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

KPMG in Ireland is a leading provider of professional 
services, offering a range of audit, tax and advisory services 
to domestic and international clients across all sectors of 
business and the economy. With 101 partners and 3,400 
people, the firm operates on an all-island basis with five 
offices located in Dublin, Belfast, Cork and Galway. 
kpmg.ie
Children’s Books Ireland is the national organisation for 
children’s books in Ireland. Through our many activities 
and events we aim to engage young people with books, 
foster a greater understanding of the importance of books 
for young people and act as a core resource for those with 
an interest in books for children in Ireland. Our vision is an 
Ireland in which books are central to every child’s life and 
where meaningful engagement with books is supported by 
passionate and informed adults in families, schools, libraries 
and communities all across the island. Children’s Books 
Ireland is an arts organisation with charitable status.  
childrensbooksireland.ie
Ecclesiastical is a specialist financial services group with 
insurance, investment management and broking and advisory 
businesses. Charitable giving is the reason they exist: their 
sole purpose is to contribute to the greater good of society. A 
significant proportion of their profits are channelled towards 
funding good causes, through independent grants from 
their charitable owner or their considerable donations to the 
communities they serve. In 2019 Children’s Books Ireland 
was the only Irish charity selected as a recipient of a £50,000 
award from their Movement For Good Awards.  
ecclesiastical . ie

The Arts Council of Ireland is the Irish government agency 
for developing the arts. They work in partnership with 
artists, arts organisations, public policy makers and others 
to build a central place for the arts in Irish life. Established 
in 1951, to stimulate public interest in and promote the 
knowledge, appreciation and practice of the arts, the Council 
is an autonomous body, which is under the aegis of the 
Department of Arts, Heritage & Gaeltacht. 
artscouncil . ie
The Arts Council of Northern Ireland is the development 
and funding agency for the arts in Northern Ireland. They 
distribute public money and National Lottery funds to 
develop and deliver a wide variety of arts projects, events 
and initiatives across Northern Ireland. From theatre and 
literature to art in the community, they work in partnership 
with hundreds of artists, arts organisations and venues. Art 
has the ability to reach across boundaries, inspiring, teaching 
and bringing people together. 
artscouncil-ni.org
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Welcome, Junior Jurors!
A very warm welcome to this year’s KPMG Children’s Books Ireland Awards Junior Juries’ resource pack. This is a very special 
year for the awards as we celebrate our thirty-year anniversary and welcome our new title sponsor KPMG. We are very excited to 
announce a new accolade, the KPMG Reading Hero Award, to encourage involvement from young readers across Ireland, you 
will find further details in this pack. 

The highly anticipated 2020 shortlist has been announced and it is time for the Junior Juries’ to get reading! Over the coming 
weeks thousands of young readers across the country will be reading, reviewing and debating their chosen books, before finally 
deciding on their overall favourite. Once again, the judging panel’s selection serves to showcase the strength and vitality of 
contemporary Irish children’s literature across a variety of styles and reading levels. 

It is really exciting to see so many verse novels on the list, along with so many beautifully illustrated picturebooks and fiction 
texts in both Irish and English. This pack is designed to help you and your group get the most out of the Junior Juries’ 
programme – from selecting and sourcing suitable titles to choosing and nominating your winner. Children’s Books Ireland 
recognises that every group is different and will tackle the activities in their own way. The suggestions made on these pages are 
therefore designed merely as a guide for you to use and modify as you see fit.

Remember, your group is being asking to choose the Junior Juries’ Award by identifying the title you consider to be most 
excellent. The winner of the Junior Juries’ Award will receive a prize of €2,000 so every vote counts! 

Also, by returning your vote by Friday 8 May, your group will be in with a chance of attending the KPMG Children’s Books 
Ireland Awards prize-giving ceremony in Dublin’s Smock Alley Theatre on Tuesday 19 May as part of International Literature 
Festival Dublin!

We have had a lot of fun compiling this year’s resource pack and really hope you find it useful and enjoyable too. As always, we 
love to hear from our Junior Juries’ nationwide, so why not find Children’s Books Ireland on Facebook, Twitter or Instagram 
and share images and news from your group during the judging process using the hashtag #ReadingHeroes.

