the heaviest? The animal with the 
shortest lifespan and the one with the longest? How do 
you compare to these champions? How many people from 
your group would you need to equal the length and weight 
of the biggest animal listed in the compendium?

7. Look through the ‘Air’ section, keeping an eye on the size 
of each animal in the ‘Essential facts’ box. What do you 
notice about the order the species are arranged within the 
section? Now look at their lifespan. What do you notice?

8. Dr Finch writes about how global warming is putting 
some species at risk. Which ones? What do you know 
about global warming? Did you know these species were 
endangered? Was it useful information? Does Dr Finch give 
you ideas of what you could do to help?

 
 
 
 
 

FOR OLDER READERS

1. What language does the word ‘zoologist’ come from? 
What do the two parts of the word (‘zoo’ and ‘logist’) 
meant originally? Do you know what an ornithologist is? 
An entomologist? An ichthyologist?

2. The animals are named in three languages throughout the 
book. What are these langauges?

3. Many of the animals’ names are very descriptive. They 
tell us something useful or interesting about the animal. 
Some are obvious, some not so much. What does ‘fritillary’ 
mean? What is a ‘hermit’? And a ‘pygmy’? Find out! 

4. ‘Pay no mind to what the cat says … ’ says Dr Finch in the 
introduction. What does she mean? Do you agree?

5. Some animals are described as ‘pretty’, ‘ugly’ or ‘cute’. Do 
you agree? Do you think the horseshoe bat thinks it’s ugly? 
Who decides what is ugly and what is beautiful? Is it fair to 
use these words when talking about animals?

6. What is anthropomorphism? Check it out! Can you find 
examples of anthropomorphism in the compendium? 
Does it make the text more funny? Or silly? Or does it feel 
wrong to you? 

AFTER YOU HAVE READ

1. Did you enjoy the book? Write your review of it and rate it. 
How many stars (or puffins!) out of five would you give it?

2. Did you read this book cover to cover? Did you dip in and 
out? Was it different from how you usually read books?

3. Dr Finch sometimes makes personal comments and 
jokes. How do you feel about that? Do you find it funny? 
Interesting? Annoying?

4. What did you think of the illustrations? Were they useful? 
Did you feel there were enough of them? 

5. Did you think there was a good balance between text and 
pictures?
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ACTIVITIES
1. Go on a safari! Make a copy of the contents page. How 

many of the animals shown in this book do you think 
you will spot on your next trip into the wilderness? Once 
you’re out and about, tick them off your list. How many 
did you see in the end? And did you see any that are not in 
the book?

2. Pet alert! This book is about wild animals, not pets. Write 
an entry about your pet (real or imaginary!) in the same 
style as the compendium. You will need fact boxes, a name 
in Latin and in Irish, and of course pictures!

3. Swapsies! Now it’s your pet’s turn. Let them write an entry 
about … you! What is your size? Your weight? Your habitat 
and your habits? What food do you eat? Put it all in!

4. If I were an animal … If I were an animal, I would be a cat 
so I could lounge about all day. If I were an animal, I would 
be a bumblebee because people would actually thank me 
for being a messy eater … Which animal (from this book or 
not) would you be? And why? Write about it then make a 
picture to go with it.

5. Spot the difference. Look at this short video of the making 
of the book: https://youtu.be/C2ImEt4rMLI. Can you see 
any differences between the work in progress and the 
finished book?
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YOU’RE THE ARTIST! Draw the other half of this stag!
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ACTIVITIES
1. Go on a safari! Make a copy of the contents page. How 

many of the animals shown in this book do you think 
you will spot on your next trip into the wilderness? Once 
you’re out and about, tick them off your list. How many 
did you see in the end? And did you see any that are not in 
the book?

2. Pet alert! This book is about wild animals, not pets. Write 
an entry about your pet (real or imaginary!) in the same 
style as the compendium. You will need fact boxes, a name 
in Latin and in Irish, and of course pictures!

3. Swapsies! Now it’s your pet’s turn. Let them write an entry 
about … you! What is your size? Your weight? Your habitat 
and your habits? What food do you eat? Put it all in!

4. If I were an animal … If I were an animal, I would be a cat 
so I could lounge about all day. If I were an animal, I would 
be a bumblebee because people would actually thank me 
for being a messy eater … Which animal (from this book or 
not) would you be? And why? Write about it then make a 
picture to go with it.

5. Spot the difference. Look at this short video of the making 
of the book: https://youtu.be/C2ImEt4rMLI. Can you see 
any differences between the work in progress and the 
finished book?
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COMPELLING QUIZ!
Let’s see how much you or your team remember from Dr Finch’s notes! If you’ve forgotten something, just go back to the book! 

1. The natterjack toad can hop. True or false?

2. What ‘class’ of animal appears in all three sections of the book?

3. What animal is also called ‘fry’, ‘parr’, ‘smolt’ and ‘kelt’ throughout its life?

4. What does ‘spawn’ mean?

5. What is plankton?

6. What do you call a group of killer whales or dolphins?

7. What is blubber and what is it for?

8. Name two species in this book that use ‘echolocation’. Do you know another name for that nifty trick (for an extra 
point!)?

9. What are baby foxes called?

10. Where does an otter live?

11. What is the name of the female deer?

12. What species are hiding behind these Latin names? 

a. Orcinus orca

b. Lepus timidus hibernicus

c. Bombus lucorum 

13. Which two species shown in this book can live in both salt and fresh water?

14. What does the hermit crab do when it ‘throws a leg’? What other animal in the compendium does something similar?

15. What do you call a sea urchin shell?

16. There are nearly as many robins as there are humans in Ireland. True or false?

17. How many spines does the three-spined stickleback usually have?

18. What species of bird are you most likely to find in Lambay Island near Dublin?

19. A puffin’s beak is always colourful. True or false?

20. Why can some pygmy shrews have red teeth?

ANSWERS: 1. False, 2. Mammals, 3. The Atlantic salmon, 4. To lay eggs, 5. Tiny plants and animals that live in the sea, 6. A pod, 7. Blubber is a 
layer of fat that helps the animal (seal, whale … ) keep warm,  8. The lesser horseshoe bat, the bottlenose dolphin, the killer whale. The human 
version of echolocation is the sonar,  9. Kits, 10. In a holt, 11. The hind, 12. a-the killer whale; b-the Irish hare; c-the white-tailed bumblebee, 
13. The three-spined stickleback and the killer whale, 14. If an attacker pulls on the hermit crab’s leg, it leaves it behind and runs away. Like the 
viviparous lizard and its tail, 15. A test, 16. True, 17. Four, 18. The European herring gull, 19. False, 20. Because they contain a lot of iron.

RESULTS (Count 1 point per correct answer, then find out what kind of zoologist you are!)

Between 0–7 points

Maybe you rushed through the book a bit? 
Or maybe animals aren’t your thing? That’s 
alright, zoology isn’t for everyone, but thanks 
for taking the quiz anyway! You seem like 
somebody who’s not afraid of a challenge, 
who is full of energy and who is always up 
for an adventure. Dr Finch would love to have 
you on her team, not as an animal expert, 
but rather as a fellow explorer. What do you 
think?

Between 8–13 points

Obviously, you have paid great attention 
to the compendium and there was a lot to 
take in. Well done! You already have great 
knowledge of the animal world and it looks 
like you want to expand it. Wonderful! Dr 
Finch would very much like to take you on 
her next trip as a researcher. Tempted?

 

Over 14 points

You are an animal expert and a pro at 
searching for information. The Irish wildlife 
has no secrets for you. But what about 
further afield? Dr Finch is planning a trip 
around the world and is looking for a partner 
zoologist. Are you game?
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COMPELLING QUIZ!
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4. What does ‘spawn’ mean?

5. What is plankton?

6. What do you call a group of killer whales or dolphins?

7. What is blubber and what is it for?

8. Name two species in this book that use ‘echolocation’. Do you know another name for that nifty trick (for an extra 
point!)?

9. What are baby foxes called?

10. Where does an otter live?

11. What is the name of the female deer?

12. What species are hiding behind these Latin names? 

a. Orcinus orca

b. Lepus timidus hibernicus

c. Bombus lucorum 

13. Which two species shown in this book can live in both salt and fresh water?

14. What does the hermit crab do when it ‘throws a leg’? What other animal in the compendium does something similar?

15. What do you call a sea urchin shell?

16. There are nearly as many robins as there are humans in Ireland. True or false?

17. How many spines does the three-spined stickleback usually have?

18. What species of bird are you most likely to find in Lambay Island near Dublin?

19. A puffin’s beak is always colourful. True or false?

20. Why can some pygmy shrews have red teeth?

ANSWERS: 1. False, 2. Mammals, 3. The Atlantic salmon, 4. To lay eggs, 5. Tiny plants and animals that live in the sea, 6. A pod, 7. Blubber is a 
layer of fat that helps the animal (seal, whale … ) keep warm,  8. The lesser horseshoe bat, the bottlenose dolphin, the killer whale. The human 
version of echolocation is the sonar,  9. Kits, 10. In a holt, 11. The hind, 12. a-the killer whale; b-the Irish hare; c-the white-tailed bumblebee, 
13. The three-spined stickleback and the killer whale, 14. If an attacker pulls on the hermit crab’s leg, it leaves it behind and runs away. Like the 
viviparous lizard and its tail, 15. A test, 16. True, 17. Four, 18. The European herring gull, 19. False, 20. Because they contain a lot of iron.

RESULTS (Count 1 point per correct answer, then find out what kind of zoologist you are!)

Between 0–7 points

Maybe you rushed through the book a bit? 
Or maybe animals aren’t your thing? That’s 
alright, zoology isn’t for everyone, but thanks 
for taking the quiz anyway! You seem like 
somebody who’s not afraid of a challenge, 
who is full of energy and who is always up 
for an adventure. Dr Finch would love to have 
you on her team, not as an animal expert, 
but rather as a fellow explorer. What do you 
think?

Between 8–13 points

Obviously, you have paid great attention 
to the compendium and there was a lot to 
take in. Well done! You already have great 
knowledge of the animal world and it looks 
like you want to expand it. Wonderful! Dr 
Finch would very much like to take you on 
her next trip as a researcher. Tempted?

 

Over 14 points

You are an animal expert and a pro at 
searching for information. The Irish wildlife 
has no secrets for you. But what about 
further afield? Dr Finch is planning a trip 
around the world and is looking for a partner 
zoologist. Are you game?
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ANIMAL WORD SEARCH!
Can you find the following animals in the grid?

1. badger 

2. bumblebee 

3. dolphin 

4. fox 

5. hare 

6. hedgehog 

7. hermit crab 

8. herring gull 

9. owl 

10. puffin 

11. pygmy shrew 

12. seal 

13. shark 

14. squirrel 

15. urchin
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CUARDACH FOCAL NA NAINMHITHE!
An féidir leat teacht ar na hainmhithe seo a leanas sa ghreille?

1. bradán

2. broc

3. buaf

4. bumbóg

5. cráin dhubh

6. deilf

7. dobharchú

8. fia rua

9. giorria

10. gráinneog

11. iora

12. madra rua

13. puifin

14. rón beag

15. spideog
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MUCKING ABOUT 
John Chambers  

 Little Island Books
 ISBN 9781912417056

Summary 
John Chambers’ chronicles the mad-cap adventures of 
Manchán, a young boy who loves mucking around in medieval 
Ireland. Truly horrified at the idea that his mother wants him 
to become a monk, Manchán would much rather spend his 
time getting into scrapes with Muck his pig and his best friend 
Pagan-of-the-Six-Toes.

Though Chambers’ narrative is set centuries and centuries ago 
in an Ireland where wolves and druids roam the ancient forests, 
Manchán’s life and the people who feature in it feel very real. 
Chambers writes with a flair for mischief and intrigue and 
Manchán’s spirit for life shines at the core of the story.

The author’s illustrations are a tremendous addition to the text, 
complementing the action perfectly and bringing characters to 
life before the reader’s eyes. Maps embed the narrative in the 
reality of an ancient Ireland that has long since disappeared and 
Chambers’ eccentric style allows him to render his characters in 
all their idiosyncrasies. Beautifully produced, the book achieves 
a distinct and individual synergy between text and image.

This might be Ireland a very, very long time ago, but Manchán’s 
adventures are timeless and will appeal to many readers’ sense 
of mischief and mayhem. 

Judges’ Comments 
A mischievous and quirky story about young Manchán, his pet 
pig, Muck, and his best pal, Pagan-of-the-Six-Toes. Living in an 
Ireland of sometime long ago, Manchán loves to muck about 
with pig and pal but his mother has other ideas – like ‘monking’ 
(not a career Manchán would choose for himself). Through 
a series of fun-filled adventures and unique characters, John 
Chambers gives us a refreshingly light-hearted and often laugh-
out-loud insight into some aspects of Irish history.  

 
About the Author/Illustrator 
John Chambers was born and raised in Ireland and is now 
based in Berlin in Germany. He is the creator of long-running 
comic strip The Adventures of Festy O’Semtex in The Phoenix 
magazine and has developed concepts and written scripts for 
TV series, long and short films and many children’s animation 
series, including Ted Sieger’s Molly the Little Monster. Three-
times winner of the Best Animated Screenplay Award at the 
International Animated Film Festival, he was also Writer-in-
Residence at the National Theatre, England in 2006. He has 
brought masterful storytelling and wry humour to a range of 
children’s titles including Granny Samurai, the Monkey King and 
I, Granny Samurai and the Brain of Ultimate Doomitude and The 
Seven Deadly Finns.
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QUESTIONS

BEFORE YOU BEGIN

1. Looking at the cover and title, what kind of story do you 
think this is going to be? Funny? Silly? Serious? Sad? An 
adventure? A mystery? A history book? Fantasy? 

2. Where and when do you think the story might be set? 
What are the clues?

3. What does the title mean? Can it have more than one 
meaning?

4. Would you have picked this book off the shelf yourself? 

OPEN THE BOOK

1. Look closely at the map. Find three words to describe it. 
What kinds of books often have maps in them? What sort 
of story can you expect from this map?

2. ‘Written and illuminated by John Chambers’. Is ‘illuminated’ 
the correct word? What are ‘illuminations’ and who are 
they done by normally? Why do you think John Chambers 
chose it here?

AS YOU READ

1. There are no chapter titles in this book, instead there are 
little summaries of what is going to happen. Do you find 
that clever? Annoying? Does it give away too much or does 
it whet your appetite just enough? 

2. Go back after finishing each chapter. Was that little 
introduction telling the truth? Compare! 

Chapter 1

1. What is Manchán’s mother’s surprise? Why is Manchán so 
grumpy?

2. ‘Monking’. What is so great about it? What is so terrible? 
Make a chart showing both sides of the argument. Does 
any of the characters ever explain what monks actually 
do?

3. What does ‘penance’ mean? Does the definition in the 
Glossary (p. 177) help?

4. Choose three words to describe Manchán; three words to 
describe Méabh; three words to describe their mother and 
three for their father. 

5. Crom appears in lots of expressions used by Manchán and 
his people. Are these expressions familiar to you? What 
would you use? Who is Crom? Find out!

6. How would you rate this chapter for …

Realism: … /10

Fun: … /10

Magic: … /10

Muck: … /10

Chapter 2

1. What do you think of Manchán’s father’s reason not to 
learn to swim? Is it a good one? Does it make sense?

2. What does Manchán take for signs of magic or fairies? 
What are they clues of instead?

3. ‘It’s your choice’ says Manchán’s mother (p. 35). Has 
Manchán had much of a choice so far?

4. ‘It wasn’t my fault.’ Manchán says this twice in this chapter 
and a few more times throughout the book. Is it true? Or 
is the answer a bit more complicated than just ‘yes’ or ‘no’?

5. How would you rate this chapter for …

Realism: … /10

Fun: … /10

Magic: … /10

Muck: … /10 

Chapter 3

1. The introduction to this chapter promises ‘a Great Fight’. 
Was the fight what you expected?

2. What happened to the berries? And what is the ‘tune’ that 
Manchán can hear at the end (p. 86)?

3. Can you spot fairies in this chapter? Do you think they 
really are fairies or is there some other explanation, like in 
chapter 2?

4. Can Manchán spot the signs? Does it take them seriously 
this time? Why or why not, in your opinion? 

5. Are the fairies good or bad? (Or are they both?) Are they 
scary or friendly? What would you do if you saw a fairy 
ring?

6. How would you rate this chapter for …

Realism: … /10

Fun: … /10

Magic: … /10

Muck: … /10

Chapter 4

1. In the intro, what is a ‘gale’? And a ‘Gael’?

2. ‘An eye for a tooth’ (p. 96). Do you know this expression? Is 
it correct? What does it mean? Does it apply to Balor?

3. A storm that has sheep fly off the ground: is it realistic? Do 
you mind?

4. Which characters stand up for Manchán in this chapter by 
standing up to the chief? Did you expect them to? 

5. ‘Go on, Balor!’ shouts Manchán (p. 106). Why? Does his 
reaction make sense to you? 
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QUESTIONS

BEFORE YOU BEGIN

1. Looking at the cover and title, what kind of story do you 
think this is going to be? Funny? Silly? Serious? Sad? An 
adventure? A mystery? A history book? Fantasy? 

2. Where and when do you think the story might be set? 
What are the clues?

3. What does the title mean? Can it have more than one 
meaning?

4. Would you have picked this book off the shelf yourself? 

OPEN THE BOOK

1. Look closely at the map. Find three words to describe it. 
What kinds of books often have maps in them? What sort 
of story can you expect from this map?

2. ‘Written and illuminated by John Chambers’. Is ‘illuminated’ 
the correct word? What are ‘illuminations’ and who are 
they done by normally? Why do you think John Chambers 
chose it here?

AS YOU READ

1. There are no chapter titles in this book, instead there are 
little summaries of what is going to happen. Do you find 
that clever? Annoying? Does it give away too much or does 
it whet your appetite just enough? 

2. Go back after finishing each chapter. Was that little 
introduction telling the truth? Compare! 

Chapter 1

1. What is Manchán’s mother’s surprise? Why is Manchán so 
grumpy?

2. ‘Monking’. What is so great about it? What is so terrible? 
Make a chart showing both sides of the argument. Does 
any of the characters ever explain what monks actually 
do?

3. What does ‘penance’ mean? Does the definition in the 
Glossary (p. 177) help?

4. Choose three words to describe Manchán; three words to 
describe Méabh; three words to describe their mother and 
three for their father. 

5. Crom appears in lots of expressions used by Manchán and 
his people. Are these expressions familiar to you? What 
would you use? Who is Crom? Find out!

6. How would you rate this chapter for …

Realism: … /10

Fun: … /10

Magic: … /10

Muck: … /10

Chapter 2

1. What do you think of Manchán’s father’s reason not to 
learn to swim? Is it a good one? Does it make sense?

2. What does Manchán take for signs of magic or fairies? 
What are they clues of instead?

3. ‘It’s your choice’ says Manchán’s mother (p. 35). Has 
Manchán had much of a choice so far?

4. ‘It wasn’t my fault.’ Manchán says this twice in this chapter 
and a few more times throughout the book. Is it true? Or 
is the answer a bit more complicated than just ‘yes’ or ‘no’?

5. How would you rate this chapter for …

Realism: … /10

Fun: … /10

Magic: … /10

Muck: … /10 

Chapter 3

1. The introduction to this chapter promises ‘a Great Fight’. 
Was the fight what you expected?

2. What happened to the berries? And what is the ‘tune’ that 
Manchán can hear at the end (p. 86)?

3. Can you spot fairies in this chapter? Do you think they 
really are fairies or is there some other explanation, like in 
chapter 2?

4. Can Manchán spot the signs? Does it take them seriously 
this time? Why or why not, in your opinion? 

5. Are the fairies good or bad? (Or are they both?) Are they 
scary or friendly? What would you do if you saw a fairy 
ring?

6. How would you rate this chapter for …

Realism: … /10

Fun: … /10

Magic: … /10

Muck: … /10

Chapter 4

1. In the intro, what is a ‘gale’? And a ‘Gael’?

2. ‘An eye for a tooth’ (p. 96). Do you know this expression? Is 
it correct? What does it mean? Does it apply to Balor?

3. A storm that has sheep fly off the ground: is it realistic? Do 
you mind?

4. Which characters stand up for Manchán in this chapter by 
standing up to the chief? Did you expect them to? 

5. ‘Go on, Balor!’ shouts Manchán (p. 106). Why? Does his 
reaction make sense to you? 
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6. Balor the ram is huge, super strong and quite scary. What 
animal in Irish legends usually fits that description?

7. Is Méabh’s bet (p. 110) surprising? Who would you bet on?

8. How would you rate this chapter for …

Realism: … /10

Fun: … /10

Magic: … /10

Muck: … /10 

Chapter 5

1. ‘Square things, with crosses and lines ( … ) were more 
difficult.’ (p. 118) Are square things harder for you to draw 
than spirals and circles? Why do you think it’s the case for 
Fionn-of-the-Question?

2. ‘Why does it have to mean anything?’ (p. 118) What do 
you think? Does art always mean something? Who decides 
what the meaning is? Can you still enjoy a piece of art 
(painting, music, etc.) even if you don’t understand it?

3. Can you draw Fionn’s new design? Have you seen it 
anywhere? Do you believe Fionn invented it?

4. Who is Paddy? Who is Mothall’s ‘rival’? 

5. Do you think Mothall’s prediction is correct? What do you 
think Manchán and Pagan will catch that’s ‘bigger than a 
fish’? What do you think the ‘small armies of ants ( … ) 
marching on inky feet are’? Check the Glossary on (p. 179) 
for a clue!

6. Could the prediction be about the past? Read back over 
Méabh’s story (p. 5–6).

7. ‘Did you hear that?’ (p. 143) What can Mothall hear? What 
does it mean? Does it make sense?

8. How would you rate this chapter for …

Realism: … /10

Fun: … /10

Magic: … /10

Muck: … /10 

Chapter 6

1. Why does Méabh behave like this with Pagan? 

2. ‘And when I am finished you can make up your own mind 
what to do’ (p. 164). Is Manchán’s mother’s proposition 
surprising? Does it make you change your mind about her 
character?

3. Is Manchán getting a good deal? Does he really have a 
choice in the end?

4. How would going to the monastery bring honour to 
Manchán? Is it more important than ‘bringing honour to 
your family’? Does Manchán agree? What do you think? 
 

5. How would you rate this chapter for …

Realism: … /10

Fun: … /10

Magic: … /10

Muck: … /10 

‘Honour the Family’

1. How is this chapter different from the others? Is it really a 
chapter or could you call it something else?

2. Does the verse about Méabh rhyme when you read it? And 
is it true?

3. Choose three words to describe the mood of the last page 
of the story.

4. Is this a happy ending? Why or why not?

AFTER YOU HAVE READ

1. Do you think Manchán gets what he deserves after each 
misadventure? Or is it sometimes unfair?

2. What do you think of the illustrations? Choose three words 
to describe them. Are they helpful? Do you wish there 
were more? If you feel there is one (or more) missing, draw 
it!

3. At the very beginning, the book is described as ‘Being the 
adventures of a Boy living at that Time in Ireland when 
the Old Ways were changing and the New Ones were just 
getting started’. Can you list some of the new and old 
ways? How do they affect Manchán’s life? 

4. Did you enjoy the book? Write your review of it and rate it. 
How many stars (or turnips!) out of five would you give it?
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ACTIVITIES
MAPS

1. Do you know any other books with maps? Here are a few 
you could look up: The Chronicles of Narnia series by C.S. 
Lewis, The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings by J.R.R. Tolkien, 
Winnie-the-Pooh by A.A. Milne, How to Train Your Dragon 
by Cressida Cowell, Oliver and the Seawigs by Philip Reeve 
and Sarah McIntyre, Irelandopedia by John and Fatti Burke, 
Island of Adventures by Jennifer Farley. What differences 
do you spot in these maps? Which book would you pick to 
read if you only had the map to help you decide?

2. Take inspiration from the maps in Mucking About and 
other books, and draw your own. What would you show on 
the map of your area? Of your street? Of your bedroom? 
Would you keep it factual and serious and realistic? Or 
would you make some things up? And what about making 
a map of yourself, just like there is a map of Muck?

3. Pick a spot on the map of Manchán’s world that he doesn’t 
explore in the book. Invent a new adventure for him and 
his friends in this new place. You might start your story the 
same way John Chambers starts most of the chapters in 
Mucking About: by talking about the weather. Or you could 
draw it as a comic, write it as a song, or as a chapter in the 
‘Book of War’. 

WHAT’S IN A NAME

1. The characters in this book have brilliant names that tell 
you a lot about them: Ruán the Ditherer, Brian Brew, Fionn-
of-the Question. Use a name dictionary or search online 
to find the origin and meaning of these names: Manchán, 
Méabh, Hideus, Balor, Mothall. Do they fit the characters?

2. What would your name be if you were a character in 
Mucking About? Can you write it in the style used for 
chapter headings in the book? (see sheet provided) How 
would you illuminate (decorate) your initial? The Book of 
Kells can give you some inspiration! (see sheet provided)

FAIRY MUSIC

1. In Chapter 3, Manchán hears a new tune, ‘fine and dancing-
light [that] sounded almost like laughter, the way some 
said fairy music was supposed to sound’ (p. 80). Make your 
own fairy music! What would you use for instruments? 
Perhaps things you can find in the field, the park or the 
woods, like bark, leaves, sticks, stones splashing in a river, 
etc. What would you do with your voice? Try singing 
‘Pagan’s Song’ or ‘Honour to the Family’ with your fairy 
orchestra! 

TURNIPS

1. Turnips feature a lot in this book. Did you know that in 
Ireland they were used instead of pumpkins for carving 
scary faces at Halloween? How will you make yours look? 
 

EXTRA RESOURCES
1. Publisher’s book guide, available to download for free: 

http://littleisland.ie/book-guides/

2. Ireland has several museums with exhibits from ‘that Time 
in Ireland when the Old Ways were changing and the New 
Ones were just getting started’. Plan a visit or take a virtual 
tour of their collections. 

3. Watch The Secret of Kells, by Irish animation studio 
Cartoon Saloon.
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ACTIVITIES
MAPS

1. Do you know any other books with maps? Here are a few 
you could look up: The Chronicles of Narnia series by C.S. 
Lewis, The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings by J.R.R. Tolkien, 
Winnie-the-Pooh by A.A. Milne, How to Train Your Dragon 
by Cressida Cowell, Oliver and the Seawigs by Philip Reeve 
and Sarah McIntyre, Irelandopedia by John and Fatti Burke, 
Island of Adventures by Jennifer Farley. What differences 
do you spot in these maps? Which book would you pick to 
read if you only had the map to help you decide?

2. Take inspiration from the maps in Mucking About and 
other books, and draw your own. What would you show on 
the map of your area? Of your street? Of your bedroom? 
Would you keep it factual and serious and realistic? Or 
would you make some things up? And what about making 
a map of yourself, just like there is a map of Muck?

3. Pick a spot on the map of Manchán’s world that he doesn’t 
explore in the book. Invent a new adventure for him and 
his friends in this new place. You might start your story the 
same way John Chambers starts most of the chapters in 
Mucking About: by talking about the weather. Or you could 
draw it as a comic, write it as a song, or as a chapter in the 
‘Book of War’. 

WHAT’S IN A NAME

1. The characters in this book have brilliant names that tell 
you a lot about them: Ruán the Ditherer, Brian Brew, Fionn-
of-the Question. Use a name dictionary or search online 
to find the origin and meaning of these names: Manchán, 
Méabh, Hideus, Balor, Mothall. Do they fit the characters?

2. What would your name be if you were a character in 
Mucking About? Can you write it in the style used for 
chapter headings in the book? (see sheet provided) How 
would you illuminate (decorate) your initial? The Book of 
Kells can give you some inspiration! (see sheet provided)

FAIRY MUSIC

1. In Chapter 3, Manchán hears a new tune, ‘fine and dancing-
light [that] sounded almost like laughter, the way some 
said fairy music was supposed to sound’ (p. 80). Make your 
own fairy music! What would you use for instruments? 
Perhaps things you can find in the field, the park or the 
woods, like bark, leaves, sticks, stones splashing in a river, 
etc. What would you do with your voice? Try singing 
‘Pagan’s Song’ or ‘Honour to the Family’ with your fairy 
orchestra! 