Children’s Books Ireland has made every effort to ensure that all information provided in this pack is correct at 
time of print. However, we cannot be held responsible for any errors or omissions. 
Tá gach iarracht déanta ag Leabhair Pháistí Éireann le cinntiú go bhfuil an fhaisnéis sa treoir seo cruinn. Ní féidir 
le Leabhair Pháistí Éireann a bheith freagrach áfach as aon earráid ná easnamh.
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The KPMG Children’s Books Ireland Awards 2020 
The KPMG Children’s Books Ireland Awards (formerly the CBI Book of the Year Awards/Bisto Book of the Year Awards) have 
been running since 1990 and are the leading children’s book awards in Ireland. The awards are made annually by Children’s Books 
Ireland to authors and illustrators who were born in Ireland, are permanently resident in Ireland or are citizens of Ireland and are 
open to books written in Irish or English. The shortlist for the awards is announced annually in Belfast in March, in partnership 
with Young at Art and the Belfast Children’s Festival, and the winners are announced in Dublin in May, in partnership with the 
International Literature Festival Dublin.

The KPMG Children’s Books Ireland Awards identify, honour and promote excellence in books for young people by Irish authors 
and illustrators. The awards are the most prestigious in Ireland and offer one of the few opportunities for national and international 
recognition of Irish authors and illustrators. 

Each year Children’s Books Ireland assembles a panel of judges who are experts in children’s books. The panel operates 
independently of Children’s Books Ireland. Young readers from around the country are invited to get involved with the Junior 
Juries’ (formerly known as the Shadowing Scheme) and decide the Junior Juries’ Award (formerly the Children’s Choice Award). 

Excellence in children’s books is the over-arching criterion.

JUNIOR JURIES’
Established in 2005, the Junior Juries’ is a unique programme for schools and libraries, designed to encourage awareness and 
enjoyment of the KPMG Children’s Books Ireland Awards. Participating classes and book clubs make their own selection of 
suitable titles from the books shortlisted for the awards in March, using this resource pack to guide them in their reading. At 
the end of this process each group is asked to collectively vote for their favourite book. The Junior Juries’ alone choose the Junior 
Juries’ Award winner so every vote counts! Check out our YouTube channel (CBI–Children’s Books Ireland) for lots more, 
including a video featuring some of 2019’s Junior Juries’ (Shadowing Groups).

Important Dates
•	 Monday 9 March: KPMG Children’s Books Ireland Awards Shortlist announced 
•	 Thursday 23 April: KPMG Junior Juries’ volunteer day
•	 Friday 24 April: KPMG Reading Hero Award nomination deadline
•	 Friday 8 May: Junior Juries’ Award vote deadline 
•	 Tuesday 19 May: KPMG Children’s Books Ireland Awards ceremony 

 

Further Information and Contact Details 
We love hearing from all our Junior Juries. Why not send us photos of your group along with some of your book reviews or 
simply share with us what is working for you and your group? You can contact the Children’s Books Ireland team using the 
details below. We would be more than happy to answer any of your questions in relation to the KPMG Children’s Books Ireland 
Awards and the Junior Juries. 

Follow us on social media!

childrensbooksireland  

@KidsBooksIrel

@kidsbooksirel

CBI-Children’s Books Ireland

childrensbooksireland.ie 
Email: awards@childrensbooksireland.ie
Tel: +353 (1) 872 7475 
Address: KPMG Children’s Books Ireland Awards, Children’s Books 
Ireland, First Floor, 17 North Great George’s Street, Dublin 1, D01R2F1

JUNIOR JURIES’ AWARD WINNERS TO-DATE
(FORMERLY CHILDREN’S CHOICE AWARD/SHADOWING AWARDS)

2019: Kelly McCaughrain Flying Tips for Flightless Birds
2018: Sarah Crossan Moonrise
2017: Peadar Ó Guilín The Call

2016: Sarah Crossan One 
2015: Oliver Jeffers Once upon an Alphabet 

2014: Oliver Jeffers The Day the Crayons Quit
2013: Sheena Wilkinson Grounded
2012: Celine Kiernan Into the Grey

2011: Sheena Wilkinson Taking Flight
2010: Jane Mitchell Chalkline

2009: Roddy Doyle Her Mother’s Face
2008: Michael Scott The Alchemyst

2007: John Boyne The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas
2006: Oisín McGann Under Fragile Stone
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Selecting and Sourcing Your Books 
We have included a suggested reading age for each of the titles on the shortlist below. These are intended as a guideline only and 
we still recommend that you use your own discretion when it comes to choosing which books to read with your group. There is 
no onus on any group to read every book on the shortlist. Some books you may find unsuitable for the age of readers in your 
group. In this case, simply choose those titles which you feel will engage your group members and suit their emotional maturity 
and reading ability. 