TURNIPS

1. Turnips feature a lot in this book. Did you know that in 
Ireland they were used instead of pumpkins for carving 
scary faces at Halloween? How will you make yours look? 
 

EXTRA RESOURCES
1. Publisher’s book guide, available to download for free: 

http://littleisland.ie/book-guides/

2. Ireland has several museums with exhibits from ‘that Time 
in Ireland when the Old Ways were changing and the New 
Ones were just getting started’. Plan a visit or take a virtual 
tour of their collections. 

3. Watch The Secret of Kells, by Irish animation studio 
Cartoon Saloon.
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THE BOOK OF KELLS ONLINE
You can see the whole Book of Kells online here: 
https://digitalcollections.tcd.ie/home/index.php?DRIS_ID=MS58_003v#folder_id=&pidtopage=&entry_point=2
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TURNIPS
Turnips feature a lot in this book. Did you know that in Ireland they were used instead of pumpkins for carving scary faces at 
Halloween? How will you make yours look?
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TURNIPS
Turnips feature a lot in this book. Did you know that in Ireland they were used instead of pumpkins for carving scary faces at 
Halloween? How will you make yours look?

www.childrensbooksireland.ie

MUCKING ABOUT Suitable for 7+

71



Shadowing Pack2016

GULLIVER
Jonathan Swift, retold by Mary Webb
Illustrated by Lauren O'Neill
The O’Brien Press  
ISBN 9781847176769 (HBK)

Summary
When Gulliver sets sail for the Tropics, the last thing he expects 
is to find himself stranded in a land of small people - so small, 
in fact, they are the size of his thumb! Despite their size, the 
islanders manage to take Gulliver hostage and in order to 
survive he must learn their ways. A second adventure sees 
Gulliver arrive in a land of terrifying Giants. The tables turn 
now that Gulliver himself is as tiny as a mouse. Once again he 
must fend for his life. Simply falling into bowl of cream could 
be the end of him! Gulliver is an abundantly illustrated retelling 
of a favourite classic.

Judges’ Comments
This beautifully illustrated, dynamic retelling skilfully meets 
the challenge of bringing this beloved classic novel to a new 
generation. Mary Webb’s accessible, carefully-pitched text 
about Gulliver’s time with the Lilliputians (in which he is 
perceived as a giant) and his stay with the Brobdingnag (where 
the people are giants compared to him) interweaves with 
Lauren O’Neill’s captivating, immersive illustrations. The red 
ribbon for marking page position evokes a continuity of literary 
heritage while Webb and O’Neill skilfully capture the original 
tale’s humour and satire. An engaging read-aloud for junior 
classes and a valuable book for readers about the futility of war 
and the importance of respecting different perspectives. 

About the Illustrator:
Lauren O’Neill is an illustrator and graphic designer based 
in Dublin. Originally from Wexford, she moved to Dublin to 
study Vis Comm in NCAD and now thinks of the city as home. 
Since graduating in 2006 she has worked mainly as a designer 
in branding and advertising but has recently begun to focus 
on illustration full time. Lauren has been an avid reader since 
childhood so illustrating books has been a lifelong ambition.
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GULLIVER
Jonathan Swift, retold by Mary Webb
Illustrated by Lauren O'Neill
The O’Brien Press  
ISBN 9781847176769 (HBK)

Summary
When Gulliver sets sail for the Tropics, the last thing he expects 
is to find himself stranded in a land of small people - so small, 
in fact, they are the size of his thumb! Despite their size, the 
islanders manage to take Gulliver hostage and in order to 
survive he must learn their ways. A second adventure sees 
Gulliver arrive in a land of terrifying Giants. The tables turn 
now that Gulliver himself is as tiny as a mouse. Once again he 
must fend for his life. Simply falling into bowl of cream could 
be the end of him! Gulliver is an abundantly illustrated retelling 
of a favourite classic.

Judges’ Comments
This beautifully illustrated, dynamic retelling skilfully meets 
the challenge of bringing this beloved classic novel to a new 
generation. Mary Webb’s accessible, carefully-pitched text 
about Gulliver’s time with the Lilliputians (in which he is 
perceived as a giant) and his stay with the Brobdingnag (where 
the people are giants compared to him) interweaves with 
Lauren O’Neill’s captivating, immersive illustrations. The red 
ribbon for marking page position evokes a continuity of literary 
heritage while Webb and O’Neill skilfully capture the original 
tale’s humour and satire. An engaging read-aloud for junior 
classes and a valuable book for readers about the futility of war 
and the importance of respecting different perspectives. 

About the Illustrator:
Lauren O’Neill is an illustrator and graphic designer based 
in Dublin. Originally from Wexford, she moved to Dublin to 
study Vis Comm in NCAD and now thinks of the city as home. 
Since graduating in 2006 she has worked mainly as a designer 
in branding and advertising but has recently begun to focus 
on illustration full time. Lauren has been an avid reader since 
childhood so illustrating books has been a lifelong ambition.
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Questions
Before you begin the book:
• Have you read any other stories about Gulliver? Or seen 

any films about Gulliver? What are your expectations of 
the book based on these books/films?

• Look at the front cover. What do you think this book is 
about?

• Look at the back cover. Does this change what you think 
the book will be about?

When you have read the book:
1. Do you think the cover illustration was a good choice? 

Would you have picked something else? Why or why not?
2. Do you like the colours used in the pictures?
3. What was your favourite picture in the book? Describe it.
4. How many characters were in the book?
5. How many animals and insects were in the book? Can you 

name them all?
6. Count how many looking-devices you can find in the 

illustrations e.g. eyeglasses, telescopes, magnifying glasses.
7. Does the illustrator show us any people or worlds that the 

writer does not mention?
8. Do you notice any changes to Gulliver’s clothes over the 

course of the book? Go through the illustrations page by 
page.

9. What part of the story did you find the funniest?
10. Who was your favourite character and why?
11. If you stayed the size you are now, would you rather live in 

The Land of Lilliput or The Land of the Giants? Why?
12. Did anyone treat Gulliver nicely?
13. Why does Gulliver not want the Lilliputians to find the 

eyeglasses hidden in his pockets? Is this what you expected 
to be hidden in his secret pocket? What other things do 
you think he is hiding in this pocket?

Questions for older readers:
1. If you have read or seen any other versions of Gulliver’s 

Travels, how did this retelling compare?
2. What are the challenges of retelling a story whether for 

book, stage, television or film?
3. Why do you think the story of Gulliver has remained 

popular for so long?
4. How would you describe each of the characters in this 

book?
5. How do the tiny Lilliputians manage to control Gulliver? 

Why does he not break free?
6. Why does Gulliver show the Lilliputians mercy?
7. Who is more dangerous, the Lilliputians or the Giants? 

Why?
8. Do any of the characters treat Gulliver as an equal?
9. Are there any similarities between The Land of Lilliput and 

The Land of the Giants? 
10. How does the Giants’ treatment of Gulliver compare to his 

treatment of the Lilliputians?
11. The story includes Emperors and invaders. Do you know 

what these terms refer to? Do these terms relate to any 
recent events at the time of Swift’s writing? Could The 
Land of Lilliput, Blefuscu or The Land of the Giants be 
actual countries in disguise?

12. Do you think the illustrator does a good job at showing us 
how the characters are feeling?

13. How do you think the illustrator created the pictures?
14. What colours are used most commonly throughout the 

book? Can you think of reasons why the illustrator chose 
these colours?

15. Compare the clothing and accessories of the royalty with 
those of the townspeople and workingmen. Can you notice 
any differences?

16. How does the illustrator show size and scale?
17. Why is Gulliver sometimes cut off the page?
18. Why do you think the illustrator included so many looking-

devices in the pictures?
19. Why do you think the illustrator included so many animals 

and insects in the pictures?
20. Why does the illustrator sometimes show us things that 

the writer does not mention in the text?
21. Are there any parts in the story that you think should have 

been illustrated but were not?
22. What age group do you think this book is intended for and 

why?

Activities
• Write a short review of the book. Draw your own 

illustration to accompany it.
• Both the telescope and microscope were invented in 

the seventeenth century and improved lenses were still 
developing when Swift wrote his original book in 1726. 
Humans began seeing the world in an entirely new way 
through these devices. Look at something very small 
through a microscope or magnifying glass. You could also 
try viewing something far away though a telescope. Sketch 
what you see. You can even ask a partner to guess what 
the object is. 

• Explorers were still discovering new lands at the time 
of Swift’s writing. Imagine you are a explorer who has 
just discovered a new land. Write a letter to your friend 
describing it in detail. Be as imaginative as you wish. 
Include some drawings of the new things you come 
across such as people, houses, animals, clothing, and 
objects. Remember, cameras were not invented by the 
time Gulliver set sail so explorers would have had to make 
detailed sketches themselves!

• Explorers relied on maps and had to make detailed records 
of all their travels. However, maps were always being 
revised due to new discoveries. Make a map that includes 
all of the places Gulliver intends to visit. Based on the 
information you find in the story, try to draw the route 
that Gulliver intends to follow. Also try to guess where 
The Land of Lilliput and The Land of the Giants might be 
located on this map. 

• Use an old shoebox to make a home for a person as big as 
your thumb. Change the uses of everyday normal-sized 
objects as Gulliver does. For example, he uses a thimble as 
a flowerpot. See the image on page 70 for ideas.

• As a class, place all of the shoeboxes together in the layout 
of a town. Create cut-out humans the size of your thumb 
and place them in the houses and on the streets. Walk 
through the town to experience what it is like to be a giant. 
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Activities for older readers
• What kind of techniques do you think illustrator Lauren 

O’Neill uses to create the pictures? Can you create your 
own picture using these materials?

• Describe an ordinary object with a new eye. Describe it as 
if you are from another planet - you are seeing it for the 
first time and you have no idea what it is used for. Do not 
name the object and only describe it in terms of shape, 
colour, size and texture. Read your descriptions aloud and 
let classmates guess the object. 

• The writer often describes the size of things in terms 
of other things. For example, she describes a Lilliputian 
garden as small as a postage stamp. In the Land of the 
Giants, she describes bowls as big as swimming pools. Pick 
out some objects in either land and try to make similar 
comparisons yourself.

• Travel books were very popular in Swift’s day and he 
used them as inspiration for his book. Write a diary or 
travelogue describing one of Gulliver’s voyages. Detail the 
challenges he faced as well as his changing feelings e.g. 
fear, excitement, loneliness, hunger.

• Research the time period the book was written in. Look 
at topics such as science, travel, politics and history. Does 
this influence your understanding of the book? What latest 
developments does Swift incorporate into the story?

• Organise a class debate arguing whether Gulliver is better 
off living in The Land of Lilliput or The Land of the Giants.

• Organise the class into small groups. Imagine that you are 
a new country. Decide together on the set of laws for your 
country. Consider how you might deal with either a ‘Man-
Mountain’ or a thumb-sized visitor. 
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Activities for older readers
• What kind of techniques do you think illustrator Lauren 

O’Neill uses to create the pictures? Can you create your 
own picture using these materials?

• Describe an ordinary object with a new eye. Describe it as 
if you are from another planet - you are seeing it for the 
first time and you have no idea what it is used for. Do not 
name the object and only describe it in terms of shape, 
colour, size and texture. Read your descriptions aloud and 
let classmates guess the object. 

• The writer often describes the size of things in terms 
of other things. For example, she describes a Lilliputian 
garden as small as a postage stamp. In the Land of the 
Giants, she describes bowls as big as swimming pools. Pick 
out some objects in either land and try to make similar 
comparisons yourself.

• Travel books were very popular in Swift’s day and he 
used them as inspiration for his book. Write a diary or 
travelogue describing one of Gulliver’s voyages. Detail the 
challenges he faced as well as his changing feelings e.g. 
fear, excitement, loneliness, hunger.

• Research the time period the book was written in. Look 
at topics such as science, travel, politics and history. Does 
this influence your understanding of the book? What latest 
developments does Swift incorporate into the story?

• Organise a class debate arguing whether Gulliver is better 
off living in The Land of Lilliput or The Land of the Giants.

• Organise the class into small groups. Imagine that you are 
a new country. Decide together on the set of laws for your 
country. Consider how you might deal with either a ‘Man-
Mountain’ or a thumb-sized visitor. 
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Historopedia 
Fatti Burke and John Burke 
Gill Books
ISBN 9780717171132 

Summary
Historopedia takes you on a time-travelling journey through 
Ireland’s history. So buckle up your seatbelt and get ready to 
travel by timeline from prehistory and early settlement all 
the way to the present day. Explore major eras and crucial 
events, meet key historical figures and observe daily life and 
customs through the ages. Discover the Irish contribution to 
literature, art, technology and so much more. Whatever your 
interests, you’re bound to find something to fascinate you in 
this compendium covering over 10,000 years of Ireland. With 
detailed facts and colourful illustrations, this is certainly one for 
sharing!

Judges’ Comments
Time travellers of all ages will be engrossed and delighted 
by this absorbing chronicle of Ireland’s history and mythic 
past across the eras to the present day. This talented father 
and daughter team have established a perfect partnership of 
research, text and visual storytelling, where the innovative 
design deepens and skilfully visually interprets the rich and 
accessible range of historical knowledge. Readers young and 
old will enjoy exploring this creative and gorgeously executed 
narrative experience. 

About the Author
JOHN BURKE is a retired primary-school teacher and was 
Teaching Principal of Passage East National School from 1980 
to 2009. He has always been interested in environmental 
studies, local history and exploring Ireland. He is currently 
Chairperson of Waterford Teachers’ Education Centre and 
Secretary of Barony of Gaultier Historical Society. His first book, 
Irelandopedia, won two awards at the CBI Book of the Year 
Awards in 2016 as well as the Tubridy Show Listeners’ Choice 
Award at the Irish Book Awards 2015. John lives in Waterford 
and he is also Fatti’s father.

About the Illustrator
KATHI ‘FATTI’ BURKE is an illustrator with a passion for all 
things Irish. With a combined love of mapmaking and travel, 
she likes nothing more than drawing the places around her. 
She graduated from NCAD in 2012 and has been working 
as an illustrator ever since, creating commercial, editorial 
and commissioned pieces. She has been voted one of 
2014’s ‘Women to Watch’, featured in 2015 as a ‘Rising 
Female Star’ by the Irish Independent and described as an 
‘Illustrator Extraordinaire’ by Image magazine. Originally 
from Co. Waterford, Kathi now lives and works in Dublin city. 
Historopedia is the second book she has worked on with her 
father, following their bestselling Irelandopedia.
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Questions 

Before you begin:
Look at the front cover. What do you think this book is about?

When you have read the book:
What fact(s) surprised you the most?

Is there anything in the book you would like to learn more 
about?

Which time period would you most like to live in? Why?

What was your favourite picture or spread (two facing 
pages) from the book? Why? Describe the picture or spread.

Do you think the cover illustration was strong? Would you 
have picked something else?

Questions for older readers
1. What do you think of the font used? How do you think it 

was created?

2. How do you think the illustrator created the pictures? 
What materials, if any, did she use?

3. Do you think the book is inviting to all ages?

4. What are your hopes and fears for the future of Ireland?

Activities
Write a short review of the book.

Think about your own personal history or timeline, 
focusing on the most important moments in your 
life. Create a poster and include illustrations or 
photographs.

Think about a historical place you have visited or 
object you have seen. Describe what it was like. Draw 
a picture of it or find some photographs you took of it. 
Tell your friends or classmates about your experience.

Design your own future invention. List the benefits 
it would bring to society. Create an advertisement 
(poster, radio, television, etc.) and pitch the invention 
to your family, friends or classmates.

Activities for Older Readers
Game
Guess the period, event or person
Use facts or photocopied images from the book as clues. You 
can do this activity in pairs, teams, or as a class.
Create your own timelines
Carry out research in order to produce your own timelines.

Individual timeline projects
A timeline of your local area
A timeline of your school
A timeline of your ancestors (i.e. a family tree)
A timeline of your immediate family history
A timeline of your birth year
A revised version of the timeline at the opening of the 
book, ‘What do one hundred years look like?’
Choose events you consider more significant or more 
interesting.

Present the timeline in the form of a poster. You can incorporate 
illustrations or photographs.

Class timeline projects
You could work together on a single giant timeline (e.g. local 
area or school), each contributing at specific points.
OR
You could work separately on individual timelines (e.g. ancestors 
or birth year), and then combine all of the timelines to form a 
giant collage.

Research

1.  Research a period of history, event, person or cultural  
 practice in more detail. 
2.  Reconsider the spreads

Are any important details left out? 
Would you add any information to a particular spread? 
Why? 
Create your own revised version of this spread.

3.  Create more detailed accounts
Write a detailed biographical account of a key figure. 
Alternatively, you could present your findings on a 
poster.

 OR
Write a more detailed historical account of a key 
period, event or cultural practice/object. Alternatively, 
you could present your findings on a poster.

Stories and imaginings
Write a story based on one of the periods, events or people 
included in the book. Here are some suggestions:

A diary entry from the perspective of a past person (an 
ordinary individual or a famous figure)
A character travels back in time to one of the periods 
named, either from the present day or another time 
period
An alternate history in which one or more key events 
occur differently, leading to other present outcomes, 
e.g. what if the Irish chieftains were not defeated by 
the British army during the Nine Years’ War?

You will likely have to do some extra research in order to write a 
really convincing story.

Imagine what Ireland’s future might be like. You may choose 
any point in the future – 10 years, 100 years, 1,000 years and 
so on. Try to make predictions about future events (e.g. political, 
social, environmental) or future discoveries and developments 
(e.g. scientific, technological). Envision what Irish culture and 
society might be like by considering the themes explored in 
Historopedia, e.g. architecture, entertainment, inventions, 
clothing, food, transport. 

Simply list and/or draw your predictions.
 OR

Write a story in which such a future unfolds, i.e. the 
protagonist lives in the future or the protagonist 
travels to the future.
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Questions 

Before you begin:
Look at the front cover. What do you think this book is about?

When you have read the book:
What fact(s) surprised you the most?

Is there anything in the book you would like to learn more 
about?

Which time period would you most like to live in? Why?

What was your favourite picture or spread (two facing 
pages) from the book? Why? Describe the picture or spread.

Do you think the cover illustration was strong? Would you 
have picked something else?

Questions for older readers
1. What do you think of the font used? How do you think it 

was created?

2. How do you think the illustrator created the pictures? 
What materials, if any, did she use?

3. Do you think the book is inviting to all ages?

4. What are your hopes and fears for the future of Ireland?

Activities
Write a short review of the book.

Think about your own personal history or timeline, 
focusing on the most important moments in your 
life. Create a poster and include illustrations or 
photographs.

Think about a historical place you have visited or 
object you have seen. Describe what it was like. Draw 
a picture of it or find some photographs you took of it. 
Tell your friends or classmates about your experience.

Design your own future invention. List the benefits 
it would bring to society. Create an advertisement 
(poster, radio, television, etc.) and pitch the invention 
to your family, friends or classmates.

Activities for Older Readers
Game
Guess the period, event or person
Use facts or photocopied images from the book as clues. You 
can do this activity in pairs, teams, or as a class.
Create your own timelines
Carry out research in order to produce your own timelines.

Individual timeline projects
A timeline of your local area
A timeline of your school
A timeline of your ancestors (i.e. a family tree)
A timeline of your immediate family history
A timeline of your birth year
A revised version of the timeline at the opening of the 
book, ‘What do one hundred years look like?’
Choose events you consider more significant or more 
interesting.

Present the timeline in the form of a poster. You can incorporate 
illustrations or photographs.

Class timeline projects
You could work together on a single giant timeline (e.g. local 
area or school), each contributing at specific points.
OR
You could work separately on individual timelines (e.g. ancestors 
or birth year), and then combine all of the timelines to form a 
giant collage.

Research

1.  Research a period of history, event, person or cultural  
 practice in more detail. 
2.  Reconsider the spreads

Are any important details left out? 
Would you add any information to a particular spread? 
Why? 
Create your own revised version of this spread.

3.  Create more detailed accounts
Write a detailed biographical account of a key figure. 
Alternatively, you could present your findings on a 
poster.

 OR
Write a more detailed historical account of a key 
period, event or cultural practice/object. Alternatively, 
you could present your findings on a poster.

Stories and imaginings
Write a story based on one of the periods, events or people 
included in the book. Here are some suggestions:

A diary entry from the perspective of a past person (an 
ordinary individual or a famous figure)
A character travels back in time to one of the periods 
named, either from the present day or another time 
period
An alternate history in which one or more key events 
occur differently, leading to other present outcomes, 
e.g. what if the Irish chieftains were not defeated by 
the British army during the Nine Years’ War?

You will likely have to do some extra research in order to write a 
really convincing story.

Imagine what Ireland’s future might be like. You may choose 
any point in the future – 10 years, 100 years, 1,000 years and 
so on. Try to make predictions about future events (e.g. political, 
social, environmental) or future discoveries and developments 
(e.g. scientific, technological). Envision what Irish culture and 
society might be like by considering the themes explored in 
Historopedia, e.g. architecture, entertainment, inventions, 
clothing, food, transport. 

Simply list and/or draw your predictions.
 OR

Write a story in which such a future unfolds, i.e. the 
protagonist lives in the future or the protagonist 
travels to the future.
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THE GREAT IRISH WEATHER BOOK 
Joanna Donnelly   
Illustrated by Fuchsia MacAree 
Gill Books 
ISBN 9780717180936

Summary 
The weather is something we get an awful lot of in Ireland –  
and it’s something we love to talk about. Have you ever 
wondered why the sky is blue? Or what makes a rainbow? Or 
how lightning happens, and where to find the sunniest spot? 
Here meteorologist Joanna Donnelly explains what weather 
is and how it happens. From cold fronts to climate change, 
satellites to storms, this book contains everything you’ve ever 
wanted to know about the weather. Beautifully illustrated by 
Fuchsia MacAree, and containing lots of interesting facts and 
experiments, this is a book that every curious child will love.

Judges’ Comments 
From satellites to storms, from clouds to climate change 
and from Hurricane Ophelia to the Beast from the East, 
meteorologist Joanna Donnelly explains while Fuchsia MacAree 
illustrates every aspect of our great – and not so great – Irish 
weather. Packed with facts and fun, this is a book overflowing 
with in-depth knowledge – yet it wears its learning lightly. Easy 
to read alone or fun to read aloud with friends, it’s ideal for any 
age.  

 
 
About the Author 
Joanna Donnelly is from Dublin and joined Met Éireann in 
1995, where she has worked as a meteorologist, forecaster 
and broadcaster. Joanna is married to follow forecaster, Harm 
Luijkx, from the Netherlands. They have a daughter, Nicci, 
and two sons, Tobias and Casper. Joanna is very active and 
passionate about the environment, so she cycles sixteen 
kilometres to work and grows food in her garden. A nice day 
for her is sunshine and showers as it’s best for the plants, but 
also for seeing rainbows! Her favourite weather of all is a good 
thunderstorm, because there’s a wonderful example of the 
power of nature. 

About the Illustrator 
Fuchsia MacAree is an illustrator from the border of Clare and 
Tipperary, now living and working in Dublin. She graduated 
from visual communication in NCAD in 2011, followed by an 
MA in illustration at the University of the Arts London. She 
is interested in human interactions, Irish oddities, humour, 
simplified shapes and strong colours. She shares an art studio 
in the city centre with her friends where she makes books, 
posters, murals and maps. She loves sea swimming and cycling. 
Her favourite type of weather is a crisp autumn day for kicking 
leaves, but she also loves being cosy inside while hearing rain 
hit the roof. 
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QUESTIONS 
BEFORE YOU BEGIN
1. Look at the book – do you think that the illustrations are 

important?

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. Why is finding out about the weather important?

AFTER YOU HAVE READ
1. How do you think people in the past predicted the 

weather, before we had computers to help us?

2. What is your favourite weather? Describe to your 
classmates why this is. 

3. What is chaos theory? How might it effect how we predict 
or forecast things?  

ACTIVITIES 

FOR YOUNGER READERS

1. Find out about what meteorologists do and share what you 
learned with the class. 

2. Write about the people illustrated on the endpapers (the 
two pages at the very start and the very end of the book). 
What are they doing today? Where are they going? 

3. Do an experiment into centrifugal force, by dancing a ceilí 
dance!

4. Make a ‘shoebox island’ – take a shoebox and make it look 
like surfaces like sand, vegetation, ice or water inside.

5. Break into groups and deliver your own weather report – 
some of you will need to decide what the weather forecast 
will be, some of you will need to make maps to show 
the weather changes, one of you will need to present to 
show to your classmates, and you will also need a team of 
camera and sound people.

6. Find out about the climate change that caused the 
extinction of most of the dinosaurs. Discuss it as a class – 
what caused this climate change?

7. Make sure that your classroom and school has a recycling 
plan, and talk about a plastic ban. What other things can 
you do in your classroom to help the environment?

8. Pick some of the new words you learned from reading his 
book and discuss with your friends what they mean. 

9. Find out about Met Éireann’s alerts system and make 
a poster describing it – what does a yellow or red alert 
mean? 
 

 
 
 
 
 

FOR OLDER READERS

1. Deliver a class presentation on the meteorology team at 
Met Éireann. How do they deliver the weather forecast 
each day? 

2. Choose a number of the experiments in the book and 
conduct them. Write detailed notes of: what you are doing; 
why; what you expect to find out; and then the results of 
the experiment. Do experiments always go to plan? List 
some of the things that can go wrong. 

3. Research historical ways of predicting the weather, for 
example ‘red sky at night, shepherd’s delight’ – is this true? 
If so, how does this work? 

4. Have a class debate on climate change. Each side should 
research the arguments, either for or against, and deliver 
them. What does the class conclude? Why do you think 
that climate change is a contentious issue?

5. Research the efforts that different countries have made 
to slow climate change – what has Ireland done? What 
country or area has made the most effort? Can you think 
of other rules that could be put into place to slow down or 
reverse climate change? 

6. Think back on Storm Emma (The Beast from the East) last 
year. Why did it have such a catastrophic effect on Ireland? 
What systems do other countries have in place to defend 
against snow storms?

7. Make a classroom weather chart and use it to plot the 
weather change over two weeks. Use the symbols to write 
the weather pattern for each day. 

8. Research and present on women who contributed to the 
development of meteorology. Why were their voices 
silenced, why don’t we know their names? 
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2. Write about the people illustrated on the endpapers (the 
two pages at the very start and the very end of the book). 
What are they doing today? Where are they going? 
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4. Make a ‘shoebox island’ – take a shoebox and make it look 
like surfaces like sand, vegetation, ice or water inside.

5. Break into groups and deliver your own weather report – 
some of you will need to decide what the weather forecast 
will be, some of you will need to make maps to show 
the weather changes, one of you will need to present to 
show to your classmates, and you will also need a team of 
camera and sound people.
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book and discuss with your friends what they mean. 
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FOR OLDER READERS

1. Deliver a class presentation on the meteorology team at 
Met Éireann. How do they deliver the weather forecast 
each day? 

2. Choose a number of the experiments in the book and 
conduct them. Write detailed notes of: what you are doing; 
why; what you expect to find out; and then the results of 
the experiment. Do experiments always go to plan? List 
some of the things that can go wrong. 

3. Research historical ways of predicting the weather, for 
example ‘red sky at night, shepherd’s delight’ – is this true? 
If so, how does this work? 

4. Have a class debate on climate change. Each side should 
research the arguments, either for or against, and deliver 
them. What does the class conclude? Why do you think 
that climate change is a contentious issue?

5. Research the efforts that different countries have made 
to slow climate change – what has Ireland done? What 
country or area has made the most effort? Can you think 
of other rules that could be put into place to slow down or 
reverse climate change? 

6. Think back on Storm Emma (The Beast from the East) last 
year. Why did it have such a catastrophic effect on Ireland? 
What systems do other countries have in place to defend 
against snow storms?

7. Make a classroom weather chart and use it to plot the 
weather change over two weeks. Use the symbols to write 
the weather pattern for each day. 