These three titles deal with a number of sensitive issues. Children’s Books Ireland is 
aware that this content will not be suitable for some readers, and advises Junior Jury 
leaders to be aware of this content before selecting the book to read with your group. 

THE KPMG CHILDREN’S BOOKS IRELAND  
AWARDS SHORTLIST 2020

The Hug 
Eoin McLaughlin 

illustrated by  
Polly Dunbar 

Faber & Faber  
ISBN 9780571340019     

Suitable for 2–5

Scúnc agus Smúirín  
Muireann Ní Chíobháin 

maisithe ag  
Paddy Donnelly 

Futa Fata  
ISBN 9781910945476     

Oiriúnach do 3–6

The Tide 
Clare Helen Welsh 

illustrated by  
Ashling Lindsay 

Little Tiger Press  
ISBN 9781788810852     

Suitable for 3–7

Madame Badobedah 
Sophie Dahl 
illustrated by  

Lauren O’Hara 
Walker Books  

ISBN 9781406384406     
Suitable for 5+

Mór agus Muilc 
John Óg Hiúdaí  
Neidí Ó Colla  

maisithe ag Kim Sharkey 
Éabhlóid  

ISBN 9780995611993     
Oiriúnach do 5+

The Star-Spun Web 
Sinéad O’Hart 

Stripes Publishing  
ISBN 9781788950220 

Suitable for 9–12

The Deepest Breath 
Meg Grehan 

Little Island Books  
ISBN 9781912417186     

Suitable for 10–14

Toffee 
Sarah Crossan 

Bloomsbury YA  
ISBN 9781408868133     

Suitable for 14+

Nóinín 
Máire Zepf 
Cois Life  

ISBN 9781907494949 
Oiriúnach do 14+

All the Bad Apples 
Moïra Fowley-Doyle 

Penguin Books  
ISBN 9780241333969     

Suitable for 15+

GETTING STARTED

CHOOSING YOUR BOOKS
· Age range will be essential in your choice of titles for 

your group. It is best to keep it reasonably narrow in 
order to find books to suit the reading abilities and 
interests of the whole group. We have provided a general 
age range for each shortlisted title, so use this guide 
in your selection process. Please take note where we 
have marked books covering sensitive issues and topics. 
Feel free to get in touch with the team if you have any 
questions or need some guidance on choosing books for 
your group.

· There are lots of different methods to choose from when 
it comes to your book selection, once you have identified 
books suitable to your age range. The facilitator may 
decide to choose the titles so they can plan sessions and 
arrange the books in advance. However, this does mean 
the children have no input in the selection. Popular vote 
is often a good method, with the facilitator choosing 
2/3 suitable titles and then letting the jurors choose the 
books they would like to read through a voting process. 
You may decide to split your group into sub-groups and 
let them read different books. This would mean your 
activities will be based on different books, so be broad 
and general in your activity planning. 

· Many groups may work in partnership with their local 
public library service and borrow the shortlisted books. 
Alternatively Children’s Books Ireland is pleased to again 
recommend International Education Services who offer 
25% off sets of Junior Juries’ titles. For further details call 
+353 (1) 621 0310. iesltd.ie

SESSION PLANNING
· Keep a notebook or some Post-its handy while reading 

the selected books and make a note of any points that 
might generate discussion and ideas for group activities. 

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

· If the whole group has read the same book, explore the 
development of specific characters by discussing the 
challenges they face and how they are overcome.

· Our pack includes suggested questions you could use to 
start discussions, activities you could plan around your 
chosen books and suggestions for further resources and 
reading. The activities you plan will be contingent on 
the space and budget you have to work with. If you have 
the space and materials, arts and crafts sessions are an 
excellent way to encourage readers to respond creatively 
and artistically to a text. You could design an alternative 
cover for the book, draw characters or design a poster to 
advertise the book. 

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

· Drama is a great and fun way to get children to engage 
with a book. Assign a character to a member of your 
group and ask them to ‘hotseat’. The rest of the group 
asks the character questions about their thoughts and 
opinions on events or other characters in the story. Take 
turns with different group members playing different 
characters. Split the group into teams and get them to 
recreate a scene from the book that they then have to 
perform in front of the other groups. 
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SUGGESTED GROUP ACTIVITIES
· Reader Response Group Discussion 
 Before making their final judgement, it is important to give all group members the opportunity to discuss and debate the 

various books they have read. One technique that has proven to be very effective in encouraging this kind of critical dialogue 
in young people is often referred to as ‘Book Talk’. First, ask your group to form a circle with their chairs – you should sit in 
with them too. Begin by asking a simple, open question, such as ‘What do you think?’ (e.g. ‘What do you think the book is 
about?’). Going around the group from person to person, each individual should be asked to respond to the question with an 
opinion and give an example to back it up (e.g. ‘I think the book is really well written because’) or respond to something that 
has been said already (e.g. ‘I agree with Jim because’, ‘I don’t agree with Jim because’). 

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

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

· Favourite Book Presentations 
 Ask each young reader to present their favourite book to the rest of the group. They must try to convince the others to give 

their title a high score. Set strict time limits, no more than two or three minutes each. These presentations can also be backed 
up with additional materials made by the children, utilising some of the questions and activities contained within this pack.  

· Courtroom Drama 
 Establish a mini courtroom scenario with the group. Select a jury and nominate someone to propose a book (highlight the 

good points) and another member to oppose the book (highlight the negative points). Repeat this for all the books they have 
read and then ask the jury to vote on a final score for each title.  

· Book Fair 
 Hold a mini book fair. Give each title a table in the room or a display board, on which fans of each book can create a display 

of their work. Then assign one or two nominated presenters to each ‘stand’. Give the other group members time to visit each 
stand, view the material and talk to the presenters. At the close of the fair, ask everyone to come together and discuss the 
merits of each book/stand before giving their scores. 

MAKING YOUR FINAL NOMINATION 
Having gone through the reading, deliberation and debating process, the final step is to submit the ballot sheet overleaf on 
behalf of the group as a whole. First draw a line through any of the shortlisted books you DID NOT read. Then fill in a score 
out of 100 for each of the remaining titles, this is the average score of all members of your group who have read it. Finally, return 
your completed form to Children’s Books Ireland by Friday 8 May at the address provided. 

KPMG Children’s Books Ireland Awards Junior Juries’ scheme
Please carefully complete the ballot sheet below and return to Children’s Books Ireland no later than Friday 8 May. 

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

Note to Jurors:
• Think carefully about all the books you have read and give each a score out of 100.
• If you have not read a particular book for any reason please draw a line through the box and do not contribute a score.  

This will ensure we are able to count up the scores fairly.
• You may award books identical scores if necessary.
• Exceptionally high or low scores should only be used when you deem a book to be of exceptionally high or low quality.

School/Library/Bookshop

Group Leader Name: 

Number and age of young readers in the group:

Ballot forms can be returned by post to:
KPMG Children’s Books Ireland Junior Juries Awards, First Floor, 17 North Great George’s Street , Dublin 1 , D01R2F
You can also submit your score by email ing: awards@childrensbooksireland.ie  or by call ing (01) 872 7475.

BALLOT SHEET

TITLE SCORE (OUT OF 100)
THE HUG

SCÚNC AGUS SMÚIRÍN

THE TIDE

MADAME BADOBEDAH

MÓR AGUS MUILC

THE STAR-SPUN WEB

THE DEEPEST BREATH

TOFFEE

ALL THE BAD APPLES

NÓINÍN
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KPMG Reading Hero Award– #ReadingHeroes
We are delighted to introduce a new and very special award for the KPMG Children’s Books Ireland Awards 2020. The KPMG 
Reading Hero Award recognises a young person’s potential and gives them encouragement to pursue their chosen path. We are 
asking you to get involved and to nominate your KPMG Reading Hero!

Within our Junior Juries all over the island of Ireland are extraordinary individuals whose participation and interest in books 
and reading outside of the awards is remarkable. These individuals may be voracious readers or may have completed their first 
book, overcoming learning or language difficulties to do so. Your nominated KPMG Reading Hero may have inspired their 
peers to get involved in the Junior Juries or may have made extraordinary efforts to engage with the activities set by the Junior 
Juries’ group leader. They may not be the best student or the fastest reader, but their efforts will merit reward, and we want to 
hear their stories. Whatever their achievements, we are asking Junior Juries’ leaders to nominate them for the inaugural KPMG 
Reading Hero Award 2020 so that we can recognise and reward their efforts. An up to 500 word written testimony from the 
group leader should highlight the positive attributes of the KPMG Reading Hero and tell the story of their achievements in 
relation to the Junior Juries process.