8. Research and present on women who contributed to the 
development of meteorology. Why were their voices 
silenced, why don’t we know their names? 
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The Ministry of Strange, Unusual and Impossible Things
Paul Gamble
Little Island Books
ISBN 9781910411544

Summary
A novel full of adventure, hilarity, heroism and … pirates, The 
Ministry of SUITs tells the story of a secret ministry hidden away 
in the far reaches of the Ulster Museum in Belfast. It deals with 
all the strange, unusual and impossible things in the world, 
the things we don’t want to have to think about or deal with 
as perfectly-normal-thank-you-very-much people: ancient 
monsters, wild animals, pirates, unicorns, aliens and much more.
Some people are born to work in the Ministry, and twelve-
year-old Jack is one of those people. Endlessly curious, perhaps 
to a level that might be called nosy, Jack finds himself and 
his frenemy Trudy as the Ministry’s newest recruits. And their 
first mission? To find out where all the school oddbods are 
disappearing to …

Judges’ Comments
Get ready for a rollercoaster of zaniness, adventure and hilarity! 
This debut novel by Paul Gamble skilfully juxtaposes the 
fantastical, thoughtful, comic and mundane. The relentlessly 
curious Jack, on a mission to find his missing friend, is recruited 
into the secret Ministry of Strange, Unusual and Impossible 
Things (Ministry of SUITs) which deals with all the weird 
creatures and objects in the world. Enhanced by witty footnotes 
and explanatory subsections, this deliciously imaginative and 
immersive novel is a joy to read. 

About the Author
PAUL GAMBLE was born and brought up in Belfast. He currently 
works in the Department of Communities in the NI Civil Service. 
Over the years Paul has written and worked on a number of 
local and national television and radio shows for broadcasters 
such as RTÉ and the BBC. He has also worked with a range of 
stand-up comedians. This is his first novel.
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Before You Begin

Looking at the title and cover, what sort of book do you 
think this is going to be? An adventure story? A historical 
novel? A love story? Science fiction? Fantasy? Does it look 
like it will be a serious book or a fun one? 

The Ministry of Strange, Unusual and Impossible Things: 
What do you think these ‘things’ might be? Make a list. The 
pictures on the cover might give you some clues.

As You Read

This book is full of questions: Jack asks lots of them, so 
does the narrator and, of course, the reader too. As you 
read, make a list of the questions you ask yourself. For 
instance, why does Mr Teach have one arm longer than the 
other? What grown-up says danger is fun? Tick them off 
as they are answered further in the book. Is anything left 
unanswered at the end?

This book plays on our expectations a lot: we think we 
know something (what is going to happen, what the answer 
to a question is), but we are wrong. Keep a journal of every 
time you were ‘wrong’ or surprised. Did you sometimes 
guess right? Which was more fun: being surprised or being 
right?

Questions

1. What is the Ministry of SUITs? What does it do?

2. Why does Grey think Jack would be a great Ministry 
agent?

3. Why does Jack want to join the Ministry?

4. Why does Jack think that David is in danger?

5. The book is set in Northern Ireland, but the exact place 
is never named. Can you guess where it is? What is the 
main clue?

6. Why is the Minister dressed in a long black cassock and 
a white dog collar? 

7. What is the reference to ‘men in suits’?

8. Why are Jack and Trudy suspicious of Chapeau Noir 
Enterprises?

9. How does the Speed work? Does it make any sense to 
you? Do you think it’s a useful invention to have in this 
story?

10. Trudy and Jack try several times to get help from the 
grown-ups in the Ministry. Does it work? What reasons 
does Grey give for not helping them much? Are these 
reasons good enough in your opinion?

11. What was Mr Teach’s evil plot? Is it in any way 
credible? Does it matter? 

Honest Opinion

Did you enjoy the book? Write your review of it and rate it. 
How many stars (or dinosaurs!) out of five would you give 
it?

This book is part mystery, part adventure story and part 
jokes and craziness. Do you think the book strikes a good 
balance between all these? 

The narrator likes to interrupt the flow of the story. How 
does she/he do this? What did you think about that aspect 
of the book? Did you find it funny? Confusing? Irritating?

Activities around the Book

Why do you think the Misery is so miserable? Write the 
missing Handbook entry from p. 137.

Throughout the book, Trudy remains quite a secretive 
character. We know that she can have very sad thoughts 
that allow her to achieve super-fast Speed. What do you 
think makes her so sad? And how do you think she was 
recruited by the Ministry?

Some characters live beyond the pages of this book, such as 
Edward Teach, Grace O’Malley or Calico Jack Rackham. See 
if you can find out anything about Takabuti and Cthulhu. 

Grey often tells Jack that what he thinks of as the truth is 
‘perfectly ridiculous’. Look at everything they say about 
dinosaurs: their colour (p. 232), their extinction (pp. 72–3), 
their size (p. 231). What do you think of the explanations 
he gives instead? Do they make any sense? Or are they 
ridiculous? Why can’t Jack see what might be wrong with 
them? Do you have better arguments?

Have you ever heard the phrases ‘fake news’ and 
‘alternative facts’? Find a definition for them. Do you think 
that the things we ‘learn’ about in the Ministry Handbook 
and in the rest of the book can be considered ‘alternative 
facts’ or ‘fake news’? If not, in what way is it different? Take 
the example of the history of bouncy castles (pp. 110–11) 
and analyse it using this document: or search ifla.org fake 
news infographic .

And beyond!

Were-creatures are a combination of things, animals and 
human beings. In the book, you read about were-wolves, 
were-flies and even were-hamsters (pp. 185–6). Create 
your own were-creatures and describe them: what are they 
made up of, what do they look like, what are their special 
powers, what are their desperate weaknesses?

In the famous tale of the hare and the tortoise, the slower 
animal unexpectedly wins the race against the faster 
animal. According to the Ministry (pp. 33–4), the ending of 
the story is true (the tortoise wins the race), but the rest 
is full of lies (the tortoise keeps cheating). Think of other 
stories where a weaker character triumphs against the odds, 
like Little Red Riding Hood or David and Goliath. Maybe 
those heroes didn’t win in the clever or noble way we think. 
Write the ‘true’ version.
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it?

This book is part mystery, part adventure story and part 
jokes and craziness. Do you think the book strikes a good 
balance between all these? 

The narrator likes to interrupt the flow of the story. How 
does she/he do this? What did you think about that aspect 
of the book? Did you find it funny? Confusing? Irritating?
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Why do you think the Misery is so miserable? Write the 
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Throughout the book, Trudy remains quite a secretive 
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that the things we ‘learn’ about in the Ministry Handbook 
and in the rest of the book can be considered ‘alternative 
facts’ or ‘fake news’? If not, in what way is it different? Take 
the example of the history of bouncy castles (pp. 110–11) 
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Were-creatures are a combination of things, animals and 
human beings. In the book, you read about were-wolves, 
were-flies and even were-hamsters (pp. 185–6). Create 
your own were-creatures and describe them: what are they 
made up of, what do they look like, what are their special 
powers, what are their desperate weaknesses?

In the famous tale of the hare and the tortoise, the slower 
animal unexpectedly wins the race against the faster 
animal. According to the Ministry (pp. 33–4), the ending of 
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In the book, dinosaurs are hidden in the caves of Marble 
Arch; mummies and wild animals are stored in the Ulster 
Museum. Find a map of your area. Where would be good 
places for hiding Strange and Unusual Things? Any caves, 
abandoned houses or factories? Fields that always look 
empty but could house hundreds of tiny fairies? Look at the 
names of the places too: they could be good clues (maybe 
angels live in Heavenstown in Wexford; mad scientists in 
Crazy Corner in Westmeath; evil doctors in Hospital in 
Limerick; aliens in Clone, Co. Monaghan; tiny people in Inch, 
Co. Cork; sabre-tooth tigers in Leopardstown, Co. Dublin, 
etc.). Draw a new map of your area indicating all the 
creatures’ hiding places. 

Go into your local museum and find an item that looks 
broken or unfinished. Imagine how you would explain the 
damage if you were working for the Ministry.

Have a look under your bed or at the back of your wardrobe 
to collect odd bits and pieces. Can you create your own 
museum of Strange, Unusual and Impossible Things? Label 
each item, explaining what it is and why it’s more weird 
and exciting than people might at first think.

What SUITs agent are you?

1. What did you watch on TV last night?

a. Doctor Who

b. Life on Earth

c. Evil is the New Black

d. None of your business

2. Which is your ideal holiday destination?

a. Planet Vhrool in the 23rd nebula

b. Disneyland

c. Anywhere is fine

d. Nowhere is where

3. What is your favourite book?

a. The Ministry of SUITs, it’s good fun! But they 
ask too many questions.

b. The Ministry of SUITs, it’s totally true! But they 
don’t give all the answers.

c. The Ministry of SUITs, it’s wicked! But the 
baddies don’t win in the end.

d. Don’t read

4. What is your opinion on beards?

a. Their shape tells a lot about the man (or 
woman) wearing them

b. Tentacles are superior by far

c. Are beards a thing now?

d. I’m not answering that

5. What is your favourite subject in school?

a. PE

b. Same difference

c. Science

d. Bah!

6. If you come face to face with a resuscitated mummy 
you

a. Exterminate it!

b. Ask where she found her very realistic 
costume

c. Ask it if there’s any truth in the Pharaoh’s 
Curse

d. Are you still asking me these stupid 
questions?

7. When you grow up your dream job is …

a. Ursinologist urologist

b. Investigative journalist

c. Dictator

d. I don’t ‘dream’

8. To you a lone shoe on the side of the road is the sign 
that

a. Someone didn’t tidy up properly

b. Another pirate has escaped a piratorium

c. What shoe?

d. That this test should end. Right. Now.
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Check your answers against the chart and count the number of 

, ,  and  you get.

a b c d

Q1

Q2

Q3

Q4

Q5

Q6

Q7

Q8

If you got mostly  …

You are David! Curiosity is not your middle name. You take 
things in your stride, even the most incredible ones, because you 
generally don’t notice them. The Ministry could use an agent 
like you for your phlegm, but not on the field. The medical-care 
team is probably the place for you … Surely, you wouldn’t mind 
looking like Nurse Nufty?

If you got mostly  …

You are Cthulhu! You are an evil being from outer space with 
unfathomable power. The Daleks are probably your best buddies 
and you certainly enjoyed taking flies apart when you were 
little. You are very organised and people live in fear of you. The 
Ministry’s filing department can use your talents, but please 
stop threatening the interns with unending suffering.

If you mostly got  …

You are Trudy or Jack! You are always ready for the next 
adventure, and to you unanswered questions are like an itch 
that you just have to scratch. You love to notice the unusual in 
life, but you hate when you can’t find an explanation for it. You 
are the stuff of a Ministry operative. Once in the field, however, 
remember that this is not just a puzzle to be solved: you may 
potentially die a horrible death.

If you mostly got  …

You are the Misery! You … er … well … No, nothing. You are the 
Misery. We respect that. Goodbye.
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Illegal 
Eoin Colfer and Andrew Donkin 
Illustrated by Giovanni Rigano  
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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Check your answers against the chart and count the number of 

, ,  and  you get.

a b c d

Q1

Q2

Q3

Q4

Q5

Q6

Q7

Q8

If you got mostly  …

You are David! Curiosity is not your middle name. You take 
things in your stride, even the most incredible ones, because you 
generally don’t notice them. The Ministry could use an agent 
like you for your phlegm, but not on the field. The medical-care 
team is probably the place for you … Surely, you wouldn’t mind 
looking like Nurse Nufty?

If you got mostly  …

You are Cthulhu! You are an evil being from outer space with 
unfathomable power. The Daleks are probably your best buddies 
and you certainly enjoyed taking flies apart when you were 
little. You are very organised and people live in fear of you. The 
Ministry’s filing department can use your talents, but please 
stop threatening the interns with unending suffering.

If you mostly got  …

You are Trudy or Jack! You are always ready for the next 
adventure, and to you unanswered questions are like an itch 
that you just have to scratch. You love to notice the unusual in 
life, but you hate when you can’t find an explanation for it. You 
are the stuff of a Ministry operative. Once in the field, however, 
remember that this is not just a puzzle to be solved: you may 
potentially die a horrible death.

If you mostly got  …

You are the Misery! You … er … well … No, nothing. You are the 
Misery. We respect that. Goodbye.
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Illegal 
Eoin Colfer and Andrew Donkin 
Illustrated by Giovanni Rigano  
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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and what do they need to do to survive?
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– how scary do you think it would be to cross an 
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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? 
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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 
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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 
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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? 
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1. On the first page of chapter 9, Nuru doesn’t seem  
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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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Óró na Circíní agus Scéalta Eile ón Afraic 
Athinste ag Gabriel Rosenstock 
Maisithe ag Brian Fitzgerald 
An Gúm 
ISBN 9781857919059 

Achoimre/Summary

Athinsint ar scéalta béaloidis ón Afraic curtha in oiriúint do 
léitheoirí na Gaeilge ag Gabriel Rosenstock. Tugann an cnuasach 
seo de ceathair déag scéal ó thíortha éagsúla sa mhórchríoch 
sin léargas dúinn ar thraidisiún saibhir na hAfraice. Bainfidh 
idir óg agus aosta taitneamh as an leabhar spéisiúil seo. “Ní 
shuíonn ubh ar chearc.”  Sampla den ghaois, den ghreann agus 
den ghontacht a gheobhaidh tú sa chnuasach seo./Over a 
dozen stories from the oral tradition of several African countries 
retold by Gabriel Rosenstock. A collection that draws from the 
deep well of cultural traditions and customs of the continent. A 
delightful addition to any child’s book collection.

Tuairiscí an Mholtóra/Judges’ Comments

Is cnuasach béaloidis é seo de scéalta ón Afraic a bhfuil blas 
traidisúnta agus blas comhaimseartha le brath iontu. Tá 
comhthéacsanna cultúrtha mar chroílár na scéalta. Athinsíonn 
Gabriel Rosenstock na scéalta seo go híogair agus maisíonn 
Brian Fitzgerald iad go hallabhrach. Is scéalta iad seo atá 
an-oiriúnach don léitheoireacht neamhspleách nó don 
léitheoireacht os ard./This collection of retellings of oral African 
stories juxtaposes the traditional and the contemporary while 
honouring the tales’ cultural contexts. The stories are sensitively 
retold by Gabriel Rosenstock and evocatively illustrated by 
Brian Fitzgerald. They are perfect for reading aloud and for 
independent readers. 

Faoin Údar/About the Author

Is údar nó aistritheoir breis agus 160 leabhar GABRIEL 
ROSENSTOCK, lena n-áirítear trí cinn déag chnuasach filíochta 
agus imleabhar haiku sa Ghaeilge agus sa Bhéarla, chomh maith 
le iliomad leabhar do pháistí./GABRIEL ROSENSTOCK is the 
author/translator of over 160 books, including thirteen volumes 
of poetry and a volume of haiku in Irish and in English, as well as 
numerous books for children. 

Faoin Maisitheoir/ About the Illustrator

Maisitheoir is ea BRIAN FITZGERALD atá lonnaithe i mBaile 
Átha Cliath agus is céimí é de chuid an Choláiste Náisiúnta 
Ealaíne agus Deartha. Baineann sé feidhm as léaráidí troma 
uigeacha agus comhdhéanaimh láidre graifeacha chun a chuid 
smaointe a shainiú agus cur in iúl./BRIAN FITZGERALD is a 
Dublin-based illustrator and a graduate of the National College 
of Art and Design. He uses bold, textured illustrations and strong 
graphic compositions to define and communicate his ideas.
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Féach ar chlúdach an leabhair/Look at the book’s cover

An bhfuil an clúdach deas?/Is the cover nice?

Cad atá ann? An dtaitníonn an stíl leat?/What is there? 
Do you like the style?

Léigh an leabhar/Read the book

Leathanaigh 1-3/Pages 1-3 ‘Óró na Circíní’

Cad a cheapann tú faoin scéal seo? An raibh imní ort 
nuair a d”imigh an chearc? Nuair a tháinig sí ar ais le 
seacht sicín cad a cheap tú? An raibh Olu cruthaitheach 
nuair a chum sé an t-amhrán dóibh? An bhfuil tú abálta 
amhrán a chruthú dóibh freisin?  Ag deireadh an scéil 
seo an raibh brón nó áthas air? Cén fáth?/What did 
you think of the story? Were you worried when the hen 
went away? When she came back with seven chickens 
what did you think? Was Olu creative when he made 
the song for them? Are you able to create a song for 
them too? At the end of the story was it sorrowful or 
joyful? Why?

Leathanaigh 4-7/Pages 4-7 ‘Deartháireacha’

Cad a cheapann tú faoin scéal seo? Cén fáth go raibh 
fonn ar Mhadra dul chuig an Duine? Cén fáth gur cheap 
Seacál go raibh an Duine an-dainséarach, dar leat? 
Nuair a bhí an Duine agus Madra ag caint le chéile 
cad a tharla ansin? Ag deireadh an scéil seo an bhfuil 
uaigneas le fáil? Cén fáth? An raibh éinne sásta leis an 
margadh a bhí acu?/What do you think of this story? 
Why was Madra interested in going to an Duine? Why 
did Seacál think that an Duine was very dangerous do 
you think? When an Duine and Madra were talking 
together what happened then? At the end of the story 
was there loneliness to be found? Why? Was there 
anyone happy with the deal they had?

Leathanaigh 8-11/Pages 8-11 ‘Na Moncaithe agus na nÉisc’

Cad a cheapann tú faoin scéal seo? An bhfuil na 
moncaithe sa scéal seo cliste? Cén fáth dar leat go 
bhfuil siad nó nach bhfuil siad cliste? An raibh na héisc 
i dtrioblóid faoi mar a cheap na moncaithe?/What do 
you think of this story? Are the monkeys in this story 
smart? Why do you think they are or are not clever? 
Were the fish in trouble like the monkeys thought? 

Leathanaigh 12-15/Pages 11-15 ‘Theastaigh ón Dobhareach a 
bheith ina Iasc’

Cad a cheapann tú faoin scéal seo? An bhfuil an 
dobhareach sa scéal seo greannmhar? Cén fáth? Cén 
fáth go raibh sé ag éirí níos raimhre dar leat? An raibh 
sé míchompordach? Cén fáth? Nuair a chonaic sé na 
héisc san linn mhór cén sórt mothúcháin a bhí aige? An 
raibh an dobhareach sásta ag deireadh an scéil?/What 
did you think of this story? Is the hippo in this this 
story funny? Why? Why was he getting fatter do you 
think? Was he uncomfortable? Why? When he saw the 
fish in the big pool what kind of feelings did he have? 
Was the hippo happy at the end of the story? 

Leathanaigh 16-19/Pages 16-19 ‘Teitheann Mulunge suas 
chun na bhFlaitheas’

Cad a cheapann tú faoin scéal seo? Nuair a bhí 
Caimileon ag dul go dtí bruach na habhann chun bia 
a fháil, cad a bhí ann? Cad a tharla nuair a lig sé na 
daoine amach as an ngaiste tar éis bheith ag caint le 
Mulunge? Cé a bhí i mbaol roimh deireadh an scéil? 
Cén fáth? Cé a bhí ag éalú ag deireadh an scéil?/What 
did you think of this story? When Caimileon was going 
to a riverbank to get food, what was there? What 
happened when he let the people out of the trap after 
talking to Mulunge? Who was in danger before the end 
of the story? Why? Who was escaping at the end of 
the story?

Leathanaigh 20-23/Pages 20-23 ‘An Chreach á Roinnt’

Cad a cheapann tú faoin scéal seo? An bhfuil an scéal 
seo greannmhar dar leat? Cén fáth? /What do you 
think of this story? Is this story funny do you think? 
Why?

Leathanaigh 24-29/Pages 24-29 ‘Masala Kulangwa agus an 
Ollphéist Shing ”weng” we’

Cad a cheapann tú faoin scéal seo? Cad a rinne an 
ollphéist Shing”weng”we ag tús an scéil? An raibh 
éinne fágtha tar éis an tragóid sin? An gceapann tú go 
bhfuil an scéal seo gaisciúil?/What do you think of this 
story? What did the serpent Shing’weng’we do at the 
start of the story? Was there anyone left after that 
tragedy? Do you think this story is heroic? 

Leathanaigh 30- 33/Pages 30- 33 ‘Craiceann an Chrogaill’

Cad a cheapann tú faoin scéal seo? An bhfuil aon 
chomhchosúlacht idir Crogall agus duine éigín á 
ghrianadh féin ar an trá i rith an tsamhraidh?  Dá 
mbeadh uachtar cosanta gréine aige an gceapann tú 
go mbeadh a chraiceann mar a bhí sé ag tús an scéal? 
An raibh Crogall sotalach?/What do you think of this 
story? Is there any similarity between Crogall and 
someone sunbathing on the beach during summer? If 
he had sun tan lotion do you think his skin would be as 
it was at the start of the story? Was Crogall arrogant?

Leathanaigh 34-39/Pages 34-39 “Cuairt ar an mBanríon 
Mulongo”

Cad a cheapann tú faoin scéal seo? An bhfuil trua agat 
don Rí Kitamba agus a thrioblóid? Cad é an post atá 
ag kimbanda? Cad é an misean a bhí ag kimbanda 
san scéal seo? An raibh comhrá deas ag an Bhanríon 
Mulongo agus kimbanda? An raibh deireadh áthasach 
ag an scéal seo? Cén fáth?/What do you think of 
this story? Do you have pity for Rí Kitamba and his 
loss? What job has kimbanda? What was kimbanda”s 
mission in this story? Did An Bhanríon Mulongo and 
kimbanda have a nice conversation? Was there a joyful 
end to this story? Why?
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Féach ar chlúdach an leabhair/Look at the book’s cover

An bhfuil an clúdach deas?/Is the cover nice?

Cad atá ann? An dtaitníonn an stíl leat?/What is there? 
Do you like the style?

Léigh an leabhar/Read the book

Leathanaigh 1-3/Pages 1-3 ‘Óró na Circíní’

Cad a cheapann tú faoin scéal seo? An raibh imní ort 
nuair a d”imigh an chearc? Nuair a tháinig sí ar ais le 
seacht sicín cad a cheap tú? An raibh Olu cruthaitheach 
nuair a chum sé an t-amhrán dóibh? An bhfuil tú abálta 
amhrán a chruthú dóibh freisin?  Ag deireadh an scéil 
seo an raibh brón nó áthas air? Cén fáth?/What did 
you think of the story? Were you worried when the hen 
went away? When she came back with seven chickens 
what did you think? Was Olu creative when he made 
the song for them? Are you able to create a song for 
them too? At the end of the story was it sorrowful or 
joyful? Why?

Leathanaigh 4-7/Pages 4-7 ‘Deartháireacha’

Cad a cheapann tú faoin scéal seo? Cén fáth go raibh 
fonn ar Mhadra dul chuig an Duine? Cén fáth gur cheap 
Seacál go raibh an Duine an-dainséarach, dar leat? 
Nuair a bhí an Duine agus Madra ag caint le chéile 
cad a tharla ansin? Ag deireadh an scéil seo an bhfuil 
uaigneas le fáil? Cén fáth? An raibh éinne sásta leis an 
margadh a bhí acu?/What do you think of this story? 
Why was Madra interested in going to an Duine? Why 
did Seacál think that an Duine was very dangerous do 
you think? When an Duine and Madra were talking 
together what happened then? At the end of the story 
was there loneliness to be found? Why? Was there 
anyone happy with the deal they had?

Leathanaigh 8-11/Pages 8-11 ‘Na Moncaithe agus na nÉisc’

Cad a cheapann tú faoin scéal seo? An bhfuil na 
moncaithe sa scéal seo cliste? Cén fáth dar leat go 
bhfuil siad nó nach bhfuil siad cliste? An raibh na héisc 
i dtrioblóid faoi mar a cheap na moncaithe?/What do 
you think of this story? Are the monkeys in this story 
smart? Why do you think they are or are not clever? 
Were the fish in trouble like the monkeys thought? 

Leathanaigh 12-15/Pages 11-15 ‘Theastaigh ón Dobhareach a 
bheith ina Iasc’

Cad a cheapann tú faoin scéal seo? An bhfuil an 
dobhareach sa scéal seo greannmhar? Cén fáth? Cén 
fáth go raibh sé ag éirí níos raimhre dar leat? An raibh 
sé míchompordach? Cén fáth? Nuair a chonaic sé na 
héisc san linn mhór cén sórt mothúcháin a bhí aige? An 
raibh an dobhareach sásta ag deireadh an scéil?/What 
did you think of this story? Is the hippo in this this 
story funny? Why? Why was he getting fatter do you 
think? Was he uncomfortable? Why? When he saw the 
fish in the big pool what kind of feelings did he have? 
Was the hippo happy at the end of the story? 

Leathanaigh 16-19/Pages 16-19 ‘Teitheann Mulunge suas 
chun na bhFlaitheas’

Cad a cheapann tú faoin scéal seo? Nuair a bhí 
Caimileon ag dul go dtí bruach na habhann chun bia 
a fháil, cad a bhí ann? Cad a tharla nuair a lig sé na 
daoine amach as an ngaiste tar éis bheith ag caint le 
Mulunge? Cé a bhí i mbaol roimh deireadh an scéil? 
Cén fáth? Cé a bhí ag éalú ag deireadh an scéil?/What 
did you think of this story? When Caimileon was going 
to a riverbank to get food, what was there? What 
happened when he let the people out of the trap after 
talking to Mulunge? Who was in danger before the end 
of the story? Why? Who was escaping at the end of 
the story?

Leathanaigh 20-23/Pages 20-23 ‘An Chreach á Roinnt’

Cad a cheapann tú faoin scéal seo? An bhfuil an scéal 
seo greannmhar dar leat? Cén fáth? /What do you 
think of this story? Is this story funny do you think? 
Why?

Leathanaigh 24-29/Pages 24-29 ‘Masala Kulangwa agus an 
Ollphéist Shing ”weng” we’

Cad a cheapann tú faoin scéal seo? Cad a rinne an 
ollphéist Shing”weng”we ag tús an scéil? An raibh 
éinne fágtha tar éis an tragóid sin? An gceapann tú go 
bhfuil an scéal seo gaisciúil?/What do you think of this 
story? What did the serpent Shing’weng’we do at the 
start of the story? Was there anyone left after that 
tragedy? Do you think this story is heroic? 

Leathanaigh 30- 33/Pages 30- 33 ‘Craiceann an Chrogaill’

Cad a cheapann tú faoin scéal seo? An bhfuil aon 
chomhchosúlacht idir Crogall agus duine éigín á 
ghrianadh féin ar an trá i rith an tsamhraidh?  Dá 
mbeadh uachtar cosanta gréine aige an gceapann tú 
go mbeadh a chraiceann mar a bhí sé ag tús an scéal? 
An raibh Crogall sotalach?/What do you think of this 
story? Is there any similarity between Crogall and 
someone sunbathing on the beach during summer? If 
he had sun tan lotion do you think his skin would be as 
it was at the start of the story? Was Crogall arrogant?

Leathanaigh 34-39/Pages 34-39 “Cuairt ar an mBanríon 
Mulongo”

Cad a cheapann tú faoin scéal seo? An bhfuil trua agat 
don Rí Kitamba agus a thrioblóid? Cad é an post atá 
ag kimbanda? Cad é an misean a bhí ag kimbanda 
san scéal seo? An raibh comhrá deas ag an Bhanríon 
Mulongo agus kimbanda? An raibh deireadh áthasach 
ag an scéal seo? Cén fáth?/What do you think of 
this story? Do you have pity for Rí Kitamba and his 
loss? What job has kimbanda? What was kimbanda”s 
mission in this story? Did An Bhanríon Mulongo and 
kimbanda have a nice conversation? Was there a joyful 
end to this story? Why?
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Leathanaigh 40-43/Pages 40-43 “Cosa Tanaí”

Cad a cheapann tú faoin scéal seo? An raibh Anansi 
santach agus beagánín leisciúil? Cén fáth dar leat? Cad 
a cheapann tú faoin plean a bhí aige?/What do you 
think of this story? Was Anansi greedy and a little lazy? 
Why in your opinion? What do you think of the plan he 
had?  

Leathanaigh 44-47/Pages 44-47 “Nathair agus an Triomach 
Mór”

Cad a cheapann tú faoin scéal seo? An raibh Nathair 
amaideach nuair a rinne sí neamhiontas de Mhaintis? 
Cén fáth go raibh turas deacair ag Nathair? An raibh 
smaoineamh maith ag an ghealach chun cabhair a 
thabhairt do Nathair? An bhfuil sé níos fearr go bhfuil 
sí ag sleamhnú anois ar a bolg nuair a bhíonn sí ag 
gluaiseacht ar an ngaineamh anois? Cén fáth?/What 
do you think about this story? Was Nathair silly to 
have ignored Maintis? Why was Nathair having a 
difficult journey? Did the moon have a good idea to 
help Nathair? Is it better that she slides on her tummy 
when she moves on the sand now? Why? 

Leathanaigh 48-51/Pages 48-51 “An Plean a bhí ag Coileach”

Cad a cheapann tú faoin scéal seo? Cad iad na 
mothúcháin a bhí ag Cearc ag tús an scéil? An raibh 
plean maith ag Coileach? Cén fáth? Cén sórt scéal é an 
scéal seo?/What do you think of this story? What are 
the feelings that Cearc had at the start of this story? 
Did Coileach have a good plan? Why? What sort of 
story is this? 

Leathanaigh 52-55/Pages 52-55 “Toirtís agus Babún”

Cad a cheapann tú faoin scéal seo? Ar imir tú cleas 
ar dhuine éigin eile riamh? An raibh an bob a bhuailt 
Babún ar Thoirtís cruálach? An raibh an cheart agToirtís 
bob a bhualadh ar ais ar Bhabún dar leat? An raibh 
sí cliste?/What do you think of this story? Have you 
played a trick on someone else? Was the trick played 
on Toirtís by Babún cruel? Was Toirtís right to play a 
trick back on Babún do you think? Was she clever?

Leathanaigh 56-59/Pages 56-59 “An Réalt-Iníon Nyachero”

Cad a cheapann tú faoin scéal seo? An ndearna tú 
gúi ar réalt riamh, mar a rinne an rí san scéal seo? An 
raibh Nyachero agus an rí sona sásta dar leat? Nuair 
a bhí Nyachero agus na gardaí ag tabhairt cuairt ar a 
tuismitheoirí, cad iad na botúin a rinne an triúr gharda? 
Cad a tharla do na gardaí tar éis an scéíl dar leat?/
What do you think of this story? Have you wished on 
a star like the king on this story? Were Nyachero and 
the king content do you think? When Nyachero and 
the guards were visiting her parents, what were the 
mistakes that the three guards made? What happened 
to the guards after the story do you think? 

Seanfhocal/Proverbs

Cad a cheapann tú faoi gach ceann de na seanfhocail seo? Ar 
chuala tú aon cheann cheana? Cad a chiallaíonn siad i ndáiríre, 
dar leat? /What do you think of each of these proverbs? Have 
you heard any before? What do you think they actually mean?

Mí mharódh easna bhriste amháin an eilifint

Luíonn ba lena chéile mar go bhfuil aithne acu ar a chéile

An fear atá ar an talamh ní thitfidh sé

An té a bhfuil buinneach air ní gá a rá leis cá bhfuil an doras

Bíonn cluasa ar an bhforaois

Níor theip ar eilifint riamh a cuid starrfhiacla féin a iompar. 

As an ubh a thagann an chearc agus as an gcearc a thagann an 
ubh

Is cuma do shorn a bheith gránna fad is a ligeann sí anáil tríthi

Bláth i ngairdín í an bhean, fál ina thimpeall é an fear

An té a itheann leis féin caillfear leis féin é 

Ná dean gáire faoin nathair toisc go siúlann sí ar a bolg 

Ní shuíonn ubh ar chearc

Bíonn scéal an lae amárach ar eolas ag Dia inniu 

Seanfhocal: Gortaítear an fear nuair a throideann na heilifintí

Léaráidí/Illustrations

Tá an leabhar seo maisithe ag Brian Fitzgerald. Cad a cheapann 
tú faoi na léaráidí tríd an leabhar seo? An bhfuil siad oiriúnach 
don leabhar agus do na scéalta? Cad é an léaráid is fearr leatsa? 
An bhfuil tú abálta léaráid oiriúnach a tharraingt don scéal is 
fearr leat anois?/This book is illustrated by Brian Fitzgerald. 
What do you think of the illustrations throughout this book? 
Are they suitable for the book and the stories? What is your 
favourite illustration? Are you able to draw something suitable 
for the story you prefer now?

Na Scéalta/Stories

Cad a cheapann tú faoi na scéalta go hiomlán sa leabhar seo? 
Cad é an scéal is fearr leatsa? Cén fáth?/What do you think 
about all the stories in this book? What is the story you prefer? 
Why? 
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THE STAR-SPUN WEB 
Sinéad O’Hart 
Stripes Publishing 
ISBN 9781788950220

Themes Identity and belonging, home, family, friendship

Summary Tess de Sousa is no ordinary orphan. As a baby, she 
was left in the care of the kind and loving teachers of Ackerbee’s 
Home for Lost and Foundlings. Knowing nothing of her 
parentage or background, Tess yearns to learn more about her 
mysterious origins when a man claiming to be a distant relative 
comes to adopt her and take her away to a new life at Roedeer 
Lodge. But on discovering the truth of her past, she realises she 
is the key to a terrible plan that may bring destruction to her 
own world and perhaps to worlds beyond.

Judges’ Comments This distinctive steam-punk-sci-fi 
fantasy adventure features an extraordinary heroine with a 
special talent for science, her endearing pet tarantula, a strange 
device that enables her to access other worlds and a colourful 
cast of unforgettable characters, including her male double in 
a parallel world. From the mysterious opening to the dramatic 
denouement, readers are brought on a rollercoaster journey of 
scientific exploration, intrigue, treachery and mortal danger. A 
captivating and original story that will excite and enthral young 
readers.  

About the Author Sinéad O’Hart was raised in a small 
house full of books in the south-east of Ireland. She has a degree 
in Medieval English and has had many careers (including 
butcher, bookseller and university lecturer). She now lives in 
County Meath, near Dublin, with her husband, their daughter 
and an ever-expanding book collection. 
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 THE STAR-SPUN WEB Suitable for 9–12

QUESTIONS

BEFORE YOU BEGIN
1. Consider the title of the book, The Star-Spun Web – 

what do you imagine the book might be about, based 
on the title alone?

2. Read the blurb on the back cover. What genre or genres 
do you think the story might belong to, based on this 
description?

3. Examine the artwork on the cover. What elements 
from the story has the artist included in the cover 
design? Why do you think these particular elements 
were chosen for the book’s cover? What do you think 
makes for good cover design and how important is a 
book’s cover when you are choosing a book to read?

AS YOU READ
Prologue

· What is the purpose of a prologue?
· Why does the story start here – what important 

information does the prologue provide?
· How does the author capture the reader’s attention in 

the opening paragraphs?
· ‘She’ll only be two worlds away – will it be enough?’ 

(p.1). What does this tell us about the man’s intentions 
and the direction the story will possibly take? 

Chapter 1

· Who are we introduced to in Chapter 1 and what are 
your first impressions of:

• Tess
• Wilf
• Miss Whipstead
• Miss Ackerbee
• Ackerbee’s Home for Lost and Foundlings

· What evidence does Miss Ackerbee have to support her 
theory that Tess does not come from this world? Are 
there any other possible explanations? Discuss. 

Chapter 2

· Tess doesn’t think of herself as extraordinary. What 
do you think it means to be ‘extraordinary’? Think 
of a person, real or fictional, that you consider to be 
extraordinary and make a list of the qualities, traits and 
actions that make them so.

· Miss Ackerbee thinks Violet is Tess’s anchor. Why 
do you think Violet tethers Tess to this world? What 
would your anchor be – maybe it’s a person, animal or 
object – and why?

· Why is Miss Ackerbee suspicious of Mr Cleat? What 
do you suspect his intentions are? 

Chapter 3

· In spite of her suspicions, Tess decides to go with Mr 
Cleat. Is finding out where she comes from worth 
leaving her home and risking her safety? Discuss.

· Miss Ackerbee and Miss Whipstead disagree on 
what Tess should do. Split into two groups – one 
group taking Miss Ackerbee’s point of view, the other 
Miss Whipstead’s – and have a debate. The group 
leader should decide on who has presented the most 
convincing argument. 

Chapter 4

· Tess describes Mr Cleat as ‘like a crocodile wearing 
human skin’ (p. 32). What characteristics can you draw 
from this simile? Create your own similes to describe

• Tess
• Wilf
• Miss Whipstead
• Miss Ackerbee

· Identity and belonging: finding out who she is and 
where she is from is really important to Tess. Why do 
you think this is so important? Can you think of any 
other stories in which the main character is unsure of 
who they are, where they come from or where they 
belong? 

Chapter 5

· Family: ‘Tess has always had a family’ (Miss Ackerbee, 
p. 36). Discuss what family means to you. Families 
come in many forms but what do they have in 
common?

· Home: Miss Ackerbee and Mr Cleat argue over where 
is the most ‘appropriate’ place for Tess to live. Who do 
you agree with and why? What do you think makes a 
home a home? 

 
Chapter 6

· In Chapter 6 we discover that the story is set in 1941. 
What clues have there been to suggest the time period 
in which the story is set? Discuss how everyday life 
in 2020 differs from 1941 – think fashion, food, 
technology and society.

· How does Tess’s new home, Roedeer Lodge, differ from 
Ackerbee’s Home for Lost and Foundlings? 
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Chapter 7

· Do you think Mr Cleat’s gift to Tess of the science lab 
is a gesture of kindness or is there a more sinister reason 
behind it? Give reasons for your opinion.

· ‘That’s how most of these world-changing discoveries 
were made … completely by accident or while 
searching for something else’ (Mr Cleat, p. 56). 
Make a list of what you consider to be some of the 
most important scientific discoveries. Research the 
scientists who discovered them and how they made the 
discoveries. Does your research support or contradict 
Mr Cleat’s statement? 

Chapter 8

· We see things from Wilf ’s perspective at the beginning 
of this chapter. What do we learn about her character? 
What sort of friend is she?

· Tess is drawn to The Secret Garden. Have you ever 
felt drawn to a particular book and, if so, can you 
remember why? What do you think draws a reader to a 
particular book?

 
Chapter 9

· What do we learn about Mr Cleat’s background in this 
chapter? Does this make him more sympathetic as a 
character and, if so, why?

· ‘I wish things would just be, without changing – but 
nothing seems real here’ (Tess, p. 75). What has 
changed for Tess and why does life at Roedeer Lodge 
feel unreal to her? 

Chapter 10

· ‘She’d never had more space to call her own than she 
had here, but she had never felt so trapped’ (p. 80). Tess 
feels trapped but not in a physical sense – why does she 
feel this way? 

· What does Tess discover in the forest? Read from the 
paragraph beginning ‘A turn in the path …’ on p. 81 
and pick out the descriptive language the author uses to 
describe the building and how Tess feels being in it.

 
Chapter 11
· What examples does Mr Cleat use to explain the theory 

of alternate realities? Can you think of any other stories 
that feature alternate realities or interdimensional 
travel?

· What is the purpose of the Interdimensional 
Harmonics Society? If it were possible to send a 
message to another dimension, what message would 
you send?

Chapter 12
· What does the mysterious object allow Tess to do? How 

do you think it works?

· Discuss the differences between the world Tess 
glimpses through the void and her own.

 
Chapter 13

· We’re introduced to a new character in this chapter – 
what do we learn about Thomas? What do he and Tess 
have in common?

· Which reality is more similar to our own – Tess’s or 
Thomas’s? (Remember: the year is 1941!)

Chapter 14

· ‘Facts are what I need, not feelings’ (Tess, p. 112). Why 
are facts more important than feelings when testing 
a theory? In what situations, if any, might feelings be 
more important than facts?

· Do you think Tess is a good scientist? Explain. What 
characteristics and behaviours might you find in a good 
scientist?

Chapter 15

· In this chapter Millie confirms Tess’s suspicions that 
her letters to Ackerbee’s Home for Lost and Foundlings 
are not being sent. Who do you think is responsible for 
this and why?

· Similes are used to make descriptions more lively and 
vivid throughout the novel. Create your own similes to 
describe

• Millie
• Mr Cleat
• Mrs Thistleton

Chapter 16

· How does Thomas’s living situation in his reality 
compare with Tess’s in hers? Which would you rather 
be in and why?

Chapter 17

· Friendship: Tess may not know her biological family, 
but she has very good friends in Millie, Wilf and the 
girls from Ackerbee’s Home for Lost and Foundlings. 
How are Millie and Wilf good friends to Tess? Why is 
friendship especially important to the characters in this 
book?

· Make a list of the qualities you think are important in 
a friend. 
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Chapter 18

· The Tunguska event mentioned on p. 147 was a real 
event that occurred in 1908. Research the incident to 
find out what it was, where it happened and its effects.

· Tess and Thomas each have reasons for wanting to 
learn more about interdimensional travel. Discuss their 
motivations and how they overlap.

 
Chapter 19

· How does Tess react to the realisation that Violet is not 
with her? What does this reaction reveal about Tess’s 
personality?

· ‘I truly have a Sisyphean task on my hands with you, 
child’ (Mrs Thistleton, p. 160). Research the origin and 
meaning of a ‘Sisyphean task’. Can you think of any of 
your own examples of this?

 
Chapter 20

· Tess sees a telephone in Mrs Thistleton’s office, but she 
has never used one. Imagine you are explaining life in 
2020 to someone from 1941 – how would you describe 
mobile phones, the internet, email and social media to 
someone who had never encountered such things?

· ‘Modern technologies have improved our lives’ – do 
you agree with this statement? Discuss the ways in 
which technology makes our lives easier and whether 
there are any downsides to modern technology.

 
Chapter 21

· Read the description of interdimensional travel on  
p. 175. What are the sensations Tess experiences –  
what does she see, hear and feel? How does the 
author bring the experience to life?

· What does Tess learn about her family name? What 
do all the de Souzas have in common? Do you know 
any interesting facts about your own surname?

 
Chapter 22

· What are the differences between Thomas’s and Tess’s 
versions of Dublin? Why are the street names  
different – for example, why is it called O’Connell 
Street in Thomas’s reality and Sackville Street in Tess’s?

· ‘And you really don’t have the war? It’s all anyone talks 
about here, even if we have to call it The Emergency’ 
(Thomas, p. 186). Research the Emergency – what was 
it? When did it happen and why? 
 

· Tuguska, the Great War and the Spanish Flu were 
world-changing events that caused ‘distortions in 
reality’ (p. 186). Can you think of any other big events 
in world history that could have reverberated across 
alternate realities?

 
Chapter 23

· At the beginning of the chapter we don’t know that the 
woman being described is Mrs Thistleton. What do 
we learn about her and why do you think the author 
reveals the character in this way?

· ‘She felt like something dragging itself along the 
bottom of the sea’ (p. 194). Think of descriptive 
comparisons for the following feelings:

• Queasiness
• Excitement
• Worry
• Giddiness

Chapter 24

· Belonging: ‘It’s important to feel you belong 
somewhere’ (Mr Cleat, p. 205). Do you agree with this 
statement? Give reasons for your answer. What do Tess 
and Mr Cleat have in common?

· What is Mr Cleat’s mission and what are the 
motivations behind it? 

 
Chapter 25

· Friendship: Tess has help from Thomas, Millie and the 
girls from Ackerbee’s Home for Lost and Foundlings – 
how are each of the three trying to help her?

· What problems do you think might arise from the 
plans that are being made?

 
Chapter 26

· ‘Sometimes it’s the most humble among us who wield 
the true power’ (Mrs Thistleton, p. 223). Do you agree 
with this statement? Discuss.

· What do you imagine Mrs Thistleton wants with the 
star-spinner? Do you think she plans to use it for good 
or for evil?

Chapter 27

· Why do you think Millie, Wilf, Prissy, Prossy and 
Eunice decide to take matters into their own hands 
rather than leaving it to the adults to sort out? Do you 
think this is the right decision? Why?

· Friendship: ‘It’s what friends do’ (Millie, p. 236). What 
are the girls willing to do for their friend Tess?
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Chapter 28

· How do we know that Mrs Thistleton has been in 
touch with Mackintosh? What are the similarities and 
differences between these two characters?

· What do we learn about Mrs Thistleton’s plot? What 
do you think her motivation might be (for example, 
greed, power, revenge and son on)?

· We learn that revenge is Mr Cleat’s reason for wanting 
to cause destruction on an adjoining reality. Is revenge 
ever justified? Discuss.

 
Chapter 29

· What do we learn about Tess’s father? What does he 
have in common with Thomas’s parents?

· Why are the authorities reluctant to believe the 
testimony of a ‘simple charwoman in training’ and 
unwilling to touch a ‘rich and well-connected man’? 
(pp. 252–253) Do you think this is fair? Discuss.

 
Chapter 30

· Why do you think Miss Ackerbee trusts the girls with 
the mission to Roedeer Lodge? Why is it better that 
they go rather than the police?

· How does Miss Ackerbee’s and Miss Whipstead’s 
attitude towards children differ from that of the other 
adults in the book?

 
Chapter 31

· ‘Loss crushed him like a giant pair of iron jaws closing 
over his head’ (p. 268). Think of other similes to 
describe the feeling of loss.

· What are the similarities between how Tess deals with 
her situation and how Thomas deals with his? What 
traits do we see they have in common in their parallel 
situations?

 
Chapter 32

· The narrative switches from Tess’s reality to Thomas’s 
and we alternate between the two – what impact does 
this have on the pace of the story? How does the author 
build suspense and tension?

· How does Thomas regain Moose’s trust? Discuss why 
trust is so important.

 
Chapter 33

· What skills does Tess have to use on her mission? What 
skills do Millie and the Ackerbee girls use on theirs?

Chapter 34

· Mr Cleat gives Tess an impossible choice – do what he 
says or risk the lives of everyone she loves. Discuss what 
you would do in her situation, weighing up the pros 
and cons of each option.

 
Chapter 35

· How does the author capture the chaos and terror 
of the portal opening and the planes flying into the 
adjoining reality (pp. 304–305)?

· What are the differences between Mr Cleat’s and Mrs 
Thistleton’s plans and motivations? Is one more wicked 
than the other and, if so, how?

 
Chapter 36

· How do Tess and Thomas work together to get the star-
spinner working again? Do you think either of them 
could have solved it alone?

 
Chapter 37

· Why does Thomas decide not to go with Tess? What’s 
keeping him in his own reality?

 
Chapter 38

· Do you think it was right for Tess to take Thomas back 
with her in spite of his saying he wanted to stay where 
he was? Discuss.

· When, if ever, should you do what you think is right 
for someone over respecting what they’ve told you they 
want?

 
Chapter 39

· Which characters’ storylines are resolved in the final 
chapter? Are you satisfied with these outcomes? 
Discuss.

· What is left unresolved? Why do you think the author 
leaves these storylines open-ended?

 
Epilogue

· What is the purpose of an epilogue?

· What possibilities are raised and what do you imagine 
might happen next? 
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AFTER YOU HAVE READ
· Read the Author’s Note at the back of the book. What 

did you learn about Ireland during the Second World 
War? Research and write a short biographical profile of:

o Richard Hayes (Irish codebreaker)
o Éamon de Valera (Taoiseach)
o DoughDouglas Hyde (President)

· If you could meet one character from the book, who 
would it be and why? What would you ask them?

· Wilf and Tess each wrote letters that the other never 
received. Imagine you are Wilf and write a letter to Tess 
or vice versa. 

ACTIVITIES
1. Research project: what’s in a name?

· The de Souza surname is important in The Star-Spun 
Web. Research your own family name on https://
forebears.io/surnames and find out:

• What is the meaning of your surname?
• From where does it originate?
• How many people in the world have this 

surname?
• Which country has the highest number of 

people with your surname? (prevalence)
• Which country has the highest percentage 

of people with your surname? (density) 

· Find your family crest on https://www.thetreemaker.
com/family-coat-of-arms.html 

· Make a poster of your family name that includes all the 
information you’ve discovered and your family crest. 

2. Creative writing: alternate realities
· ‘You move from world to world, but your geographical 

location stays the same’ (Thomas, p. 209). Imagine an 
alternate version of your world and write a descriptive 
paragraph on alternate versions of each of the following 
things:

• You!
• Your home and family
• Your school and classmates
• Your best friends 

 
 
 
 
 

3. Art: ‘this is home’

· Create a collage that depicts what home means to 
you. Use photos, magazines, newspapers and any 
other materials you like to portray the people, colours, 
feelings and things you associate with home. 

4. Character exploration: in the hot seat

· Assign each group member a character from the novel 
then split into smaller groups of people sharing the 
same character (for example, everyone assigned Tess in 
one group, everyone assigned Thomas in another and so 
on). Groups then brainstorm character traits and think 
of potential questions they may be asked when in the 
hot seat. If you have a small group, members can do 
this on their own.

· Next, have each group come up with one question, as 
well as a backup question (in case someone else asks the 
same thing), they would like to ask the other characters 
in the novel.

· Once the questions are prepared, mix the groups so 
that everyone is sitting with a different character from 
the novel. For example, there will be one Tess, one 
Thomas, one Wilf, one Millie, one Miss Ackerbee, 
one Mr Cleat and so on per group. If you have a 
small group, you can reduce the number of characters 
represented or have members work individually.

· Each group member takes turns being in the ‘hot 
seat’ and portrays their character from the book. As 
that character, they will answer questions put to them 
by the others. The activity allows readers to flex their 
imaginations and to explore the characters in the novel 
in greater depth.

 

FURTHER RESOURCES
· Author’s website:  

https://sjohart.wordpress.com/about-me/

· Interview with the author about The Star-Spun Web: 
https://thereadingrealm.co.uk/2019/02/10/the-star-
spun-web-an-interview-with-sinead-ohart

· Children’s Books Ireland’s Fantasy  
and Adventure Reading lists:  
https://childrensbooksireland.ie/reading-list/
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TIN 
Pádraig Kenny  
Chicken House  
ISBN 9781911077657

Summary 
Christopher is ‘Proper’: a real boy with a real soul, orphaned in 
a fire. He works for an engineer, a maker of the eccentric, loyal 
and totally individual mechanicals who are Christopher’s best 
friends. But after a devastating accident, a secret is revealed 
and Christopher’s world is changed for ever … What follows is 
a remarkable adventure, as Christopher discovers who he really 
is, and what it means to be human. Tin takes the reader on a 
journey through a reimagined 1930s England, an England full of 
mechanicals, with the mechanical elements of society worked 
into the storyline seamlessly. Christopher, the protagonist, 
shares the limelight with several other characters – Jack, Rob, 
Estelle and Cormier – creating a journey full of collaboration. 
When a terrible accident occurs, the world is turned upside 
down for Christopher, and Estelle and the mechanicals must 
work together to save him. This book is full of action, adventure 
and friendship. Characters with depth and true personalities 
endow the story with a believable sense of camaraderie. 
Readers will love getting lost in this world and may even forget 
the majority of the characters are animated mechanicals. 
Kenny explores issues such as artificial intelligence and the very 
existence of the soul. These ideas are simply written into the 
narrative, which mirrors some of the concerns facing society 
today.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
Judges’ Comments 
What makes us human? What is it to be proper? To have a 
soul? To be a sentient robot? What does it mean to belong? 
These are just some of the philosophical questions raised in this 
gripping story of Christopher and his robotic companions. The 
characters – even those we know to be mechanical toys – ooze 
personality and engage us emotionally. Their unique story will 
allow a young reader to wonder about the nature of being, of 
family and friendship, of belonging. 

 
About the author 
Pádraig Kenny is an Irish writer who hails from Newbridge 
in County Kildare. He is a graduate of Maynooth University 
where he obtained a MA in Anglo-Irish writing. He started 
his career writing radio drama. As an arts journalist he has 
contributed work to The Irish Times, the Sunday Tribune, the 
Sunday Independent, the Irish Examiner and several other 
publications. His debut novel Tin was published in 2018 and 
was Waterstones Children’s Book of the Month. It has been 
nominated for the CILIP Carnegie Medal and the Northern 
Ireland Book Awards. Tin has also been shortlisted for several 
other awards including the Irish Book Awards, the Great Reads 
Award, the Redbridge Children’s Book Award, and The Wirral 
Children’s Book Award. His second novel, Pog, will be published 
in April 2019. 

www.childrensbooksireland.ie
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publications. His debut novel Tin was published in 2018 and 
was Waterstones Children’s Book of the Month. It has been 
nominated for the CILIP Carnegie Medal and the Northern 
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QUESTIONS
BEFORE YOU BEGIN

1. Look at the cover. Does it remind you of another book 
you’ve read or a film you’ve seen? What might it mean for 
the author to try and evoke another story? What might 
it mean for you to have this other story in your head as 
you’re reading Tin?

2. Discuss the Laws of Mechanics that precede the story. 
What do you think of them? Do you agree/disagree? 

AS YOU READ

1. Think about the ideas of ensoulment and AI or artificial 
intelligence. What do you think the differences between 
these two ideas are? Do you have any experience of AI in 
your life? 

AFTER YOU HAVE READ

Chapters 1 & 2

1. What is revealed about the relationship between Mr 
Absalom and his robots in the opening chapter? What do 
we see of this relationship through Christopher’s eyes? 

2. Are the robots the only ones exploited in this world? What 
do you think about Estelle’s position in society? Is she as 
vulnerable as the robots? 

Chapters 3 & 4

1. Why do you think the robots like to listen to the stories of 
Christopher’s memories? 

2. What does it mean to be ‘proper’? 

3. Why is the story of Proper Edward so important? 

Chapters 5 & 6

1. Christopher asks Jack if he’s disappointed about not being 
sold. Why do you think Jack might want to be sold? What 
might that mean for him? 

2. Manda tells Christopher that she didn’t know he wasn’t 
‘proper’ and that it doesn’t mean anything because he’s 
still himself, still Christopher. Do you think this is true? Or 
does the fact that Christopher was ‘made’ change who he 
is? 

3. Does it change the way you see Christopher in relation to 
the other characters? 

Chapters 7 & 8

1. Consider the character of Reeves from the Agency. Do 
you think he represents the majority view of robots in the 
story? Is the distinction between real and mechanical that 
he talks about discrimination? 

2. Keep thinking about the way the author describes the 
mechanicals. How does this make you feel about them?  
 
 

Chapters 9 & 10 

1. As they’re trying to leave, Absalom says that the 
mechanicals belong to him. Is this true? Is it right that 
someone can belong to someone else? 

2. Compare Estelle’s living conditions with the conditions the 
mechanicals have to cope with in Absalom’s yard. 

3. Talk about the irony of the Crag being described as 
Christopher’s new home. How do you feel about the way 
Christopher is treated by Richard Blake? Do you think he 
sees Christopher as being ‘proper’? 

Chapters 11 & 12

1. What does Ironhaven remind you of? Would you consider 
it a ghetto? Think about the sign that greets Estelle and 
the mechanicals as they enter, ‘FLESH TURN BACK’. Can 
you imagine why the sign might be needed? 

2. What do you think about the way the mechanicals in 
Ironhaven wait for Mr Cormier to come out? Does this 
mean that they are capable of faith? Keep thinking about 
the difference between being a mechanical and being 
‘proper’. Is there really a difference? 

Chapters 13 & 14

1. Do you think Jack, Manda and Rob are bringing Cormier 
back to life? Why does he care about their physical/
mechanical state so much? 

2. Are you surprised by the way Cormier treats Estelle? 

3. Use the discussion Richard Blake and Christopher have 
about memories to think about identity. How do we learn 
to be who we are? Are memories important in this? 

Chapter 15 & 16

1. Chapter 15 is focalised through Round Rob, which means 
that we see most of the action of this chapter from his 
point of view. Why might the author do this? Switch 
perspectives between different characters?

2. Rob has a curious streak in him. He knows how to tell 
when Estelle is thinking. Jack cares about Estelle. He wants 
to know why she left home. Manda bursts into tears when 
Mr Cormier says he won’t help them. Do these robots act 
like robots?  