The recipient of the KPMG Reading Hero award will receive a personal trophy to mark the recognition, and their class will be 
invited to attend the winners’ ceremony in Dublin on May 19, 2020. The class will receive a (signed, where possible) set of the 
books shortlisted for this year’s KPMG Children’s Books Ireland Awards.

KPMG READING HERO AWARD NOMINATION FORM

School/Library/Bookshop:         Group Leader Name:

Address:

Contact Number

Nominated KPMG Reading Hero Details: 

Name:           Age: 

Please give a testimony (up to 500 words) as to why you are nominating this young person for the KPMG Reading Hero Award. Highlight 
the positive attributes of your KPMG Reading Hero and tell the story of their achievements in relation to the Junior Juries’ process)

CHILDREN’S BOOKS IRELAND  
FURTHER RESOURCES
We want everyone to get the most out of reading, so we’ve put together some resources to aid teachers, librarians and facilitators 
of reading clubs. Many of our resources will help with activity planning during your Junior Juries’ programme and throughout 
the year. You will find guidelines on setting up a school library, guidelines for a successful reading group, information on author 
visits and the Writer in Schools Scheme and some activity packs and guides to books for specific topics. 

childrensbooksireland.ie/resources/

Doodle Starters 
Our themed doodle sheets and are a great way to get 
children drawing bugs, castles, space and lots more! 

childrensbooksireland.ie/resources/doodle-starters/

Recommended Reads
The Children’s Books Ireland Recommended Reads guide 
is one of our most important ways of sharing books. By 
recommending the very best books in all genres and age 
groups, we can ensure that children find the right book for 
them, often with some help from an adult in their lives – a 
parent, grandparent, teacher, librarian or bookseller – who 
can call on this guide for help. Below you’ll find the link to 
back-issues of our reading guides. For the most up to date 
issue, sign up for Children’s Books Ireland membership and 
you will receive the guide in the post.

childrensbooksireland.ie/reading-guides/

Themed Reading Lists 
We have also created themed Reading Lists that you may 
find really useful when recommending books to children or 
choosing books for your groups. Themes and topics include: 
Adventure Stories, Celebrating Families, Celebrating 
Differences, Fantasy, Emotional Well-Being, Funny Books, 
Graphic Novels, Grief, Mystery, Sport, Overcoming 
Fears, Rainbow Reads, Ireland, and junior and senior lists 
celebrating Seachtain na Gaeilge.

childrensbooksireland.ie/reading-list/ 

BOLD GIRLS
BOLD GIRLS is a project that aims to break down societal 
barriers and to instil confidence in girls and young women 
by showing them female characters in children’s books with 
agency, power and opinions, addressing at a young age some 
of the issues that stand in the way of women achieving their 
ambitions, whether that be in leadership, in government or 
the arts. BOLD GIRLS highlights and reviews books that 
feature strong, intelligent, self-possessed female protagonists 
in children’s books, as well as celebrating twenty female Irish 
authors and illustrators, both emerging and established, who 
have made an exceptional contribution to the canon of Irish 
children’s literature. The reading guide and resource pack 
can be found online.

childrensbooksireland.ie/projects/boldgirls/

Junior Juries’ Archive
The Junior Juries (formerly called the Shadowing Scheme) 
has been running for fifteen years. Here you will find 
previous packs like this one, collectively covering over 110 
books with detailed activities, questions and projects for 
groups.

childrensbooksireland.ie/resources/junior-juries-archive/

Inis magazine
Inis magazine, in print and online, is the most important 
record of the development of Irish children’s literature. It is 
a great source of regular reviews is uploaded frequently and 
back issues are also available to read.

childrensbooksireland.ie/inis-2/

Nomination forms can be returned by post to: KPMG Children’s Books Ireland Awards Junior Jur ies, First Floor, 17 Nor th Great George’s 
Street, Dubl in 1 ,  D01R2F or email ing: awards@childrensbooksireland.ie 
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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

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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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.

 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?

SCÚNC AGUS SMÚIRÍN Oiriúnach do 3–6
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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. 

 SCÚNC AGUS SMÚIRÍN Oiriúnach do 3–6

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.

THE TIDE Suitable for 3–7

16 17



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?

 

 THE TIDE Suitable for 3–7

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

 THE TIDE Suitable for 3–7

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.

 

MADAME BADOBEDAH Suitable for 9–12
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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? 