Chapters 17 & 18

1. Can you understand why Christopher might be afraid that 
the memories of his mother aren’t real? Do you think it’s 
significant that he feels annoyed when Richard Blake refers 
to him as ‘it’? 

2. Estelle laughs when George runs up her arm and we’re told 
that Jack and the others have never heard her laugh before. 
What does that say about the kind of childhood she has 
had? Are there similarities between her and the others, 
even though she’s ‘proper’ and they’re mechanical? 
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Chapters 19 & 20

1. What do you think of Rob’s habit of telling the truth or 
stating the obvious? Do you think it has a purpose in the 
story? How do the people around him react when he does 
this? 

2. Consider the painting the group encounter in the museum 
under the Agency. The first mechanical was burnt. What 
does this say about the relations between flesh and 
mechanical now? 

Chapters 21 & 22

1. Do you think it was necessary for Cormier to kill the 
mantis robot? Why do you think the author included this 
violent episode? Is there a point to be made about the 
difference between human and mechanicals? 

2. The process of Christopher’s memories being removed is 
extremely significant. Is Christopher finally learning who 
he is? Does it make you think about the importance of 
your own memories, and how these can sometimes be 
unreliable? 

Chapters 23 & 24

1. The gang encounter an empty robot at Cormier’s old 
workshop. Why is this robot significant? 

2. Do you think it’s important that Rob, who is easily the 
most trusting of the mechanicals, is the one to question 
Cormier about the mantis’s death? 

3. There are a number of violent episodes in the narrative 
and Blake’s destruction of the marionette is a particularly 
shocking one. Why do you think the author includes these 
examples of violence against mechanicals?  

Chapters 25 & 26

1. It’s revealed in this chapter that girls are not allowed to 
become engineers. Do you agree with this? 

2. Would you agree that despite the fact that Christopher’s 
body is undeniably mechanical, Blake is trying to 
dehumanise him? Why would he do this? 

Chapters 27 & 28 

1. The Berserkers quickly come to stand for the idea of war 
and violence. How does the story engage with the idea and 
experience of conflict? Do you get the sense that the war 
Blake speaks of echoes real-life events in our world? 

2. Rob says that the best way to keep someone alive is to 
remember them. Do you agree with this? 

3. Is it important that, unlike humans, mechanicals are unable 
to do harm?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapters 29 & 30

1. When the group confront Blake, he begins to talk about 
his beliefs and basically says that our human souls give 
us the capacity to do violence to each other to achieve 
our own ends, and this is what makes us different from 
mechanicals. What do you think of Blake’s logic? 

2. What do you think of Cormier’s use of rats’ souls to ensoul 
his spiders? Do you think it’s ethical? 

Chapters 31 & 32

• Do you think that Christopher would have delivered a 
killing blow to Blake if Jack had not called out to him? 

• Why do you think Reeves stepped in to stop Blake killing 
Christopher? 

Chapters 32 & 33 

1. Why do you think Rob sacrifices himself to stop the 
Diviner? 

2. In the aftermath of the explosion, Jack’s first thought is 
for Estelle. He looks to see that both she and Cormier 
are attempting to protect Blake. Why would flesh 
and mechanicals both have the same reactions to the 
situation? 

3. What do you think about what Estelle does to Richard 
Blake when she realises what has happened to his soul? 
Do you think one of the mechanicals would have done the 
same? 

Chapters 34 & 35 

1. As they move through Ironhaven after the destruction of 
the Diviner, the group see child robots in various states 
of disrepair, with limbs missing and torn skin. Does this 
scene remind you of anything? What might the author be 
encouraging us to think about here? 

2. Christopher tells Rob that he is ‘better than proper’. What 
do you think that means?  
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Chapters 19 & 20

1. What do you think of Rob’s habit of telling the truth or 
stating the obvious? Do you think it has a purpose in the 
story? How do the people around him react when he does 
this? 

2. Consider the painting the group encounter in the museum 
under the Agency. The first mechanical was burnt. What 
does this say about the relations between flesh and 
mechanical now? 

Chapters 21 & 22

1. Do you think it was necessary for Cormier to kill the 
mantis robot? Why do you think the author included this 
violent episode? Is there a point to be made about the 
difference between human and mechanicals? 

2. The process of Christopher’s memories being removed is 
extremely significant. Is Christopher finally learning who 
he is? Does it make you think about the importance of 
your own memories, and how these can sometimes be 
unreliable? 

Chapters 23 & 24

1. The gang encounter an empty robot at Cormier’s old 
workshop. Why is this robot significant? 

2. Do you think it’s important that Rob, who is easily the 
most trusting of the mechanicals, is the one to question 
Cormier about the mantis’s death? 

3. There are a number of violent episodes in the narrative 
and Blake’s destruction of the marionette is a particularly 
shocking one. Why do you think the author includes these 
examples of violence against mechanicals?  

Chapters 25 & 26

1. It’s revealed in this chapter that girls are not allowed to 
become engineers. Do you agree with this? 

2. Would you agree that despite the fact that Christopher’s 
body is undeniably mechanical, Blake is trying to 
dehumanise him? Why would he do this? 

Chapters 27 & 28 

1. The Berserkers quickly come to stand for the idea of war 
and violence. How does the story engage with the idea and 
experience of conflict? Do you get the sense that the war 
Blake speaks of echoes real-life events in our world? 

2. Rob says that the best way to keep someone alive is to 
remember them. Do you agree with this? 

3. Is it important that, unlike humans, mechanicals are unable 
to do harm?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapters 29 & 30

1. When the group confront Blake, he begins to talk about 
his beliefs and basically says that our human souls give 
us the capacity to do violence to each other to achieve 
our own ends, and this is what makes us different from 
mechanicals. What do you think of Blake’s logic? 

2. What do you think of Cormier’s use of rats’ souls to ensoul 
his spiders? Do you think it’s ethical? 

Chapters 31 & 32

• Do you think that Christopher would have delivered a 
killing blow to Blake if Jack had not called out to him? 

• Why do you think Reeves stepped in to stop Blake killing 
Christopher? 

Chapters 32 & 33 

1. Why do you think Rob sacrifices himself to stop the 
Diviner? 

2. In the aftermath of the explosion, Jack’s first thought is 
for Estelle. He looks to see that both she and Cormier 
are attempting to protect Blake. Why would flesh 
and mechanicals both have the same reactions to the 
situation? 

3. What do you think about what Estelle does to Richard 
Blake when she realises what has happened to his soul? 
Do you think one of the mechanicals would have done the 
same? 

Chapters 34 & 35 

1. As they move through Ironhaven after the destruction of 
the Diviner, the group see child robots in various states 
of disrepair, with limbs missing and torn skin. Does this 
scene remind you of anything? What might the author be 
encouraging us to think about here? 

2. Christopher tells Rob that he is ‘better than proper’. What 
do you think that means?  
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AFTER YOU HAVE READ

1. Does the story give you a way to think about issues like 
equality, racism, intolerance? Do you think you would like 
to live in a society like the one depicted in the story? 

2. Consider each of the characters in turn. What do they 
stand for in the story? Are they well-developed? Can you 
relate to them? Why might it be important for us to be 
able to relate to a character who is actually a mechanical 
robot? 

3. Christopher’s experiences and Blake’s violent plan mean 
that the story engages with the relationship between 
history and memory. Even though these ideas both involve 
the past, do you think they are the same? 

4. War looms in the background of the story. Does your 
knowledge of war come from history or do you think it’s 
something that happens in our time as well? 

5. Do you think the children and the mechanicals are better 
than the adults? Do they have a greater sense of empathy 
and morality? 

6. Flesh. Mechanical. Rich. Poor. Child. Adult. Girl. Boy. How 
helpful (or not) do you think labels are when it comes to 
understanding each other? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ACTIVITIES
1. Contemplate these words in relation to the story and 

explore what they mean to you as well:

Friendship 

Slavery

Freedom

Memory 

History

Family

Love 

Trust 

Betrayal 

Equality 

Existence

2. Think about other stories that revolve around the 
relationship between humans and robots. What do these 
stories use that relationship to talk about? Does Tin talk 
about the same things? 

3. Pretend that you are an engineer from the world of the 
book. Design your own robot and decide whether or not 
you would use the principles of Refined Propulsion to 
ensoul your creation. 

4. Set up a debate in which you and your classmates argue 
for and against the existence of robots and whether or not 
ensoulment is ethical. 

www.childrensbooksireland.ie

TIN Suitable for 10+

99



 THE DEEPEST BREATH Suitable for 10–14

THE DEEPEST BREATH  
Meg Grehan 
Little Island Books 
ISBN 9781912417186

Themes Identity, relationships, LGBTQ+ themes, anxiety, 
love and friendship

Summary Stevie is eleven-years-and-two-months-old and 
she is a worrier. She worries about bad things happening or 
about the chance of bad things happening. In her daily struggle 
against worry and fear, she has an ally (her understanding, 
unwaveringly supportive mum) and a weapon: knowledge. The 
more Stevie knows, the better she can keep fear at bay. But 
lately, Stevie has encountered something she can’t work out, 
something she can’t get information on, something she can’t 
seem to share with her mother. It’s a warm, fuzzy feeling and she 
only gets it in the presence of her classmate, Chloe. The Deepest 
Breath is a story of self-discovery and self-affirmation that uses 
the very accessible format of the verse novel to great effect. It’s 
a book about paying attention to yourself and others, about 
reconciling what you know and what you feel, and ultimately 
about being brave.

Judges’ Comments A thoughtful, exquisitely gentle and 
heart-rending verse novel that explores with a superb lightness 
of touch important themes relating to anxiety, emerging sexual 
identity, friendship and love. The lyrical narrative captures with 
great delicacy the fragile voice of an eleven-year-old girl, whose 
feelings for her friend both excite and confuse her, as she seeks 
understanding and affirmation from her mother. The motif of 
water, of drowning and breathing, lends a dreamy atmosphere 
to this tender, courageous and ultimately uplifting story.

About the Author Meg Grehan is a young writer originally 
from County Louth but now hiding away in Donegal in the 
northwest of Ireland, with a very ginger girlfriend, an even more 
ginger dog and an undisclosed number of cats (none of whom 
is ginger). She has written for online newspapers and journals 
such as The Arcade. In 2018 she won the Eilís Dillon award from 
Children’s Books Ireland for her first novel, The Space Between. 
She is currently studying film and likes cake and rain; dislikes 
going outside.  
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QUESTIONS

BEFORE YOU BEGIN
1. You’ve been doing one thing while looking at this book 

and you didn’t even notice it: you’ve been breathing. 
Breathing is something we usually do automatically, 
without thinking. But the title of this book brings 
attention to it. Why do you think that is? In what 
situations might you need a ‘deep’ breath? What about 
‘the deepest’ breath?

2. Look at the cover. Does the illustration give any 
clues as to what the book is about? About the main 
character(s)? About where the story takes place?

3. There are two versions of the cover. You can see them 
both in this pack. Which one do you prefer? Why?

AS YOU READ
Chapters 1–5 (pp. 1–31)

· What strikes you on the first page of the first chapter? 
Have you ever read a book like this? Is it poetry? Is it a 
novel? Is it both?

· Pay attention to the punctuation. What do you notice? 
What is punctuation for? Does it work here? How? 

· Why does Stevie want to know everything? Can she 
succeed? Is it the only or the best way to solve her 
problem? Can you think of other ways?

· How is she planning to learn? What do you think of 
that strategy?

Chapters 6–8 (pp. 32–96)

· In her dream about her dad, what does Stevie find so 
comforting (pp. 25–28)? Does it make sense to you?

· The octopus (p. 45) and the batfish (p. 62): what do you 
notice about the kinds of underwater creatures Stevie 
likes? Compare them to the species that scare her (fin 
whale, p. 44; barreleye fish, p. 55).

· Sometimes, Stevie is out of breath or she holds her 
breath on purpose. What emotion is causing Stevie’s 
breathing to change? Is it always the same? Is it 
always negative? How does Stevie react? Look at her 
first nightmare (pp. 9–10), when she reads about the 
barreleye fish (pp. 55–58) or when Chloe offers to do a 
trade (pp. 60–61).

· Stevie talks about the ‘smart’ part of her head and the 
‘squishy’ part (p. 67). What does she mean by that? 
Compare this to what she says about magic (p. 14) and 
what she says about the ‘only … thing / In the whole of 
me / That I don’t know’ (p. 3). Are there different ways 
of knowing? Of being smart?

Chapters 9–12 and Epilogue (pp. 97–156)

· ‘Why didn’t I think I was part of / Everyone?’ Stevie 
wonders (p. 128). What does she mean by that?

· ‘Am I dumb?’ / I ask / ‘For not knowing / For having 
all the clues / And not putting them together?’ (pp. 
128–129) What were the clues? Did Stevie have them 
all? Did you? Why do you think she didn’t ‘put them 
together’? And does it make her ‘dumb’, in your 
opinion?

· Was it brave of Stevie to speak out? To herself, to the 
librarian, to her mum?

· When her mum says that she ‘get[s] it’, Stevie cries 
again, ‘But it’s different / This time.’ Why does she 
think that, in your opinion? How is it different?

· Towards the end (p. 147) Stevie breathes out. How is it 
different from before? What does she feel this time?

· Stevie finally figures out what her feelings for Chloe 
are. But what about Chloe’s feelings for Stevie? Read p. 
155 again. Is there a ‘clue’ in there?

· On the last page (p. 156), Stevie takes ‘the deepest 
breath’. What does it mean? How is this breath 
different from all the others? Does the book’s title make 
sense to you now?

· Is it a happy ending? Is it an ending at all? What do 
you think might happen next?

AFTER YOU HAVE READ
· Stevie is very quick to think badly of herself. Make a 

list of all the occasions she puts herself down. Why do 
you think she feels that way? Do you know anyone like 
this?

· Breathing is an important theme in the story. Do 
you think the shape of the story (it’s called a novel in 
verse or a verse novel) suits this theme? Why or why 
not? Would it work if the text was written in standard 
paragraphs? What is the effect of having lines and 
stanzas?

· Stevie’s mum plays a huge part in her life. Think of 
three (or more) words to describe her. What other 
characters can Stevie count on? Do they help in the 
same or different ways?

· Very often, Stevie experiences the world through books 
first. For her, it’s a safe way of learning about things 
and figuring them out. But for a long time she can’t 
find a book that features someone who feels the way 
she does. Has this happened to you? Do you feel it’s 
important to have books representing all sorts of people 
in all sorts of situations? And is it important to read 
about people who are different from you too?  
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· Stevie thinks a lot about the sea. Make a list of what 
she finds wonderful about it and another with what she 
finds scary about the sea. Does this theme work well for 
this story? Why or why not? 

· Stevie is also interested in the stars, but this theme isn’t 
as important in the book. Why do you think that is? 
Could it work? Make lists of what is wonderful and 
scary about the stars (and space). Could it work with 
the theme of breathing too?

· Pick three (or more) words to describe the book 
you have just read. Would you say it was realistic? 
Interesting? Exciting? Important? Enjoyable? Funny? 
Sad? Confusing? Or anything else? 

· Did you feel you could relate to Stevie?
· Did you enjoy the shape of the story: the novel in verse? 

Did it make The Deepest Breath easy or hard to read? 
Do you think it suits Stevie’s story? Would you like to 
read more novels in verse?

ACTIVITIES
1. How was

Your
Day? 

Write about your day (or your night!) in verse, like 
Stevie. Your text can be about the whole day or just 
a few moments. Keep only the most important and 
interesting details: you are trying to paint a picture 
with your words. Think carefully where you want to 
finish each line. They don’t have to be the same length 
and they don’t have to rhyme! Read it aloud, marking a 
tiny pause between each line. Does it work? Are you 
happy with it? Tweak it as much as you need to.

2. Octopus poems: There are lots of ways to be smart 
and everyone has their own areas of expertise. If you 
were an octopus, you could store all your knowledge 
in not one but nine brains. Make a list of nine things 
you know or can do. Read them aloud to make sure 
you like the rhythm of them. See if you want them to 
rhyme or not. Now draw an octopus head and arrange 
your text in the shape of the arms (one thing/line per 
arm) and inside the head (for the ninth thing/line). 
You could instead decide to make a similar poem with 
things you don’t know but want to learn about; or with 
things that scare or worry you.

3. Write a review of this book and rate it. How many stars 
(or octopuses!) out of five would you give it? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. A reviving cup of tea: Stevie knows the value of 
comfort food – pancakes, hot chocolate and very milky 
tea with lots of sugar make her feel better. But she also 
finds comfort in other things – taking deep, steady 
breaths, holding Chloe’s hand, confiding in her mum, 
going to the library … Write your own recipes for 
‘revival’. For the first recipe, list the foods and drinks 
that cheer you up on a bad day. For the second recipe, 
list anything else that brings you comfort. Check back 
on these lists next time you’re feeling low!

FURTHER RESOURCES
· Check out the publisher’s reading guide 

http://littleisland.ie/book-guides/

· Explore Children’s Books Ireland’s reading lists 
including especially the Rainbow Reads and 
Emmotional Well-Being lists  
https://childrensbooksireland.ie/reading-list/

· Explore the INTO LGBTQ+ Teachers’ Group 
educational resources. Here you will find Prezi 
presentations, lesson ideas, suggested resources for the 
classroom and much more:  
https://www.into.ie/about/our-structure/associated-
groups/into-lgbt-teachers-group/educational-resources/

· Try these other great verse novels for young readers: 
Love That Dog by Sharon Creech (8+), The Crossover 
by Kwame Alexander (10+), Long Way Down by Jason 
Reynolds (12+). 

 THE DEEPEST BREATH Suitable for 10–14

102

http://littleisland.ie/book-guides/
https://www.into.ie/about/our-structure/associated-groups/into-lgbt-teachers-group/educational-resources/
https://www.into.ie/about/our-structure/associated-groups/into-lgbt-teachers-group/educational-resources/


 THE DEEPEST BREATH Suitable for 10–14

38

Shadowing Pack

FLYING TIPS FOR FLIGHTLESS BIRDS 
Kelly McCaughrain  
Walker Books 
ISBN 9781406375657

Summary 
Twins Finch and Birdie Franconi come from a long line of circus 
performers. While the pair are stars of the flying trapeze, their 
unconventional lifestyle and eccentric personalities makes 
them outcasts at school. When the family circus school runs 
into trouble, Birdie starts a blog to attract more members and 
a bigger audience. However, a terrible accident soon jeopardises 
the big show and Finch must decide whether to pair up with 
a new partner. Not only is the twins’ act in trouble, but their 
relationship also begins to unravel as numerous secrets come 
to light and Finch must reconsider everything he knows about 
family, friends, and even himself.

Judges’ Comments 
From the high wire of the Big Top to the high wire of teenage 
sexuality, this warm and funny story of adolescence is a delight 
to read. It explores family, friendship and first love with an 
authenticity that is both engaging and emotionally satisfying. 
Through the eyes of the two main characters – one through 
very clever use of a blog – we learn the pros and cons of being 
different and of managing life in the margins.

 

About the Author 
Kelly McCaughrain lives in Belfast, where she works with 
disabled students in further education, and has just completed 
a degree in English and creative writing at Queen’s University 
Belfast. She was shortlisted for the 2013 Times/Chicken House 
Children’s Fiction Prize. When she isn’t writing, she volunteers 
with Fighting Words Belfast and takes long holidays in her 1967 
classic campervan, Gerda. Flying Tips for Flightless Birds is her 
first novel.
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QUESTIONS

BEFORE YOU BEGIN

1. 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? 

AS YOU READ

Chapters 1–5 

1. What are you first impressions of Birdie and Finch? Which 
character do you prefer, and why?

2. Describe their fashion sense. Why do you think they dress 
this way?

3. What is your first impression of Hector? Why do you think 
he makes Finch cringe?

4. Describe how each of the twins treats Hector when 
they first meet him? What does this tell us about each 
character?

5. What do you think a ‘gingham’ is?

6. What do you think of Finch’s attitude towards new 
friendships? Why do you think he feels this way? 

Chapters 4–6

1. Why do you think James acted this way towards Finch? 
How do you think this experience has affected Finch?

2. What is your impression of Lou? Do you think she would be 
a good grandparent? What might her positive and negative 
qualities be? Does she have anything in common with the 
twins?

3. Have you heard any of the circus terms used before? 
Which is your favourite term? Why?

4. Why do you think the circus folk developed their own 
lingo?

5. According to Lou, ‘Trying to fit in is pointless; you just end 
up getting squished.’ Do you agree?

Chapters 7–8

1. Why do you think Hector is so drawn to the twins?

2. What does Hector consider to be the benefits of the 
library? Do you agree? Do you think there are any other 
benefits?

3. In what ways does Finch struggle with his sexuality? In 
what ways is he comfortable with it?

4. What do you think of the Franconi parents’ handfasting 
ceremony? What is Finch’s view of it? 

Chapters 9–10

1. Research the bird that each of the Franc children are 
named after. Does the bird match the personality?

2. Draw the Franconi family tree. Which member do you 
think seems the most interesting? Why?

3. Why do you think the older Franconis retired?

4. Why does Birdie consider stage names so important?

5. Why do you think Hector wears the school uniform?

6. What do you think Mr Cooper means by ‘ordinary’ clothes? 

Chapters 11–19

1. According to Finch, newly formed couples often turn into 
‘two-headed monsters.’ What does he mean by this? Do 
you agree?

2. Why does Hector save the bee? What does this tell us 
about his personality?

3. What do you think motivates Kitty to treat Finch and 
Hector the way that she does?

4. How might Finch’s feelings towards Hector be beginning to 
change?

Chapters 20–21

1. An extract from Birdie’s blog reads: ‘But the person in the 
spotlight isn’t real, that’s what you have to remember. 
She or he is just a shiny surface, a collection of polished 
tricks designed to entertain. And where there’s a spotlight, 
there’s a shadow. Another self that the girl on the high wire 
or the boy on the trapeze is trying to distract you from.’ 
How might this apply to Birdie? Do you think it applies to 
many people?

2. What ‘shadow’ might Birdie have, if at all?

3. Do you think Birdie likes working on the show?

Chapters 22–26

1. What do you think is the truth of the infamous family 
accident?

2. Do you think the circus will be forced to close? What do 
you imagine will be the future of the circus?

3. Why does Finch feel he is betraying Birdie? Do you think 
he is?

4. Do you think Finch knows everything about Birdie?

5. What is missing from Finch’s outfit?

6. In what ways is Finch’s identity tied up with Birdie? 
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QUESTIONS

BEFORE YOU BEGIN

1. 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? 

AS YOU READ

Chapters 1–5 

1. What are you first impressions of Birdie and Finch? Which 
character do you prefer, and why?

2. Describe their fashion sense. Why do you think they dress 
this way?

3. What is your first impression of Hector? Why do you think 
he makes Finch cringe?

4. Describe how each of the twins treats Hector when 
they first meet him? What does this tell us about each 
character?

5. What do you think a ‘gingham’ is?

6. What do you think of Finch’s attitude towards new 
friendships? Why do you think he feels this way? 

Chapters 4–6

1. Why do you think James acted this way towards Finch? 
How do you think this experience has affected Finch?

2. What is your impression of Lou? Do you think she would be 
a good grandparent? What might her positive and negative 
qualities be? Does she have anything in common with the 
twins?

3. Have you heard any of the circus terms used before? 
Which is your favourite term? Why?

4. Why do you think the circus folk developed their own 
lingo?

5. According to Lou, ‘Trying to fit in is pointless; you just end 
up getting squished.’ Do you agree?

Chapters 7–8

1. Why do you think Hector is so drawn to the twins?

2. What does Hector consider to be the benefits of the 
library? Do you agree? Do you think there are any other 
benefits?

3. In what ways does Finch struggle with his sexuality? In 
what ways is he comfortable with it?

4. What do you think of the Franconi parents’ handfasting 
ceremony? What is Finch’s view of it? 

Chapters 9–10

1. Research the bird that each of the Franc children are 
named after. Does the bird match the personality?

2. Draw the Franconi family tree. Which member do you 
think seems the most interesting? Why?

3. Why do you think the older Franconis retired?

4. Why does Birdie consider stage names so important?

5. Why do you think Hector wears the school uniform?

6. What do you think Mr Cooper means by ‘ordinary’ clothes? 

Chapters 11–19

1. According to Finch, newly formed couples often turn into 
‘two-headed monsters.’ What does he mean by this? Do 
you agree?

2. Why does Hector save the bee? What does this tell us 
about his personality?

3. What do you think motivates Kitty to treat Finch and 
Hector the way that she does?

4. How might Finch’s feelings towards Hector be beginning to 
change?

Chapters 20–21

1. An extract from Birdie’s blog reads: ‘But the person in the 
spotlight isn’t real, that’s what you have to remember. 
She or he is just a shiny surface, a collection of polished 
tricks designed to entertain. And where there’s a spotlight, 
there’s a shadow. Another self that the girl on the high wire 
or the boy on the trapeze is trying to distract you from.’ 
How might this apply to Birdie? Do you think it applies to 
many people?

2. What ‘shadow’ might Birdie have, if at all?

3. Do you think Birdie likes working on the show?

Chapters 22–26

1. What do you think is the truth of the infamous family 
accident?

2. Do you think the circus will be forced to close? What do 
you imagine will be the future of the circus?

3. Why does Finch feel he is betraying Birdie? Do you think 
he is?

4. Do you think Finch knows everything about Birdie?

5. What is missing from Finch’s outfit?

6. In what ways is Finch’s identity tied up with Birdie? 
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7. Do you think Finch and Birdie feel the same way towards 
each other? In what ways might their feelings differ? Do 
you think they have a healthy relationship?

8. In what ways is Finch confident? In what ways is he 
insecure? 

Chapters 27–30

1. According to Finch’s mother, ‘You’re not supposed to like 
your parents, you’re supposed to hate them because they 
stop you doing dangerous things.’ Do you agree?

2. Do you think Birdie would want her family to cancel the 
show?

3. In what ways does Birdie compare double-acts to married 
couples and/or siblings? What does this tell us about her 
relationship with Finch?

4. Why do you think Finch is so reluctant to team up with 
Hector for a double-act? 

5. Do you agree with Finch that Birdie’s blog has become 
more morbid? If so, why do you think this might be? 

6. Do you think James was at the scene of Birdie’s accident? 
Do you think he was involved in the accident in any way? 

Chapters 31–33

1. Why do you think Hector’s dad is so disproving of Finch? Is 
he being fair?

2. What hopes do you think Hector’s dad has for him?

3. How does Finch feel about labelling? Do you agree?

4. Why do you think Hector is helping Finch investigate 
James?

5. According to Finch, ‘It doesn’t matter how annoying your 
mates are, when it comes to parents, you lie through your 
bowler for them.’ Do you agree?

Chapters 34–37

1. Hector calls Finch a ‘coward’ for avoiding the trapeze since 
Birdie’s accident. Do you think that Finch is cowardly? Why 
do you think he has avoided the trapeze? 

2. According to Hector, ‘humans have a deep psychological 
need to deal with difficult issues through comedy.’ Would 
you agree?

3. In what ways might clowns and priests perform similar 
functions? 

4. Do you think Finch should have reported Mr Duggan? Why 
doesn’t he? 

 

Chapters 38–41

1. According to Mr Cooper, Finch’s accusations about James 
are ‘unfounded.’ Do you agree? What evidence does Finch 
have? 

2. According to Hector, Finch ‘always [has] to turn [himself] 
into a target.’ Do you agree? If so, why do you think Finch 
does this?

3. What are the pros and cons of being socially ‘invisible’?

Chapters 42–43

1. Why do you think James visits Birdie in the hospital?

2. What does Finch fear the most – public humiliation or 
physical hurt? Which do you think most people fear more? 

3. ‘[B]ut maybe that’s like a costume – you give them 
something to laugh at so they never get a chance to laugh 
at the real you.’ Do you think Hector is correct in this 
assessment of Finch?

4. How do both Hector and Finch feel after their performance 
in the children’s ward? How do you think this will affect 
their relationship moving forward?

Chapters 44–46

1. What can clowning teach you, according to Birdie? Do you 
agree?

2. According to Tony, ‘Seven-year-olds are smart. Teenagers, 
less so.’ What exactly do you think he means by this? 
Would you agree?

3. Lou seems to think that children are protected too much 
these days. Do you agree with her?

4. How does Finch feel about the idea of a travelling circus? 
How does Birdie feel about it?

Chapters 47–49

1. What do you think Birdie made Hector promise not to tell 
Finch? 

2. How does Finch react when he overhears Hector’s 
private conversation with Birdie? Do you think he is being 
reasonable? 

3. Why do the Franconis not have animals in their circus? Do 
you agree with their views?

4. Were you surprised by Birdie’s secret relationship? Do you 
think she was right to keep this relationship a secret? 

5. How does Finch react to the discovery of Birdie’s 
secret relationship? What does he learn about his own 
relationship with Birdie as a result?
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Chapters 50–55

1. What are the pros and cons of circus life, according to 
Birdie? What does this tell us about her character? Can you 
think of other pros and cons?

2. Do you think Finch fully understands himself? What issues 
does he need to resolve, if any?

3. Do you think Finch should accept James’s apology?

4. What issues do Finch and Birdie address in their 
relationship? Do you think their relationship will be 
different from now on?

5. What fears does Finch have regarding the new double-act?

6. Sinead claims that Finch is always ‘stand-offish.’ Would 
you agree?

7. According to Sinead, Birdie would ‘never do anything to 
upset [Finch].’ How might this trait be both positive and 
negative?

Chapters 56–59

1. How does Finch’s view of Hector change?

2. Who do you think is the hero or heroine in the story?

3. According to Finch, ‘parents think they should be involved 
in everything.’ Do you agree with Finch? And do you think 
they should be?

4. Do you think Hector’s punishment is fair?

5. Finch claims that Hector’s dad is punishing him because he 
doesn’t approve of Finch and his family. Do you think there 
is any truth in this claim? If so, why do you think Hector’s 
dad feels this way?

6. Finch comes to the view that ‘If you care about someone, 
you just have to do what makes them happy.’ Do you 
agree?

7. In what ways might Hector’s relationship with his father be 
similar to Birdie’s relationship with Finch, if at all? 

Chapters 60–63

1. According to Hector, Finch ‘never really [gave him] a reason 
to be his friend.’ Would you agree? Why do you think 
Hector put up with this treatment?

2. How supportive are Hector’s parents? What concerns 
do they have for Hector? Do you think these are valid 
concerns?

3. According to Hector, what are Finch’s positive and negative 
traits? Do you think this is a good assessment?

4. Did you expect any of the disclosures Hector makes to 
Finch? Why or why not?

5. ‘When experiencing stage fright, Finch claims he would 
rather suffer anything – death, failure, the wrath of every 
performer at Franconis.’ Why do you think stage fright has 
such a powerful effect on people?

6. How does Finch feel after his clown performance? How 
does it compare to how he usually feels following his 
trapeze performance?

7. How do you think Hector’s and Finch’s relationship will 
change from now on?

8. How do Finch’s family react to his disclosure?

9. What fears does Finch have following his disclosure? Do 
you think they are valid fears? 

10. What do you think of Birdie’s final post? How does it 
reflect upon some of the themes of the novel? Do you 
agree with the views she expresses here? Why or why not?

11. Did you find the ending satisfying?
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you agree?

7. According to Sinead, Birdie would ‘never do anything to 
upset [Finch].’ How might this trait be both positive and 
negative?

Chapters 56–59
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3. According to Finch, ‘parents think they should be involved 
in everything.’ Do you agree with Finch? And do you think 
they should be?

4. Do you think Hector’s punishment is fair?

5. Finch claims that Hector’s dad is punishing him because he 
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to be his friend.’ Would you agree? Why do you think 
Hector put up with this treatment?

2. How supportive are Hector’s parents? What concerns 
do they have for Hector? Do you think these are valid 
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3. According to Hector, what are Finch’s positive and negative 
traits? Do you think this is a good assessment?

4. Did you expect any of the disclosures Hector makes to 
Finch? Why or why not?

5. ‘When experiencing stage fright, Finch claims he would 
rather suffer anything – death, failure, the wrath of every 
performer at Franconis.’ Why do you think stage fright has 
such a powerful effect on people?

6. How does Finch feel after his clown performance? How 
does it compare to how he usually feels following his 
trapeze performance?

7. How do you think Hector’s and Finch’s relationship will 
change from now on?

8. How do Finch’s family react to his disclosure?

9. What fears does Finch have following his disclosure? Do 
you think they are valid fears? 

10. What do you think of Birdie’s final post? How does it 
reflect upon some of the themes of the novel? Do you 
agree with the views she expresses here? Why or why not?

11. Did you find the ending satisfying?
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ACTIVITIES
1. Write a review of the book, recommending a suitable age 

group.

2. Draw an alternative cover for the novel.

3. Design a poster advertising the Franconi Family Circus.

4. ‘Try it. Pick your act. Pick your costume. Pick your name.’ 
Imagine you have your own circus act. Choose your name, 
design your costume, and plan your performance. Make a 
poster advertising your act.

5. Devise a title for your own autobiography.

6. Write an interview with an imaginary circus star.

7. Write a list of your favourite mottos and/or life lessons. 
Share them with your shadowing group.

8. Write your own blog entry, discussing a lesson you have 
learned.

9. Write a diary entry from the point of view of Hector at any 
point in the novel.

10. Write a newspaper report speculating on the infamous 
accident involving Carlos, Evelyn and Avis.

11. Research and map your own family tree.

12. Research some famous circus acts and old showbiz stars. 
Present a project on your favourite act or star.

13. Debate one of the following:

• ‘Love has no limits.’

• ‘Honesty is always the best policy.’

• ‘Animals should be kept in captivity.’

• ‘School uniforms should be compulsory.’

14. Design an alternative cover for the book. What would you 
like to show on it?
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Plain Jane  
Kim Hood  
The O’Brien Press  
ISBN 9781847178541 

Summary

At nearly sixteen, Jane has lived in the shadow of her little 
sister Emma’s cancer diagnosis for over three years. Not that 
she was ever in the limelight; it is her sister who is the talented 
one, a dancer who at ten had been outgrowing her small town 
teachers’ skills. Jane had never resented her sister’s talent; 
without any interests herself, it had always kept the pressure 
off her. Now, though, with her parents struggling to cope 
financially and emotionally, Jane’s life in her rural mining village 
seems to be a never-ending monotony of skipping school, long 
bus rides to the hospital and hanging out with a boyfriend she 
doesn’t even know why she is going out with. Nobody really 
cares that her life is stuck in neutral; she is finding it difficult 
to care herself … Ultimately, Jane begins to understand the real 
parts of her life that are good; her sister Emma’s chances of 
recovery begin to improve; and the two sisters try to rebuild the 
relationship they shared before the illness took over.

Judges’ Comments

Jane’s little sister Emma has cancer and for the last three years 
has occupied all their parents’ attention. Jane loves and worries 
about her little sister but still can’t help resenting her parents 
for not noticing the impact that Emma’s illness is having on 
her. Kim Hood’s novel sensitively and movingly explores what 
it is like to struggle with a mental illness, the push and pull of 
family dynamics, the turbulence of young adulthood and the 
difficulties of seeing someone you love suffer. 

About the Author

KIM HOOD grew up in British Columbia, Canada. After earning 
degrees in psychology, history and education, she wandered 
through a few countries before making the west coast of Ireland 
home. Her eclectic work experience in education, therapy and 
community services has presented endless opportunity to 
observe a world of interesting characters. She has always had 
a passion for trying to understand life from the perspective of 
those on the fringes of society.
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without any interests herself, it had always kept the pressure 
off her. Now, though, with her parents struggling to cope 
financially and emotionally, Jane’s life in her rural mining village 
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parts of her life that are good; her sister Emma’s chances of 
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about her little sister but still can’t help resenting her parents 
for not noticing the impact that Emma’s illness is having on 
her. Kim Hood’s novel sensitively and movingly explores what 
it is like to struggle with a mental illness, the push and pull of 
family dynamics, the turbulence of young adulthood and the 
difficulties of seeing someone you love suffer. 

About the Author

KIM HOOD grew up in British Columbia, Canada. After earning 
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community services has presented endless opportunity to 
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Before you begin the book

Look at the cover of the book – the silhouette with 
title and subtitle enclosed. Does it attract your 
attention? Does it suggest anything to you regarding 
what the book is about?

Would the title – Plain Jane – entice you or put you off 
reading the book?

The typeface of the title is unusual – does it remind 
you of anything?

Read the blurb on the back cover. It is short and to 
the point. Does it make you more or less interested in 
reading this book?

Taking all the above into account – cover, title design, 
blurb – what age group would you estimate the book is 
aimed at?

This book is divided into five sections, and each section is given 
a title, beginning with ‘Grave Morendo’, translated as ‘very slow, 
dying’. Any of you who study Italian will recognise the language, 
and any of you who study music may recognise that Grave 
Morendo and the other section headings are musical terms. You 
will notice also that some pages, and all chapter headings, are 
decorated with musical notation. 

First section: Grave Morendo = Very slow, dying

1. Opening sentences are important – what does the 
opening sentence of Plain Jane tell us about the story 
and the characters, Jane and Dell? 

2. Dell is described as being ‘good at sport’ and 
‘established as cool’, yet Jane says he also lacks 
confidence – is there any reason given why this might 
be so?

3. Dell has already ‘quit school’ – why was this not 
unusual for boys in the small town of Verwood? And 
was there any reason why Dell in particular might 
leave school early?

4. Jane imagines what herself and Dell would be like at 
age forty – is this usual for a fifteen-year-old? Have 
you ever tried to project yourself twenty-five years 
into the future? 

5. Jane’s encounter with Dell’s dad, Alan, does not go well. 
What do you think about the way Alan speaks to his 
son, Dell? And also to Jane? Does this description make 
you uncomfortable? Why?

6. How is the character of Emma, Jane’s sister, introduced 
into the story? 

7. Some of the townspeople view Emma as a ‘Living 
Angel’ – why does Jane think this is sometimes 
hypocritical?

8. Verwood has a population of only 423 people – why 
does Jane think that the situation with Emma might be 
different if they lived in a large city? Do you agree?

9. Jane describes herself as ‘a class-skipping, pot-smoking, 
hang out in my boyfriend’s basement playing games 
kind of 15 year old’. Do you think this is a full and 
accurate description of Jane? Why? Why not?

10. Several times during this early part of the book, Jane 
compares how their family operated before Emma’s 
cancer diagnosis with how they are after the diagnosis. 
What are the main changes, and how are they affecting 
Jane?

11. The descriptions of Emma’s illness and her punishing 
treatment regime are quite graphic. Did you find this 
upsetting to read? Was it necessary in order to tell the 
story?

12. Jane and Emma’s grandad has recently died. How is he 
introduced into the story? What is Jane’s opinion of 
her grandad?

13. What is your opinion of Eva Hartigan, the school 
counsellor, based on what Jane tells us about her? Why 
did the counsellor suddenly disappear?

14. Jane complains that, when Emma was diagnosed with 
cancer, ‘nobody told me – everyone knew, except me’. 
Why might this happen, and how does it make Jane 
feel?

15. Next, we meet Jane’s loyal friend Tracey and two 
other classmates, Brenda and Ashling. What is the 
relationship like between all four girls?

16. Jane begins to skip classes at school – why might she 
do this? 

17. Jane refers to her increasing alienation from her former 
friends – how does she describe their conversations?

18. While visiting the Granola Cafe in Kendal, Jane bumps 
into a new guy, Farley. Is the character of Farley going 
to be significant in the book? How does the author 
signal this?

19. Jane has an upsetting experience in the convenience 
store when she overhears a customer say (of Emma) 
‘perhaps she didn’t make it, poor thing’. This allows 
Jane to explain how she feels about Emma. How have 
her feelings changed since ‘the diagnosis’?

20. Jane doodles a lot. Do you doodle? Is there a difference 
between doodling and drawing?

21. Jane refers to Emma and her mom as ‘speaking 
Cancereeze’. What does she mean?

22. Jane describes Emma, because of her illness, as being 
stuck as ‘a perpetual child’. How does Jane describe 
herself?

23. We meet Dr Jonathan Ballerini – an approachable 
doctor with a holistic approach to medicine. What does 
Dr Jonathan put on Emma’s rash to make it better? 
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24. Jane’s mom spends most nights at the hospital with 

Emma. For once, Jane wanted her to come home and 
spend time with her. Was Jane being selfish? Jane’s 
disappointment prompts her to say something mean 
to Emma. What do you feel about Jane at this point?

25. Jane thinks about emulating Victorian women who 
‘withdrew’ from life when there was no possibility of 
their lives changing. Why? Is Jane hitting rock bottom 
here? 

26. From the bus, Jane and her friends see the remnants 
of Tent City, a summer ‘hippy’ camp trying to save 
the grizzly bears. The topic polarises opinion between 
Jane, Tracey, Brenda and Ashling. What stance does 
Jane take? Why? What other attitudes and opinions 
separate Jane and her friends?

27. The description of Jane’s days gets repetitive and 
Jane appears to be leading a very passive life, mostly 
observing others. How is this conveyed?

28. Jane’s friends make her birthday special with cupcakes 
on the bus and even a suggested trip into town with 
Tracey. Why doesn’t Jane go into town with Tracey?

29. What other birthday presents does Jane get, and what 
do they say about the people and their relationship 
with Jane – e.g. Tracey, Dell, Emma, Farley, her parents?

30. Jane skips class again – and wonders if fate has sent 
Farley to the Red River bus. What do you think? Is 
the interaction between Farley and Jane on the bus 
believable? Is it romantic? 

31. Jane tells Farley she is getting tired of ‘cryptic talk’ 
and asks him to properly introduce himself. What does 
Farley tell Jane?

32. What does Farley think of Jane’s doodles? What advice 
does he give her to improve her skill?

33. Back at the hospital, Jane notices that Emma is ‘proper 
glaring’ at Mom. Do we find out why? What does Jane 
notice about her mom? 

34. Emma has a dramatic nosebleed – and Jane feels again 
that she is being left out regarding Emma’s illness. 
This results in a rant – ‘I hate this place’ etc. Does Jane 
regret the rant? Is Jane’s behaviour appropriate? Is it 
understandable?

35. Dr Jonathan is the one to explain Emma’s situation 
to Jane: not good, but no panic – it’s a reaction to the 
drugs. What is Jane’s reaction to this? 

36. Dell texts ‘Happy Birthday’ messages to Jane and 
invites her over. What are Jane’s mixed feelings about 
this? What does she do? What does Jane find when she 
arrives at Dell’s house? Is she pleased? 

37. We discover that Jane and Dell started going out 
together while Emma was in a period of remission. 
Is this significant? How has Emma’s cancer journey 
shaped Jane’s own journey through life?

Second section: Vivace Gioioso = Lively and fast, joyfully

38. This section of the book opens with falling snow. 
Authors often use weather to convey mood – what is 
the author telling us with this snowfall? How does it 
affect Jane?

39. Following Farley’s suggestion, what does Jane buy with 
her birthday money? 

40. Jane feels more hopeful this week – more energised. 
She is even magnanimous when Mom apologises for 
her missed birthday, and we witness the first positive 
exchange between Jane and her mother. What is 
different? The weather? Farley? Something else?

41. Emma has a heart-to-heart with Jane – the first proper 
teenage sister-to-sister talk they have had. ‘I can’t 
believe they fucking forgot!’ says Emma about Jane’s 
birthday. Why is the swearing significant here? 

42. The meeting with Farley’s ‘new’ grandparents reminds 
Jane again of the difficult relationship she had with her 
own grandfather. ‘You know how it is, when you love 
someone even though you don’t like them?’ Does this 
describe the complicated relationship well?

43. Jane asks Farley if it really was his dad’s fault that his 
mom died. ‘Maybe,’ he says. Given the details, do you 
think it was his dad’s fault? Or something else?

44. Farley suggests they use the car to visit Red River and 
meet Emma. This makes Jane very angry – why? How 
does Farley respond?

45. Jane wants to hear Farley play violin – and he plays 
her a note-perfect classical piece. Jane realises that he 
doesn’t ‘feel it’ and asks Farley to play what he really 
loves – what does he play? How does Jane react to 
this? Is this an important point in their relationship? In 
the story?

Third Section: Presto Patetico = Very, very fast; with great 
emotion

46. What does Jane have to say about time? Do you notice 
a relationship between Jane’s perception of time and 
the section headings in the book?

47. Jane opts out of meeting Dell as arranged on Friday. 
How does she spend the weekend instead?

48. Jane often talks about some incident or person ‘ruining’ 
a happy time or thought. Why is her happiness so 
fragile? Is it because she feels guilty for feeling happy? 
Or is she avoiding confrontation? Or both?

49. Jane and Tracey have a fight. Jane reports that she sees 
images/photos changing in her head, even when she 
doesn’t want them to. What could this mean?

50. Why does Jane perceive Dell’s messages of concern as 
him ‘hassling’ her? When Farley notices, Jane explodes 
with a tirade against small-town Verwood and small-
town Dell. But Jane is not mad at Dell. Jane is not mad 
at Farley. Who, or what, is Jane mad at?
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25. Jane thinks about emulating Victorian women who 
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26. From the bus, Jane and her friends see the remnants 
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27. The description of Jane’s days gets repetitive and 
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observing others. How is this conveyed?

28. Jane’s friends make her birthday special with cupcakes 
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30. Jane skips class again – and wonders if fate has sent 
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the interaction between Farley and Jane on the bus 
believable? Is it romantic? 

31. Jane tells Farley she is getting tired of ‘cryptic talk’ 
and asks him to properly introduce himself. What does 
Farley tell Jane?

32. What does Farley think of Jane’s doodles? What advice 
does he give her to improve her skill?

33. Back at the hospital, Jane notices that Emma is ‘proper 
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notice about her mom? 

34. Emma has a dramatic nosebleed – and Jane feels again 
that she is being left out regarding Emma’s illness. 
This results in a rant – ‘I hate this place’ etc. Does Jane 
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35. Dr Jonathan is the one to explain Emma’s situation 
to Jane: not good, but no panic – it’s a reaction to the 
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invites her over. What are Jane’s mixed feelings about 
this? What does she do? What does Jane find when she 
arrives at Dell’s house? Is she pleased? 

37. We discover that Jane and Dell started going out 
together while Emma was in a period of remission. 
Is this significant? How has Emma’s cancer journey 
shaped Jane’s own journey through life?
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38. This section of the book opens with falling snow. 
Authors often use weather to convey mood – what is 
the author telling us with this snowfall? How does it 
affect Jane?

39. Following Farley’s suggestion, what does Jane buy with 
her birthday money? 

40. Jane feels more hopeful this week – more energised. 
She is even magnanimous when Mom apologises for 
her missed birthday, and we witness the first positive 
exchange between Jane and her mother. What is 
different? The weather? Farley? Something else?

41. Emma has a heart-to-heart with Jane – the first proper 
teenage sister-to-sister talk they have had. ‘I can’t 
believe they fucking forgot!’ says Emma about Jane’s 
birthday. Why is the swearing significant here? 

42. The meeting with Farley’s ‘new’ grandparents reminds 
Jane again of the difficult relationship she had with her 
own grandfather. ‘You know how it is, when you love 
someone even though you don’t like them?’ Does this 
describe the complicated relationship well?

43. Jane asks Farley if it really was his dad’s fault that his 
mom died. ‘Maybe,’ he says. Given the details, do you 
think it was his dad’s fault? Or something else?

44. Farley suggests they use the car to visit Red River and 
meet Emma. This makes Jane very angry – why? How 
does Farley respond?

45. Jane wants to hear Farley play violin – and he plays 
her a note-perfect classical piece. Jane realises that he 
doesn’t ‘feel it’ and asks Farley to play what he really 
loves – what does he play? How does Jane react to 
this? Is this an important point in their relationship? In 
the story?

Third Section: Presto Patetico = Very, very fast; with great 
emotion

46. What does Jane have to say about time? Do you notice 
a relationship between Jane’s perception of time and 
the section headings in the book?

47. Jane opts out of meeting Dell as arranged on Friday. 
How does she spend the weekend instead?

48. Jane often talks about some incident or person ‘ruining’ 
a happy time or thought. Why is her happiness so 
fragile? Is it because she feels guilty for feeling happy? 
Or is she avoiding confrontation? Or both?

49. Jane and Tracey have a fight. Jane reports that she sees 
images/photos changing in her head, even when she 
doesn’t want them to. What could this mean?

50. Why does Jane perceive Dell’s messages of concern as 
him ‘hassling’ her? When Farley notices, Jane explodes 
with a tirade against small-town Verwood and small-
town Dell. But Jane is not mad at Dell. Jane is not mad 
at Farley. Who, or what, is Jane mad at?
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51. How have Jane’s sleeping, eating and drinking patterns 

changed? Is this contributing to her feeling out of 
control? Jane says she is ‘trying to grab thoughts and 
make them stay’. 

52. What secret about her grandfather does Jane reveal to 
Farley on the bus ride. Why might Farley have thought 
that Jane had just now witnessed her grandfather’s 
death? 

53. ‘If you tell yourself a story enough times, you make it 
true. That’s what happened,’ says Jane. What became 
the ‘true story’ of her grandfather’s death? But the 
pictures in Jane’s head told a different story. 

54. Jane outlines to us how Emma’s cancer diagnosis has 
unfolded, bit by relentless bit. Jane compares it to war 
– how? Who does she describe as ‘casualties of war’?

55. During the doctors’ rounds, Jane overhears the 
words ‘limb salvage’, ‘tertiary sarcoma’ and ‘impaired 
fertility’. Again, Jane reacts with a rant – this time 
at the doctors. As Jane’s rant becomes increasingly 
inappropriate, at what point might we lose sympathy 
for her? What eventually makes Jane stop?

56. Jane ignores Dell again and spends hours and hours 
obsessively writing down every aspect of Emma’s 
cancer treatment from the beginning. Jane also leaps 
about, cleaning the house ‘like Annie and all of her 
orphan side-kicks’. What is going on? 

57. Jane finally decides it is time to visit Dell. What 
changes does she find when she gets there?

58. At Dell’s, more memories of the day her grandfather 
died come flooding back. Why does the visit to Dell 
trigger these memories? Why is Jane so angry at how 
Dell acted?

59. The images crowd Jane’s brain and time continues to 
feel ‘speeded up’ so much that she cannot sleep. What 
does she do instead?

60. Emma, no longer the ‘Angel Child’ but a maturing 
young woman, has called for a family meeting in the 
hospital the following morning. What does Jane do 
when she gets there? What does Emma want to say to 
Jane?

61. Jane sets off by herself to try to calm down, walking 
in one direction. Farley comes in Kaitlyn’s car to pick 
Jane up. As Jane goes over the day’s events, it becomes 
clearer that she is very confused. Which parts of the 
day do you think are real? And which are not?

62. Farley drives Jane back home to Verwood, where she 
brings him to the local café. What happens there? Who 
comes in the door of the café? How does Jane react? 

63. Jane appears to be getting increasingly paranoid 
about her research and about the medical and 
pharmaceutical establishment ‘destroying the 
evidence’. How likely is this?

64. Even Farley tells Jane ‘you are not making sense’. She 
fears this means she will lose him too. In the car again, 
Jane kisses Farley, but he pushes her away. Why do you 
think he did this?

65. The next morning, Jane creates a scene with her friends 
on the school bus, and the driver asks them to leave. 
What does Jane do? Where does she go?

Section Four: Prestissimo Saltando A Tempo = As fast as 
possible, to jump, to dance

66. Jane seems to be hallucinating in the snow – she is 
dancing – floating – the light is beautiful – the white 
softness is the warmest blanket … Who rescues Jane 
from the snowstorm?

67. Back at the hospital – it is Jane’s turn to be the patient. 
What do the doctors think is wrong with Jane?

68. Jane cries and sleeps. She is given pills and throws 
them away. Everything is poison. Eventually she starts 
to take the medicine. What happens?

69. Jane describes the next six weeks as ‘the most horrible 
of my life’. As Jane recovers, she begins to realise what 
she has done and said – whom she has hurt, including 
herself. What helps Jane begin to recover? 

Section Five: Moderato Tranquilla Mente = Moderately, calmly

70. There is no fairytale ending to this story – Emma 
has had her leg amputated, and Jane is on life-long 
medication for bipolar disorder. Does the ending seem 
positive to you? Why? 

71. As the family reconnect, Jane realises that it will be her 
and her mom that will take the longest to reconnect. 
Why?

72. Some of what Jane reported to us as real wasn’t 
actually real, or at least was exaggerated. Can you 
tell, at this stage, which parts of the story are real and 
which were confused and contorted by Jane’s over-
active mind?

73. Dr Jonathan is encouraging to Jane. What advice does 
he give her?

74. Tracey comes to see Jane and they hang out in Jane’s 
room. What changes have been made? What does Jane 
say to Tracey about Dell?

75. Farley comes to visit Jane. He takes her for a drive 
to a favourite place he has found. What does Farley 
admit to Jane? Do you think the honest way they 
speak to each other will help them maintain a good 
relationship?

76. Then … beside the magical frozen waterfall … they kiss. 
THE END. Was this the ending you hoped for? Would 
you change it? 
 

www.childrensbooksireland.ie29

PLAIN JANE Suitable for 12+

111



Shadowing Pack2017
Questions

Every narrator is, to a greater or lesser degree, 
unreliable: discuss. How reliable is Jane as a narrator? 
Why? How? Have you read other books that have 
an unreliable narrator? What are the merits and/or 
difficulties of using an unreliable narrator?

The author of this book, Kim Hood, is Canadian, living 
in Ireland. The book, Plain Jane, is set in a small town in 
Canada. The setting and people are similar to a small 
town in Ireland, but there are some differences. What 
are the main differences you can see between Jane’s 
life in Canada and what Jane’s life would be like if she 
lived in Ireland?

Jane tells us that there are two kinds of people living 
in her area – Earth Ravagers and Earth Savers. How 
did this divide come about? What is different about 
the two lifestyles? Emma complains that, being under 
eighteen, she and her friends had no say in which camp 
they belonged. What aspects of your life do you, as an 
under-eighteen-year-old, not have control over? 

At one point in the book, Farley says, ‘It’s a funny thing, 
where you were born … You don’t have a choice about 
it, yet it has a way of determining the rest of your life 
if you let it.’ Discuss. 

Compare the way Jane and Dell interact as a couple 
to how Jane and Farley interact with each other. What 
does this tell you about the three people involved and 
their relationships?

Jane tells us the history of how sexual/non-sexual her 
relationship with Dell is and has been. What aspect of 
this history demonstrates that Dell is indeed ‘a good 
guy’. This is mirrored in Farley’s later reaction to Jane’s 
kiss. Both young male characters are respectful and 
considerate and, at least in this context, mature. Would 
this story be a useful basis for a discussion on issues of 
consent?

Grandparents feature significantly in this story. Neither 
Jane’s dead grandfather nor Farley’s absent ‘new’ 
grandparents are ‘typical’ grandparent figures: they are 
flawed human beings – warts and all. What role do the 
grandparent figures play in this story?

We hear a lot about how life for Jane and her family 
has changed pre-diagnosis/post-diagnosis, including 
how they spend their time after school/at weekends/
on birthdays. This gives us an insight into how families 
cope with extreme stress. How does Jane explain what 
happens?

How do you think the two types of illness – Emma’s 
physical illness and Jane’s mental illness – are depicted 
in the book? 

Jane tells us that this book is ‘not about look-at-the-
sick-kid’ – so, what is it about? 

Creative Writing Suggestions

Plain Jane is written entirely as a first-person narrative. 
The only viewpoint we get is Jane’s own account. Do 
you usually like books written this way? What are the 
advantages of writing a novel like this? What are the 
drawbacks? Write an entry or piece from the novel 
from the perspective of one of the other characters: 
Emma, Farley, Dell or Tracey.

Another, slightly different form of first-person narrator 
would be a diary-style book, like The Secret Diary of 
Adrian Mole by Sue Townsend. Rewrite an episode 
from the book as if Jane were writing her diary. What 
differences might there be between the two pieces of 
writing?

Throughout the story, Jane is constantly doodling and 
drawing. Would you like to see an illustrated version 
of Plain Jane which would include some of these 
drawings? Try your drawing skills by producing an 
illustrated version of one of the chapters in this book. 

As the book is set in Canada, some of the words and 
phrases used are different from words and phrases we 
would use here in Ireland. Can you find some examples 
of this from the text of the book? Think about the way 
English is used in England, in Ireland, in the United 
States, in Canada or even Australia or New Zealand. 
From your other reading, or watching TV/movies, 
can you compile a short list of words and phrases in 
English that are different, depending on which English-
speaking country the speaker is living in? 
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THE BOY AT THE TOP OF THE MOUNTAIN  
John Boyne  
Doubleday
ISBN 9780857534521 (HBK)

Summary
When Pierrot becomes an orphan, he must leave his home in 
Paris for a new life with his aunt Beatrix, a servant in a wealthy 
Austrian household. But this is no ordinary time, for it is 1935 
and the Second World War is fast approaching; and this is no 
ordinary house, for this is the Berghof, the home of Adolf Hitler.
Pierrot is quickly taken under Hitler’s wing and thrown into an 
increasingly dangerous new world: a world of terror, secrets, 
and betrayal from which he may never be able to escape.

Judges Comments
Pierrot, half French and half German, lives in Paris in 1936. 
After his parents die, he is sent to live with his aunt, a 
housekeeper in an alpine lodge outside Salzburg. But this is no 
ordinary lodge: Pierrot has been brought to Bergdof, home of 
Adolf Hitler. Taken under Hitler’s wing, Pierrot adopts a new 
name, Pieter, dissociates himself from his Jewish childhood 
friend, embraces a Nazi uniform and becomes increasingly 
callous. This unsettling allegorical story challenges the 
convention of empathy and invites reflection about patriotism, 
manipulation, entitlement, propaganda, the traumas of war and 
the figure of the antihero. 

About the Author 
John Boyne was born in Ireland in 1971. He has written four 
previous novels for young readers, including The Boy in the 
Striped Pyjamas (winner of the Bisto Book of the Year Award 
in 2007), Noah Barleywater Runs Away, The Terrible Thing That 
Happened to Barnaby Brocket and Stay Where You Are and Then 
Leave. John also writes books and short stories for adults.
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Questions

Every narrator is, to a greater or lesser degree, 
unreliable: discuss. How reliable is Jane as a narrator? 
Why? How? Have you read other books that have 
an unreliable narrator? What are the merits and/or 
difficulties of using an unreliable narrator?

The author of this book, Kim Hood, is Canadian, living 
in Ireland. The book, Plain Jane, is set in a small town in 
Canada. The setting and people are similar to a small 
town in Ireland, but there are some differences. What 
are the main differences you can see between Jane’s 
life in Canada and what Jane’s life would be like if she 
lived in Ireland?

Jane tells us that there are two kinds of people living 
in her area – Earth Ravagers and Earth Savers. How 
did this divide come about? What is different about 
the two lifestyles? Emma complains that, being under 
eighteen, she and her friends had no say in which camp 
they belonged. What aspects of your life do you, as an 
under-eighteen-year-old, not have control over? 

At one point in the book, Farley says, ‘It’s a funny thing, 
where you were born … You don’t have a choice about 
it, yet it has a way of determining the rest of your life 
if you let it.’ Discuss. 

Compare the way Jane and Dell interact as a couple 
to how Jane and Farley interact with each other. What 
does this tell you about the three people involved and 
their relationships?

Jane tells us the history of how sexual/non-sexual her 
relationship with Dell is and has been. What aspect of 
this history demonstrates that Dell is indeed ‘a good 
guy’. This is mirrored in Farley’s later reaction to Jane’s 
kiss. Both young male characters are respectful and 
considerate and, at least in this context, mature. Would 
this story be a useful basis for a discussion on issues of 
consent?

Grandparents feature significantly in this story. Neither 
Jane’s dead grandfather nor Farley’s absent ‘new’ 
grandparents are ‘typical’ grandparent figures: they are 
flawed human beings – warts and all. What role do the 
grandparent figures play in this story?

We hear a lot about how life for Jane and her family 
has changed pre-diagnosis/post-diagnosis, including 
how they spend their time after school/at weekends/
on birthdays. This gives us an insight into how families 
cope with extreme stress. How does Jane explain what 
happens?

How do you think the two types of illness – Emma’s 
physical illness and Jane’s mental illness – are depicted 
in the book? 

Jane tells us that this book is ‘not about look-at-the-
sick-kid’ – so, what is it about? 

Creative Writing Suggestions

Plain Jane is written entirely as a first-person narrative. 
The only viewpoint we get is Jane’s own account. Do 
you usually like books written this way? What are the 
advantages of writing a novel like this? What are the 
drawbacks? Write an entry or piece from the novel 
from the perspective of one of the other characters: 
Emma, Farley, Dell or Tracey.

Another, slightly different form of first-person narrator 
would be a diary-style book, like The Secret Diary of 
Adrian Mole by Sue Townsend. Rewrite an episode 
from the book as if Jane were writing her diary. What 
differences might there be between the two pieces of 
writing?

Throughout the story, Jane is constantly doodling and 
drawing. Would you like to see an illustrated version 
of Plain Jane which would include some of these 
drawings? Try your drawing skills by producing an 
illustrated version of one of the chapters in this book. 

As the book is set in Canada, some of the words and 
phrases used are different from words and phrases we 
would use here in Ireland. Can you find some examples 
of this from the text of the book? Think about the way 
English is used in England, in Ireland, in the United 
States, in Canada or even Australia or New Zealand. 
From your other reading, or watching TV/movies, 
can you compile a short list of words and phrases in 
English that are different, depending on which English-
speaking country the speaker is living in? 
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THE BOY AT THE TOP OF THE MOUNTAIN  
John Boyne  
Doubleday
ISBN 9780857534521 (HBK)

Summary
When Pierrot becomes an orphan, he must leave his home in 
Paris for a new life with his aunt Beatrix, a servant in a wealthy 
Austrian household. But this is no ordinary time, for it is 1935 
and the Second World War is fast approaching; and this is no 
ordinary house, for this is the Berghof, the home of Adolf Hitler.
Pierrot is quickly taken under Hitler’s wing and thrown into an 
increasingly dangerous new world: a world of terror, secrets, 
and betrayal from which he may never be able to escape.

Judges Comments
Pierrot, half French and half German, lives in Paris in 1936. 
After his parents die, he is sent to live with his aunt, a 
housekeeper in an alpine lodge outside Salzburg. But this is no 
ordinary lodge: Pierrot has been brought to Bergdof, home of 
Adolf Hitler. Taken under Hitler’s wing, Pierrot adopts a new 
name, Pieter, dissociates himself from his Jewish childhood 
friend, embraces a Nazi uniform and becomes increasingly 
callous. This unsettling allegorical story challenges the 
convention of empathy and invites reflection about patriotism, 
manipulation, entitlement, propaganda, the traumas of war and 
the figure of the antihero. 

About the Author 
John Boyne was born in Ireland in 1971. He has written four 
previous novels for young readers, including The Boy in the 
Striped Pyjamas (winner of the Bisto Book of the Year Award 
in 2007), Noah Barleywater Runs Away, The Terrible Thing That 
Happened to Barnaby Brocket and Stay Where You Are and Then 
Leave. John also writes books and short stories for adults.
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Reading Journal 
The suggestions below highlight some important things to look 
out for as you progress through the book. Try to make notes 
and record your changing responses to the story, as this will be 
useful when you come to tackle the questions and activities 
featured on the following pages.

Before you begin the book
Think about what the title might mean. Imagine being at the 
top of a mountain. For some people it will evoke positive 
feelings and the sense of achievement at having reached the 
peak. For others it brings a negative feeling, associated with 
loneliness and isolation. How do you feel when you think about 
it?

Look at the book’s cover. What will the book be about? What 
clues do you think the barbed wire, the isolated cabin, the 
solitary bird and the plane suggest about the story?
Read the blurb on the back cover. What do you already know 
about the Nazis and Hitler? We are told that Pierrot ‘must 
choose where his loyalties lie.’ This suggests that he will have 
to make important decisions. Think about what this might 
involve. Who do you think he will have to choose between?

Part 1–1936
Chapter 1–Three red spots on a handkerchief
• The book opens with following line: ‘Although Pierrot 

Fischer’s father didn’t die in the Great War, his mother 
Émile always maintained it was the war that killed him.’ 
Explain what Pierrot’s mother meant.

• Anshel gave Pierrot the sign of the dog. What traits do we 
associate with dogs?

• How did Pierrot’s father feel about Jewish people? 
‘Papa is looking down at us now D’Artagnan,’ he said. ‘And 
one day I am going to make him proud of me.’ How do you 
think Pierrot will make his father proud?

• Why do you think Pierrot wanted his mother to have a 
picture of his father after she had died?

Chapter 2–The medal in the cabinet
• Simone and Adèle welcome all children–‘Colour, race or 

creed mean nothing to us.’ Why would they have had to 
point this out? Was this unusual?

• How do you think Pierrot felt when he wasn’t allowed to 
go to temple?

• What does the word ‘Gentile’ means?
• ‘And besides, life isn’t getting any easier for Jews in Paris, is 

it?’ Why do you think life was becoming difficult for Jewish 
people at this time?

• Why was Mme Bronstein so anxious to explain that she 
would have treated Pierrot the same if he had been Jewish?

Chapter 3–A letter from a friend and a letter from a stranger
• Why do you think Hugo was so upset by what Josette said 

to him?
• What did the bloody handkerchief remind Pierrot of?
• How did Jacques get the medal?
• Do you think that bullies often behave the way they do 

because they were mistreated or have suffered in the past 
themselves?

• Where did Beatrix live? Why do you think that  
Simone was surprised by this?

Chapter 4–Three train journeys
• Why do you think the woman made the old man leave the 

compartment?
• Why do you think none of the people tried to stop the man 

in uniform from standing on Pierrot’s hand?
• How were the boys in the compartment on the train to 

Munich dressed? Why did Pierrot want to be dressed like 
them?

• ‘Today the Austrian people have a place they call home. 
But one day ... poof!’ What do you think was about to 
happen in Austria?

• How was Pierrot like Emile?
• What was disturbing about Anshel’s story?

Chapter 5–The house at the top of the mountain
• What was hanging above Pierrot’s head when he woke up 

in the morning? What do you think the spider and a web 
might symbolise?

• What was the house called?
• What job did Beatrix have?
• What address did Pierrot invent?
• Who did Beatrix remind Pierrot of?

Chapter 6–A little less French, a little more German
• Look up the word Bohemian. What does it mean?
• According to Ernst, why did people wear uniforms?
• What did the master say that work would achieve?
• Why did Beatrix not want Pierrot to talk about where he 

came from? 
• Pierrot’s new name was to be Pieter. Do you think that 

changing a name can also change the person in terms of 
how they behave and what they believe?

• What favour was Pierrot to do for Ernst? Why do you think 
he asked him to do this?

Chapter 7–The sound that nightmares make
• Why could a letter from Anshel get Pierrot into trouble?
• Who was in the photograph in Beatrix’s room?
• How did Pierrot react to the killing of the chickens?
• Why did Anshel say he had to wait in the gutter?
• What signs would Anshel and Pierrot use instead of their 

names when writing letters to each other?
• What did Pierrot do when he saw the master?

Part 2–1937–1941
Chapter 8–The brown paper parcel
• What did Pierrot think might be better than being bullied?
• How was Pierrot’s father dressed in his dreams?
• Why did Eva not believe that her old clothes should be 

given to the poor?
• When talking about dogs, Hitler said ‘I prefer pure breeds.’ 

What is the significance of this comment?
• Hitler’s dog during the war was called ‘Fuchsl’ or ‘Little 

Fox.’ Who else used the sign of the fox?
• ‘He was a member of the Deutsches Jungvolk now he told 

himself. Papa would be so proud of me, he thought.’  
Why do you think Pierrot believed this?

• At the end of the chapter, why did Ernst stop talking when 
he saw Pierrot?
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Reading Journal 
The suggestions below highlight some important things to look 
out for as you progress through the book. Try to make notes 
and record your changing responses to the story, as this will be 
useful when you come to tackle the questions and activities 
featured on the following pages.

Before you begin the book
Think about what the title might mean. Imagine being at the 
top of a mountain. For some people it will evoke positive 
feelings and the sense of achievement at having reached the 
peak. For others it brings a negative feeling, associated with 
loneliness and isolation. How do you feel when you think about 
it?

Look at the book’s cover. What will the book be about? What 
clues do you think the barbed wire, the isolated cabin, the 
solitary bird and the plane suggest about the story?
Read the blurb on the back cover. What do you already know 
about the Nazis and Hitler? We are told that Pierrot ‘must 
choose where his loyalties lie.’ This suggests that he will have 
to make important decisions. Think about what this might 
involve. Who do you think he will have to choose between?

Part 1–1936
Chapter 1–Three red spots on a handkerchief
• The book opens with following line: ‘Although Pierrot 

Fischer’s father didn’t die in the Great War, his mother 
Émile always maintained it was the war that killed him.’ 
Explain what Pierrot’s mother meant.

• Anshel gave Pierrot the sign of the dog. What traits do we 
associate with dogs?

• How did Pierrot’s father feel about Jewish people? 
‘Papa is looking down at us now D’Artagnan,’ he said. ‘And 
one day I am going to make him proud of me.’ How do you 
think Pierrot will make his father proud?

• Why do you think Pierrot wanted his mother to have a 
picture of his father after she had died?

Chapter 2–The medal in the cabinet
• Simone and Adèle welcome all children–‘Colour, race or 

creed mean nothing to us.’ Why would they have had to 
point this out? Was this unusual?

• How do you think Pierrot felt when he wasn’t allowed to 
go to temple?

• What does the word ‘Gentile’ means?
• ‘And besides, life isn’t getting any easier for Jews in Paris, is 

it?’ Why do you think life was becoming difficult for Jewish 
people at this time?

• Why was Mme Bronstein so anxious to explain that she 
would have treated Pierrot the same if he had been Jewish?

Chapter 3–A letter from a friend and a letter from a stranger
• Why do you think Hugo was so upset by what Josette said 

to him?
• What did the bloody handkerchief remind Pierrot of?
• How did Jacques get the medal?
• Do you think that bullies often behave the way they do 

because they were mistreated or have suffered in the past 
themselves?

• Where did Beatrix live? Why do you think that  
Simone was surprised by this?

Chapter 4–Three train journeys
• Why do you think the woman made the old man leave the 

compartment?
• Why do you think none of the people tried to stop the man 

in uniform from standing on Pierrot’s hand?
• How were the boys in the compartment on the train to 

Munich dressed? Why did Pierrot want to be dressed like 
them?

• ‘Today the Austrian people have a place they call home. 
But one day ... poof!’ What do you think was about to 
happen in Austria?

• How was Pierrot like Emile?
• What was disturbing about Anshel’s story?

Chapter 5–The house at the top of the mountain
• What was hanging above Pierrot’s head when he woke up 

in the morning? What do you think the spider and a web 
might symbolise?

• What was the house called?
• What job did Beatrix have?
• What address did Pierrot invent?
• Who did Beatrix remind Pierrot of?

Chapter 6–A little less French, a little more German
• Look up the word Bohemian. What does it mean?
• According to Ernst, why did people wear uniforms?
• What did the master say that work would achieve?
• Why did Beatrix not want Pierrot to talk about where he 

came from? 
• Pierrot’s new name was to be Pieter. Do you think that 

changing a name can also change the person in terms of 
how they behave and what they believe?

• What favour was Pierrot to do for Ernst? Why do you think 
he asked him to do this?

Chapter 7–The sound that nightmares make
• Why could a letter from Anshel get Pierrot into trouble?
• Who was in the photograph in Beatrix’s room?
• How did Pierrot react to the killing of the chickens?
• Why did Anshel say he had to wait in the gutter?
• What signs would Anshel and Pierrot use instead of their 

names when writing letters to each other?
• What did Pierrot do when he saw the master?

Part 2–1937–1941
Chapter 8–The brown paper parcel
• What did Pierrot think might be better than being bullied?
• How was Pierrot’s father dressed in his dreams?
• Why did Eva not believe that her old clothes should be 

given to the poor?
• When talking about dogs, Hitler said ‘I prefer pure breeds.’ 

What is the significance of this comment?
• Hitler’s dog during the war was called ‘Fuchsl’ or ‘Little 

Fox.’ Who else used the sign of the fox?
• ‘He was a member of the Deutsches Jungvolk now he told 

himself. Papa would be so proud of me, he thought.’  
Why do you think Pierrot believed this?

• At the end of the chapter, why did Ernst stop talking when 
he saw Pierrot?
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Chapter 9–A shoemaker, a soldier, a king
• Why did Hitler think that Pierrot’s mother was an ignorant 

person?
• Why did Hitler think that Henry Ford should run for 

president?
• Which book reminded Pierrot of home?
• Why do you think the Duke appeared nervous when Hitler 

joked about taking over England?
• What countries were like a pair of great oak trees?
• Why do you think Hitler told Pierrot that disloyalty never 

goes unpunished?

Chapter 10–A Happy Christmas at the Berghof
• How do you think Beatrix really felt about losing her room?
• Why do you think Anshel had to leave Paris?
• Who did Beatrix believe was the darkness at the centre of 

the world?
• Why do you think Katarina started talking about Heinrich 

and what had happened to his father?
• How does the author create tension before the cake is 

served? 
• Is there anything else Beatrix or Ernst could have done to 

kill Hitler?

Part 3–1942-1945
Chapter 11–A special project
• The author now refers to Pierrot as Pieter. Why do you 

think he does this?
• What did some people think should happen to Pieter after 

what Beatrix had done?
• ‘He didn’t have an Aunt Beatrix, he told himself. That was 

another boy entirely. A boy named Pierrot.’ Why do you 
think Pieter told himself this?

• How did Pieter feel when he sat at Hitler’s desk?
• What do you think the shower rooms were going be used 

for if they didn’t have water? Do you think Pieter had any 
idea what they would be used for?

Chapter 12–Eva’s party
• Why did Pieter not wear his uniform?
• Why do you think Katarina told Pieter about Ruth?
• Why do you think Katarina’s father wanted to go to the 

party?
• Who else was described as eating like a rat in the first 

chapter?
• When Pieter attacked Katarina he heard two voices in his 

head. Which of the two voices in his head do you think 
belonged to Pierrot?

Chapter 13–The Darkness and the light
• What happened to Emma?
• Why do you think the woman who told him about the 

Holzmanns did so without any fear?
• What did Herta say would be the worst crime of all?
• What did Pieter find in the closet?
• Why do you think Pieter stayed at the Berghof even 

though he knew enemy soldiers would come?

Epilogue
Chapter 14–A boy without a home
• Why did nobody speak to Pieter in the camp?
• What did Pieter think of when he couldn’t sleep?
• What became of Hugo?
• Why did Anshel say that they couldn’t be children 

anymore? 

Questions
1. At the beginning of the book we feel sympathy for Pierrot 

because of how difficult his life has been. However we 
begin to lose sympathy for him as the story moves on. 
How does the author achieve this?

2. Pierrot’s father tells him ‘You may have been born in 
France and you live in Paris, but you’re German through 
and through, just like me.’ Do you think that a person can 
have only one nationality or is identity more complex than 
this?

3. After his father attacks his mother, Pierrot ran to Anshel’s 
apartment and began reading his stories. ‘Somehow he 
found that losing himself in a world that wasn’t his own 
was a welcome escape.’ Do you ever find comfort in stories 
when things aren’t going well?

4. Pierrot’s best friend is Anshel, yet he ends up becoming a 
Nazi and hating Jewish people. Why does this happen? Do 
you think that something like this could happen today?

5. When Pierrot first put on the uniform that Hitler gave 
him ‘he thought of Kurt Kotler again, and realised how 
wonderful it would be to have such authority; to be able 
to take what you wanted, from whomever you wanted, 
instead of always having things taken from you.’ Had the 
uniform changed Pierrot? Do you believe that people act 
differently when they wear a uniform, especially a military 
one?

6. Pierrot tells Beatrix ‘You’re just a woman. Necessary to the 
Reich, of course but the business of Germany is best left 
to men like the Führer and me.’ What does this statement 
tell us about how the Nazis and now Pierrot felt towards 
women?

7. ‘It was Pierrot who had climbed out of bed that morning, 
but it was Pieter who returned to it now before falling 
asleep.’ How are Pieter and Pierrot different?

8. After he betrays his aunt and saves Hitler, the author refers 
to Pierrot as Pieter. Why does the author do this? Do you 
think someone can change who they are inside by taking 
on a different name?

9. ‘But he wasn’t French any more, he realised. Nor was 
he German.’ Pieter comes to this conclusion when the 
war is coming to an end. If he wasn’t either of these 
nationalities, then what was he? Is it possible not to have 
any nationality?

10. If you were Anshel, how would you have reacted after 
Pierrot/Pieter had told you the story of his life so far? 
Would you have wanted to be friends with him?

11. The book is divided into three sections and ends with an 
epilogue. Does this structure have any impact on your 
enjoyment or understanding of the book?

12. Many people believe that is important that we remember 
what happened during the holocaust so that nothing like 
that could ever happen again. Do you think that anything 
like it could happen in Ireland? Has anything like this 
happened here? Explain your answer. 
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Activities
Pretend that you are the adult Pierrot and that you are writing 
a letter to your younger self. What advice would you give?
Pierrot would tell Anshel stories which he would then write. Tell 
a friend a short story and ask him/her to write it down. Now 
swap roles. How have the stories changed? What did you prefer 
more, telling the story or writing it? How are the two activities 
different?

Write a diary entry from Anshel around the time Pierrot 
stopped writing to him. Describe what is happening to your 
family at this time. Consider why Pierrot has stopped writing to 
you.

During the Holocaust six million Jews were killed by the Nazis. 
Research what happened to the Jewish people of Paris and 
France. When you are carrying out this research make sure 
that you consult reputable sources. If you are unsure of the 
reliability of a source ask a parent, teacher or librarian for 
advice.

Write a summary of what happened to the lives of Pierrot and 
Anshel after the book had ended. Write a review of the book, 
recommending a suitable age group.

How did you feel when Pierrot betrayed his aunt? Would you 
have preferred if he had not done this? Would this have made 
the book better? Discuss other books in which something 
shocking or uncomfortable happens and think about why 
authors write events like this into their stories.

Each chapter has a title and together they read almost like a 
summary of the book. Create a different title for each chapter:
• Three red spots on a handkerchief
• The medal in the cabinet
• A letter from a friend and a letter from a stranger
• Three train journeys
• The house at the top of the mountain
• A little less French, a little more German
• The sound that nightmares make
• The brown paper parcel
• A shoemaker, a soldier, a king
• A Happy Christmas at the Berghof
• A special project
• Eva’s party
• The Darkness and the light
• A boy without a home
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Activities
Pretend that you are the adult Pierrot and that you are writing 
a letter to your younger self. What advice would you give?
Pierrot would tell Anshel stories which he would then write. Tell 
a friend a short story and ask him/her to write it down. Now 
swap roles. How have the stories changed? What did you prefer 
more, telling the story or writing it? How are the two activities 
different?

Write a diary entry from Anshel around the time Pierrot 
stopped writing to him. Describe what is happening to your 
family at this time. Consider why Pierrot has stopped writing to 
you.

During the Holocaust six million Jews were killed by the Nazis. 
Research what happened to the Jewish people of Paris and 
France. When you are carrying out this research make sure 
that you consult reputable sources. If you are unsure of the 
reliability of a source ask a parent, teacher or librarian for 
advice.

Write a summary of what happened to the lives of Pierrot and 
Anshel after the book had ended. Write a review of the book, 
recommending a suitable age group.

How did you feel when Pierrot betrayed his aunt? Would you 
have preferred if he had not done this? Would this have made 
the book better? Discuss other books in which something 
shocking or uncomfortable happens and think about why 
authors write events like this into their stories.

Each chapter has a title and together they read almost like a 
summary of the book. Create a different title for each chapter:
• Three red spots on a handkerchief
• The medal in the cabinet
• A letter from a friend and a letter from a stranger
• Three train journeys
• The house at the top of the mountain
• A little less French, a little more German
• The sound that nightmares make
• The brown paper parcel
• A shoemaker, a soldier, a king
• A Happy Christmas at the Berghof
• A special project
• Eva’s party
• The Darkness and the light
• A boy without a home
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The Space Between 
Meg Grehan 

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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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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THE WORDSMITH  
Patricia Forde  
Little Island Books
ISBN 9781908195999 (PBK)

Summary
On the death of her master, Letta is suddenly promoted 
from apprentice to Wordsmith, charged with collecting and 
archiving words in post-apocalyptic, neo-medieval Ark. When 
she uncovers a sinister plan to suppress language and rob the 
people of Ark of the power of speech, she realises that she has 
to save not only words, but the culture itself. A beautiful and 
gripping dystopian story of how words make us who we are.

Judges’ Comment
Forde’s evocative and reflective novel poses thought-provoking 
questions about global warming, the power of communication, 
the role of religion and the value of the arts. This novel offers 
opportunities for debates, creative writing and Social, Personal 
and Health Education (SPHE) discussions about human rights, 
freedom of speech, totalitarian regimes and the importance of 
language in their own lives and wider society. 

About the Author
Patricia Forde lives in Galway, in the west of Ireland. She has 
published three picturebooks in the Irish language and lots of 
easy reader titles. The Wordsmith is her first novel for this older 
age group. She has also written two plays, as well as several 
television drama series for children and teenagers.  She has 
worked as a writer on both English and Irish language soap 
operas. In another life, she was a primary school teacher and 
the artistic director of Galway Arts Festival. She lives with one 
husband, two teenagers, and a dog called Ben in a house in the 
middle of a small wood. In her spare time, she collects vintage 
children’s books and reads them late at night.
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Reading Journal
The suggestions below highlight some important things to look 
out for as you progress through the book. Try to make notes 
and record your changing responses to the story, as this will be 
useful when you come to tackle the questions and activities 
featured on the following pages …

Before you begin the book:
• Look at the cover. It is quite plain. Does it attract you? 

Would you prefer a picture/illustration? 
• The typeface of the title is unusual–does it make you more 

or less interested in the book? Does it hint at anything 
about the book? 

• Look closely–what more can you see on the cover? Turn 
the book over and look at the back and spine of the book. 
Notice the details. 

Read the Prologue: 
• Does the prologue encourage you to read on? Is it 

confusing or enticing? Or both?

Read Chapters 1–3
• Look at the chapter heading illustrations. (Word Cards) 

What purpose do you think they serve?
• There are two types of speech in Ark. What are they? And 

what is the difference between them? How many words 
does John Noa, the ruler of Ark, want to cut from the 
approved List?

• On page 17 we begin to understand what it is to ‘edit’ 
words that are deemed no longer useful. How is this done? 
Why does the boy not recognise the word ‘ant’? 

• In the first mention of a place ‘outside Ark’, Benjamin, 
the Wordsmith tells Letta, his apprentice that ‘there is a 
lot of unrest out there’. What does he hint about what’s 
happening inside Ark? 

• On page 19 Letta imagines her future as a trained 
Wordsmith. What does she imagine herself doing? 

• On her walk, Letta meets a group of children. What is 
different about the way they spend their day, to how 
children spend their time where you live?

• Letta goes to the beach. It is not a place of play but one of 
fear, with memories of destruction caused by great tidal 
waves. What might have caused these tidal waves do you 
think?

• Letta works on a special box of words for apprentice 
carpenters. What words does this box contain? 

• Letta notices a young boy, Daniel, has 15 notches on his 
tally stick. What do we learn about how and why tally 
sticks are used in Ark?

• On page 24 Letta prepares boxes of words, detailing 30 
types of fruit to be removed, including pineapple. Which 
fruits remain on the List? Why might the names of these 
fruits remain?

• A Boy–a stranger, comes into the shop. What does he ask 
for? And where does Letta find it?  

• The Boy is wounded but alive. Letta brings him to her 
room. Is this unusual behaviour for Letta? Why do you 
think she chooses to harbour a possible felon?

• Marlo (the boy) gets delirious from his wounds–uses non-
List words, e.g. ‘betray’.  When the fever breaks, Marlo and 

Letta chat more, and even share a joke–based on use of a 
‘textspeak’ word. What is the word? And why might it be 
important that they share a sense of humour?

• How is food served in Ark? Do you think this is a good 
idea? 

• Marlo explains the gavvers shot him, with Black Angel–
what is the effect of this? 

• Why might Mrs Truckle (the teacher), not like using the 
tally sticks? 

• Werber Downes is serving at the water station. What type 
of character is he? And what does he think of Letta?

• Did you guess where Marlo hid when the gavver called to 
look for him? How did the gavver describe the boy, and his 
type, to Letta?

• The last section of this chapter is in italics–why do you 
think this is? What do we learn from John Noa?  

Read Chapters 4–6
• What was Letta’s parents’ last message to their baby 

daughter? 
• We hear about Tintown. Who lives there? And why?
• Letta considers turning Marlo in but changes her mind 

after witnessing a particular incident. Why does she  
reconsider? Is she right?

• ‘Poor Goddess, she had come to warn them, but they 
hadn’t listened’. Who, or what, was the Goddess, and what 
did she come to warn about?

• What does Marlo tell Letta about the difference between a 
Desecrator and a Creator? 

• Letta still loves Ark, but she finally admits to herself that 
she hates List. What do you know, so far, about why John 
Noa created List? Do you agree with his view, or with 
Letta? Why?

• Letta is tempted to tell Mrs Truckle everything. Why 
doesn’t she? Would you have told her?

• Why is Letta helping Marlo? Might there be more than one 
reason?

• Why does Letta decide to go to the Wheatfields to meet 
Marlo’s uncle Finn? What does she see when she gets 
there? What does she hear?

• Marlo and Letta discuss the future. In what way do they 
see it things differently? Could their views be reconciled? 

• Read the section in italics. Why does John Noa blame 
words? Is he right? 

Read Chapters 7–9
• Letta makes her first visit to John Noa’s house, where she 

meets Amelia Deer. What do we find out about Amelia? 
• John Noa tells Letta something shocking. What is it? How 

does he handle giving the news?
• Next day Letta went to the Central Kitchen, opened the 

shop, transcribed words–all in a kind of numbness. Was 
this a realistic portrayal of a reaction to sudden bad news?

• Letta goes to Benjamin’s study and examines a map of the 
Forest. What does she notice? 

• Why does Letta set out for Tintown? Does her description 
of Tintown remind you of any kind of town from today’s 
world? What do you think life would be like there?

• Letta is attacked by a group of children. Who rescues her? 
And how?  
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Reading Journal
The suggestions below highlight some important things to look 
out for as you progress through the book. Try to make notes 
and record your changing responses to the story, as this will be 
useful when you come to tackle the questions and activities 
featured on the following pages …

Before you begin the book:
• Look at the cover. It is quite plain. Does it attract you? 

Would you prefer a picture/illustration? 
• The typeface of the title is unusual–does it make you more 

or less interested in the book? Does it hint at anything 
about the book? 

• Look closely–what more can you see on the cover? Turn 
the book over and look at the back and spine of the book. 
Notice the details. 

Read the Prologue: 
• Does the prologue encourage you to read on? Is it 

confusing or enticing? Or both?

Read Chapters 1–3
• Look at the chapter heading illustrations. (Word Cards) 

What purpose do you think they serve?
• There are two types of speech in Ark. What are they? And 

what is the difference between them? How many words 
does John Noa, the ruler of Ark, want to cut from the 
approved List?

• On page 17 we begin to understand what it is to ‘edit’ 
words that are deemed no longer useful. How is this done? 
Why does the boy not recognise the word ‘ant’? 

• In the first mention of a place ‘outside Ark’, Benjamin, 
the Wordsmith tells Letta, his apprentice that ‘there is a 
lot of unrest out there’. What does he hint about what’s 
happening inside Ark? 

• On page 19 Letta imagines her future as a trained 
Wordsmith. What does she imagine herself doing? 

• On her walk, Letta meets a group of children. What is 
different about the way they spend their day, to how 
children spend their time where you live?

• Letta goes to the beach. It is not a place of play but one of 
fear, with memories of destruction caused by great tidal 
waves. What might have caused these tidal waves do you 
think?

• Letta works on a special box of words for apprentice 
carpenters. What words does this box contain? 

• Letta notices a young boy, Daniel, has 15 notches on his 
tally stick. What do we learn about how and why tally 
sticks are used in Ark?

• On page 24 Letta prepares boxes of words, detailing 30 
types of fruit to be removed, including pineapple. Which 
fruits remain on the List? Why might the names of these 
fruits remain?

• A Boy–a stranger, comes into the shop. What does he ask 
for? And where does Letta find it?  

• The Boy is wounded but alive. Letta brings him to her 
room. Is this unusual behaviour for Letta? Why do you 
think she chooses to harbour a possible felon?

• Marlo (the boy) gets delirious from his wounds–uses non-
List words, e.g. ‘betray’.  When the fever breaks, Marlo and 

Letta chat more, and even share a joke–based on use of a 
‘textspeak’ word. What is the word? And why might it be 
important that they share a sense of humour?

• How is food served in Ark? Do you think this is a good 
idea? 

• Marlo explains the gavvers shot him, with Black Angel–
what is the effect of this? 

• Why might Mrs Truckle (the teacher), not like using the 
tally sticks? 

• Werber Downes is serving at the water station. What type 
of character is he? And what does he think of Letta?

• Did you guess where Marlo hid when the gavver called to 
look for him? How did the gavver describe the boy, and his 
type, to Letta?

• The last section of this chapter is in italics–why do you 
think this is? What do we learn from John Noa?  

Read Chapters 4–6
• What was Letta’s parents’ last message to their baby 

daughter? 
• We hear about Tintown. Who lives there? And why?
• Letta considers turning Marlo in but changes her mind 

after witnessing a particular incident. Why does she  
reconsider? Is she right?

• ‘Poor Goddess, she had come to warn them, but they 
hadn’t listened’. Who, or what, was the Goddess, and what 
did she come to warn about?

• What does Marlo tell Letta about the difference between a 
Desecrator and a Creator? 

• Letta still loves Ark, but she finally admits to herself that 
she hates List. What do you know, so far, about why John 
Noa created List? Do you agree with his view, or with 
Letta? Why?

• Letta is tempted to tell Mrs Truckle everything. Why 
doesn’t she? Would you have told her?

• Why is Letta helping Marlo? Might there be more than one 
reason?

• Why does Letta decide to go to the Wheatfields to meet 
Marlo’s uncle Finn? What does she see when she gets 
there? What does she hear?

• Marlo and Letta discuss the future. In what way do they 
see it things differently? Could their views be reconciled? 

• Read the section in italics. Why does John Noa blame 
words? Is he right? 

Read Chapters 7–9
• Letta makes her first visit to John Noa’s house, where she 

meets Amelia Deer. What do we find out about Amelia? 
• John Noa tells Letta something shocking. What is it? How 

does he handle giving the news?
• Next day Letta went to the Central Kitchen, opened the 

shop, transcribed words–all in a kind of numbness. Was 
this a realistic portrayal of a reaction to sudden bad news?

• Letta goes to Benjamin’s study and examines a map of the 
Forest. What does she notice? 

• Why does Letta set out for Tintown? Does her description 
of Tintown remind you of any kind of town from today’s 
world? What do you think life would be like there?

• Letta is attacked by a group of children. Who rescues her? 
And how?  
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• Letta helps an injured old man on the street, by giving him 

water. What used he do, before the Melting? Where does 
the old man’s son take Letta? 

• Smith Fearfall repeats to Letta the story of finding the 
body of Benjamin Lazlo near the river. But a small detail 
makes Letta suspicious of his story–what is it? 

• As Letta heads out of Tintown she comes across the 
Wordless. What are the different theories of their origin? 
Which theory do you believe? Or could there be another 
explanation?

• Once back inside the wall–Letta sees something intriguing 
on the windmill. What does Letta see? And what is her 
reaction to it?

• What does the old man say to the crowd? What do the 
gavvers do to him? What is the reaction of the crowd to 
how the gavvers treat the old man? 

• Letta prepares to make new ink. Did you enjoy the detailed 
description of how she makes the ink? 

• On page 111 we hear about Ark’s ‘Two child policy’. What 
do you think of this?  Does it remind you of any similar 
policy in the real world?

• Letta talks to Hugo through a grating into his prison cell. 
He tells her how to contact the Desecrators/Creators. How 
does the young gavver treat the prisoner? How does Letta 
react?

• Letta returned home, to find a card in the Dropbox. What 
did the card say? Were you surprised?

Read Chapters 10–12
• How does Letta react to the suggestion that Benjamin may 

be alive? Does she believe it?
• While leaving a note at the Goddess statue, what does 

Letta impulsively promise Rose, the Healer’s wife, that she 
will do? 

• What do you think of the different ways that Rose and 
Letta view the Goddess statue?

• Marlo has a narrow escape as John Noa visits Letta in the 
shop. What did he come to say to Letta? Will Letta trust 
him this time?

• In the Italic section, we learn more about life before the 
Melting and the speeches given by John Hardy, last Prime 
Minister of England, Ireland and Wales. What do you think 
happened to Scotland? 

• Letta decides to persuade John Noa to put some abstract 
words back into the list. What words was Letta talking 
about, and why did she want them back? Do you think he 
would agree? 

• While waiting to meet John Noa, Letta overhears him 
and the gavvers talking about Benjamin. What were they 
saying? How does John Noa get around his ‘no kill’ policy? 
Is this honest? 

• On page 142 Letta finally realises/decides that John Noa is 
her enemy–why? 

• To fulfil Marlo and Finn’s plan to find Benjamin, Letta 
agrees to go once more to John Noa’s house. What does 
she go there for? Why would Letta risk her life like this?

Read Chapters 13–15. 
• Letta asks John Noa to add the word ‘hope’ to List. How 

does he explain that this is not a good idea? 

• Letta hides in a laboratory–what does she discover there 
about John Noa’s deception?

• Hiding under John Noa’s desk, Letta overhears a chilling 
conversation.  How does he describe Man?

• On page 160 Letta hatches a plan, to use a bottle of ink 
to help find where they are taking Benjamin. How will this 
work? Do you know a story where a similar device is used 
when entering a forest? 

• What happens when Letta sees  Benjamin is actually on 
the cart? Does everything go as planned? 

• Where does the beetroot ink trail lead them? What do 
they find inside the ring of fire?

• Where does Edgeware take them? And what state is 
Benjamin in at this time?

• What does Letta realise about her feelings for Benjamin? 
Have they changed? 

Read Chapters 16 –18. 
• As Letta nurses Benjamin, what does he warn her about? 

What does he tell her not to do? What does he tell her she 
must do? What does he say about the birds?

• Do you see as ironic that as Letta struggles to express her 
love, Benjamin says ‘no need for words’?

• How does Letta react to Benjamin’s death? 
• Why does Letta not agree to Finn and Marlo’s invitation to 

live with them and join the revolution? 
• Edgeware reveals that she once had a son–what does her 

story suggest about the future of Ark? 
• Read the Italic section. What do we learn about John Noa’s 

state of mind? Does he have hope?
• By page 192, as we observe Marlo and Letta exchanging 

goodbyes, we get a glimpse into their feelings for each 
other. Describe them.

• What happens on Shoe Changing Day? What does it tell us 
about life in Ark? 

• How has Letta’s attitude towards Ark changed since the 
start of the book?  

• Marlo brings Letta to a hidden space under the Pumphouse 
in the forest, where they are to question the Scavenger 
Fearfall. What type of world does Letta see there?

• How does listening to the music affect Letta? What does 
Leyla, the musician say about music?

• What do you think of John Noa’s assertion that humans 
should be no different from the sheep in the fields? What 
does Marlo have to say about this? 

• How is the interrogation of Fearfall carried out? Does this 
remind you of anything you have seen in a film or on TV? 
What threats do they use? What information do they 
eventually get from Fearfall?

• On page 212 Letta removes her hood to comfort Fearfall’s 
small son. The others are worried because she has put 
herself at risk. Letta allowed sentiment to overcome fear.  
What do you think about this?

Read Chapters 19–21. 
• Letta heads back to Tintown, to find the old scientist and 

ask about Nicene. What does he tell her? Does this explain 
why Benjamin warned her not to drink the water? 

• Solem, the scientist, asks about the three Deer sisters. Can 
you take a guess yet at who they are?
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• When Carver throws Letta into a prison cell–she is rescued 

by John Noa. Why do you think he does this? 
• Leyla is also in a prison cell, but John Noa is not so kind to 

her. What happens? 
• John Noa send Letta off with a promise to send her bottles 

of water. Why does he do this? Is this confirmation of his 
plan? How does Letta feel about John Noa now?

• Letta has had strange conversations with Leyla, with 
hints about ‘the women in her family’. What might she be 
talking about? What does Amelia confirm?

• What does Letta learn about Leyla and Finn–and why has 
Finn given Leyla a blade? 

• Next morning, Letta sees a flock of birds set off across the 
ocean. What does this remind her of? 

• How does Letta discover that her mother, Freya, was the 
third Deer sister, alongside Amelia and Leyla? 

Read Chapters 22–25.
• Finn, Marlo and Letta set their plan in motion to foil John 

Noa’s attempt at poisoning the water supply. How is Letta 
going to get inside the water tower? Do you think they will 
succeed?

• Do you think the author’s description of Letta’s rough 
journey in the water barrel was good? How? 

• Why does Letta find the height of the water tower and 
the narrow ledges so difficult? How does John Noa use 
his knowledge of her frailty to his own advantage? Does it 
work?

• As Letta and John Noa face their final confrontation–he 
tries to unnerve her with words. What does he say, and 
what effect does he hope to have?  How does Letta 
counter this?

• How well do you think the chaos of the battle scene is 
described? Does the author get the tension right in the 
final struggle between Letta and John Noa?

• What do you think of the idea that it is a deluge of water 
that saves them in the end?

• In the aftermath, Letta wonders what the future will bring? 
What do you think will happen? 

• Are you surprised that Amelia has taken power in Ark?
• Letta is happy to be re-united with Marlo. Do you think 

they have a future together?
• Do you think the ending leaves things open for a sequel?  

What type of story might it be? 

The Broader Questions: 
• The author uses Word Cards as chapter headings–some 

words from List, some Non-List. Have a look at the 
words chosen as chapter headings and see if they tell you 
anything about the most important themes of the story.

• What do the Non-List words tell you about life in Ark, and 
what is valued, and not valued, there?

• Discuss the importance of water in Ark and surrounding 
world. It is often used as a type of currency in the story–
can you find any examples of that?

• Many of the events in the later chapters of the book, 
and even the plot devices, are foreshadowed by smaller, 
seemingly insignificant events in the early chapters. Did 
you notice this as you read? Was it intrusive? Or was 
it something that led you naturally along as the story 

unfolded? See if you can come up with two or three 
examples of this happening. 

• One aspect of the story was the tentative, blossoming 
romance between Letta and Marlo. Do you think this 
thread of the story was handled well? Did you think Marlo 
and Letta would end up together? Do they have a chance 
at happiness? What might their lives be like? 

• When we finally learn of John Noa’s plan to make 
humanity wordless–some would say, to bring humanity to 
an end–are you convinced by the storyline? Did you guess 
the plan before it is revealed in the book? Did you ‘know’ 
before Letta does? How does the author manage the 
juggling of concealing/revealing his final plan?

• The land where Letta lives is called Ark–and its ruler is John 
Noa. Do these words remind you of another story? What 
other parallels are there between these two stories? What 
other religious references and symbolism did you notice in 
the story?

• Letta, as the Wordsmith, is sometimes asked to create 
boxes of special words e.g. the word boxes for apprentice 
plumber and gavvers. What is different about these word 
boxes? She is also asked, on occasion, to get rid of certain 
specialist word boxes, e.g. insect names, fruit varieties and 
even colours that are deemed no longer needed. Discuss 
why this might be, and what it means for the world of Ark. 
Are there any words you would like to get rid of?

• There are many examples of ‘hidden spaces’ in the book; 
from the Monk’s Hole in Benjamin’s house, to the trapdoor 
under the Pumphouse. Find examples in the text, and talk 
about why these are used so much in the story.

• Despite the lofty ideas behind the setting up of Ark, at 
the end, the success or failure of the plan was heavily 
influenced by the relationships between a small group of 
people; John Noa, Benjamin, Letta’s father and the three 
Deer sisters, Amelia, Leyla and Freya. Discuss.  

Suggested Activities:
In telling the story of The Wordsmith, the author does not use 
a restricted vocabulary like List–in fact, the writing is very 
descriptive and beautiful at times. What would this book be like 
if it was written in List? Could it be done? What would be lost? 
Take a piece of writing–perhaps a children’s story–and retell it 
using List type vocabulary. How many words can you get rid 
of, and still keep the sense of the story? Does using a restricted 
vocabulary change the story in any way? Which story would a 
child prefer?

Tally sticks are mentioned in The Wordsmith. The children 
wear them around their necks, and the teachers put a notch in 
them for each breach of the language rules, i.e. each use of a 
non-List word. Find out what tally sticks were originally used 
for. Also, there was a specific use for tally sticks in education 
in Ireland during the middle of the 19th century. Find out what 
that was and consider if this use could have inspired the story 
of the Wordsmith?  Had you heard of tally sticks in this context 
before? Do you think tally sticks would work in schools now, to 
discourage use of one language, or encourage another?
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• When Carver throws Letta into a prison cell–she is rescued 

by John Noa. Why do you think he does this? 
• Leyla is also in a prison cell, but John Noa is not so kind to 

her. What happens? 
• John Noa send Letta off with a promise to send her bottles 

of water. Why does he do this? Is this confirmation of his 
plan? How does Letta feel about John Noa now?

• Letta has had strange conversations with Leyla, with 
hints about ‘the women in her family’. What might she be 
talking about? What does Amelia confirm?

• What does Letta learn about Leyla and Finn–and why has 
Finn given Leyla a blade? 

• Next morning, Letta sees a flock of birds set off across the 
ocean. What does this remind her of? 

• How does Letta discover that her mother, Freya, was the 
third Deer sister, alongside Amelia and Leyla? 

Read Chapters 22–25.
• Finn, Marlo and Letta set their plan in motion to foil John 

Noa’s attempt at poisoning the water supply. How is Letta 
going to get inside the water tower? Do you think they will 
succeed?

• Do you think the author’s description of Letta’s rough 
journey in the water barrel was good? How? 

• Why does Letta find the height of the water tower and 
the narrow ledges so difficult? How does John Noa use 
his knowledge of her frailty to his own advantage? Does it 
work?

• As Letta and John Noa face their final confrontation–he 
tries to unnerve her with words. What does he say, and 
what effect does he hope to have?  How does Letta 
counter this?

• How well do you think the chaos of the battle scene is 
described? Does the author get the tension right in the 
final struggle between Letta and John Noa?

• What do you think of the idea that it is a deluge of water 
that saves them in the end?

• In the aftermath, Letta wonders what the future will bring? 
What do you think will happen? 

• Are you surprised that Amelia has taken power in Ark?
• Letta is happy to be re-united with Marlo. Do you think 

they have a future together?
• Do you think the ending leaves things open for a sequel?  

What type of story might it be? 

The Broader Questions: 
• The author uses Word Cards as chapter headings–some 

words from List, some Non-List. Have a look at the 
words chosen as chapter headings and see if they tell you 
anything about the most important themes of the story.

• What do the Non-List words tell you about life in Ark, and 
what is valued, and not valued, there?

• Discuss the importance of water in Ark and surrounding 
world. It is often used as a type of currency in the story–
can you find any examples of that?

• Many of the events in the later chapters of the book, 
and even the plot devices, are foreshadowed by smaller, 
seemingly insignificant events in the early chapters. Did 
you notice this as you read? Was it intrusive? Or was 
it something that led you naturally along as the story 

unfolded? See if you can come up with two or three 
examples of this happening. 

• One aspect of the story was the tentative, blossoming 
romance between Letta and Marlo. Do you think this 
thread of the story was handled well? Did you think Marlo 
and Letta would end up together? Do they have a chance 
at happiness? What might their lives be like? 

• When we finally learn of John Noa’s plan to make 
humanity wordless–some would say, to bring humanity to 
an end–are you convinced by the storyline? Did you guess 
the plan before it is revealed in the book? Did you ‘know’ 
before Letta does? How does the author manage the 
juggling of concealing/revealing his final plan?

• The land where Letta lives is called Ark–and its ruler is John 
Noa. Do these words remind you of another story? What 
other parallels are there between these two stories? What 
other religious references and symbolism did you notice in 
the story?

• Letta, as the Wordsmith, is sometimes asked to create 
boxes of special words e.g. the word boxes for apprentice 
plumber and gavvers. What is different about these word 
boxes? She is also asked, on occasion, to get rid of certain 
specialist word boxes, e.g. insect names, fruit varieties and 
even colours that are deemed no longer needed. Discuss 
why this might be, and what it means for the world of Ark. 
Are there any words you would like to get rid of?

• There are many examples of ‘hidden spaces’ in the book; 
from the Monk’s Hole in Benjamin’s house, to the trapdoor 
under the Pumphouse. Find examples in the text, and talk 
about why these are used so much in the story.

• Despite the lofty ideas behind the setting up of Ark, at 
the end, the success or failure of the plan was heavily 
influenced by the relationships between a small group of 
people; John Noa, Benjamin, Letta’s father and the three 
Deer sisters, Amelia, Leyla and Freya. Discuss.  

Suggested Activities:
In telling the story of The Wordsmith, the author does not use 
a restricted vocabulary like List–in fact, the writing is very 
descriptive and beautiful at times. What would this book be like 
if it was written in List? Could it be done? What would be lost? 
Take a piece of writing–perhaps a children’s story–and retell it 
using List type vocabulary. How many words can you get rid 
of, and still keep the sense of the story? Does using a restricted 
vocabulary change the story in any way? Which story would a 
child prefer?

Tally sticks are mentioned in The Wordsmith. The children 
wear them around their necks, and the teachers put a notch in 
them for each breach of the language rules, i.e. each use of a 
non-List word. Find out what tally sticks were originally used 
for. Also, there was a specific use for tally sticks in education 
in Ireland during the middle of the 19th century. Find out what 
that was and consider if this use could have inspired the story 
of the Wordsmith?  Had you heard of tally sticks in this context 
before? Do you think tally sticks would work in schools now, to 
discourage use of one language, or encourage another?
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One of the themes of The Wordsmith is how humanity was let 
down by the use and misuse of words. We hear how writers, 
journalists, politicians and even some scientists misrepresented 
what was really happening around climate change and the 
dangers facing the world. Do you think this is happening now? 
Have you come across this type of writing in print or online?  
If so, bring some examples into class for discussion. Or, write 
an article or speech as if you were a writer or politician using 
words to deceive the public. 

Look at the word cards used as chapter headings. Does the order 
and timing of how the words are revealed to us say anything 
about how the story is moving and where it is going? 
Look through the chapter headings and the text and find all the 
words we are told are Non-List i.e. forbidden to use in Ark. 
What does this say about life in Ark and about how people are 
supposed to life their lives? About what type of aspirations they 
are allowed to have?

Amelia is an enigmatic character. Her motives remain unclear, 
and we never see inside her head. Write a piece from her point 
of view, perhaps as a series of diary entries she keeps during the 
time covered by the story.   

The future described in The Wordsmith has come about partly 
because people did not act quickly enough to counteract the 
effects of climate change. Do you think your school is doing 
enough to highlight the issues around climate change?  Design 
a poster to display in your school or write an article for the 
school magazine that draws attention to this issue. 

What if John Noa had succeeded in his plan to make what was 
left of humanity wordless? Write a possible alternative ending 
to the story. What would happen to the human race?
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A Dangerous Crossing 
Jane Mitchell 

 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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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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• 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 
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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Star by Star 
Sheena Wilkinson 
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 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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 Rainbow Reads
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https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Read-Those-Read-These.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Politics-and-Activism.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Starting_School.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Dont-Feel-Like-Reading.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Folklore-Myth-Legend.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Positive-First-Experiences.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Superheroes.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Graphic-Novels.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Going-Green.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Rhyme-and-Verse.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Celebrating-Difference.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Inclusivity-and-Representation.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Illness.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Short-Reads.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Celebrating-Families.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Rainbow-Reads.pdf
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https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Funny-Books.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Sport.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Grief.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Seachtain-na-Gaeilge-Juniors.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Overcoming-Fears.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Fantasy.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Ireland.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Ireland.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Mystery.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Difficult+Changes.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Historical-Fiction.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Adventure-Stories.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-UNHCR.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Body-Confidence.pdf
https://cbi-reading-lists.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Book-List-Different-Abilities.pdf
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READING GUIDE
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Resource Pack

The Any-Book  
Book Club
Boredom busters that work with  
any  book you have lying around

Hi everyone!
My name is Juliette Saumande. I’m a writer, facilitator 
and translator, but most importantly, I’m your school’s  
first-ever Champion of Reading!

What does it mean? It means I’m going to help you 
all have fun with books of all kinds. For now, I’ll be 
sharing some activities from my house to yours, but 
when school reopens and we’re all settled in again, I’ll 
come in and meet some of you in real life. We’ll chat, 
we’ll make stories and pictures and we will (probably) 
make some noise.

Until then, stay home, stay safe and I’ll see you on the 
other side!
Juliette

About this project
The Smurfit Kappa Foundation and 
Children’s Books Ireland are working 
together to support your school and will 
provide great new books for your school 
library as well as a Champion of Reading to 
encourage reading throughout the school. 
Juliette Saumande is the Champion of 
Reading for Drimnagh Castle Primary 
School in Dublin. 

About the Smurfit Kappa Foundation
The aim of the Smurfit Kappa Foundation 
is to fund projects in the communities in 
which they operate, particularly those which 
are sustainable and focus on helping children 
through health and nutrition, basic care and 
early education. 

smurf itkappafoundation.com

About Children’s Books Ireland 
At Children’s Books Ireland, we believe that 
every child should have access to the joy of 
reading, regardless of their circumstances. 
Our mission is to make books central to 
every child’s life on the island of Ireland. 
We work with families, teachers, libraries, 
publishers and communities all across the 
island to get books into children’s hands 
and to inform adults who can make a big 
impact on their reading. We advocate for 
the changes Ireland needs to grow a new 
generation of readers, and we support artists 
so that they can make excellent work for 
children and young people. Sign up to our 
newsletter to stay in touch! 

childrensbooksireland.ie 
#EveryChildAReader 

@KidsBooksIrel 
@kidsbooksirel 
@childrensbooksireland 
Children’s Books Ireland
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don’t forget to share your creations using 

 #AnyBookClub

A BIG thank you to Adéle O’Connor, Aidan O’Connor,  
Fiadh Ryan and Sadhbh Ryan for their boundless creativity!
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you’re never too young to enjoy a book
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Download your copy/ 
Íoslódáil dó chóip féin
childrensbooksireland.ie

Specially com
m

issioned artwork/O
bair ealaíne choim

isiúnaithe:

www.childrensbooksireland.ie

Level 6
(Suitable for Key Stage 4: Year 12,  

Key Stage 5: Year 13 and Fourth Year)

childrensbooksireland.ie
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Mind Yourself 
Resource Pack  

 
encouraging conversations  

about mental health and  
wellbeing through  

children’s books
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https://childrensbooksireland.ie/resources/imaginenation/
https://cbi-bold-girls.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/bold-girls-reading-guide.pdf
https://laureate-na-nog.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/once_upon-a-place_resource_pack.pdf
https://cbi-resource-packs.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/Any+Book+Book+Club.pdf
https://cbi-resource-packs.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/Small_Print.pdf
https://cbi-reading-guides-archive.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/CBI-Books-Make-Things-Better-XMAS-Edition2020.pdf
https://cbi-reading-guides-archive.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/bookseed_reading_guide.pdf
https://childrensbooksireland.ie/mindyourself 