 MADAME BADOBEDAH Suitable for 9–12

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 

MADAME BADOBEDAH Suitable for 9–12
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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. 

 MÓR AGUS MUILC Oiriúnach do 5+ MÓR AGUS MUILC Oiriúnach do 5+

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+

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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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. 

 

 
 

 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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 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.  

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+). 
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TOFFEE  
Sarah Crossan 
Bloomsbury YA 
ISBN 9781408868133

Note for Group Leaders This novel touches on topics 
such as dementia and emotional and physical abuse. There are 
also a few incidents of mild alcohol and drug intake, as well as 
some profanity – courtesy of Marla. If these topics make you 
uncomfortable, perhaps it is best to carefully read some online 
reviews of Toffee first.

Summary Allison is a girl trying to forget. Marla is a woman 
trying to remember. Allison has run away from home. With 
nowhere to live, she finds herself hiding in the shed of what she 
thinks is an abandoned house. Except the house isn’t empty. An 
elderly woman, Marla, lives there. She is lonely and confused. 
She mistakes Allison for a friend from her past called Toffee 
and invites her in. Used to hiding who she is and trying to be 
someone else, Toffee is who Allison becomes. But as she realises 
how much Marla needs a real friend, she begins to ask: where is 
home? What does family mean? And who am I really? 

Judges’ Comments A lyrical and moving portrayal of the 
relationship between a teenage girl, who has run away from 
her abusive father, and an elderly woman with dementia, who 
mistakes her for a close childhood friend. Every note in this 
first person verse narrative rings true. Each poem is a gem in 
itself and they combine in a series of vignettes, employing a 
subtle interplay between information given and deferred that 
allows space for readers to reflect while savouring the beauty 
of the language. Through deft storytelling and masterful 
characterisation, complex themes of identity, child and elder 
abuse, memory loss, loneliness and connection are explored with 
sensitivity, honesty, warmth and respect 

About the Author Sarah Crossan has lived in Dublin, 
London and New York and now lives in Hertfordshire. She 
graduated with a degree in philosophy and literature before 
training as an English and drama teacher at Cambridge 
University. Since completing a master’s in creative writing, she 
has been working to promote creative writing in schools. The 
Weight of Water and Apple and Rain were both shortlisted for 
the CILIP Carnegie Medal. In 2016, Sarah won the CILIP 
Carnegie Medal as well as the YA Book Prize, the CBI Book 
of the Year Award and the CLiPPA Poetry Award for her 
novel One
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QUESTIONS
BEFORE YOU BEGIN
1. Take a look at the cover of this book without reading 

the blurb. What do you think this story could be 
about? What might the title Toffee mean?

2. There are two versions of the cover. You can see them 
both in this pack. Which one do you prefer? Why?

3. This book is written in blank verse – have you ever read 
a book in blank verse before? Would the use of blank 
verse normally put you off reading a book? What do 
you think of poetry in general? Have you ever read any 
books by the author, Sarah Crossan, before?

4. Read the book’s blurb: ‘I am not who I say I am. Marla 
isn’t who she thinks she is. I am a girl trying to forget. 
Marla is a woman trying to remember.’ What do you 
think this could mean? What genre would you guess 
this book is?

 

AS YOU READ
‘Her Name Is Marla’

· Who do you think Allison and Marla are? Who is 
Toffee? What sort of relationship do they seem to have? 
Does this beginning make you want to read on?  

‘At the Bus Station’–‘Breakfast on the Beach’

· Allison describes herself as a runaway, a liar and a  
thief – do you think this is fair? 

· What kind of home life does Allison have? Why do you 
think she might have run away? 

· What are your first impressions of Allison’s father? Do 
you think Allison can really make her father happier? 

· Why didn’t she leave with Kelly-Anne? 

‘The Empty House’–‘Victory’

· What are your first impressions of Marla? Is Marla 
what you would usually expect an old woman to be 
like? 

· What do you think of Allison’s new identity? 

· Do you think Allison is taking advantage of Marla by 
staying in her home and stealing her money? 

· Why is it such a victory for Allison to avoid contact 
with her father? 
 

‘Alarm Bell’–‘Home Help’

· What kind of life do you think Marla leads? 

· Why might she be acting in such a confused way 
towards Allison? 

· What do you think of the way others like Peggy might 
treat Marla? 

· Why does Allison not tell Marla what happened to her 
face? At this point, what do you think happened to it? 

‘I Check My Phone’–‘Birthday’ 

· Allison is now completely alone, with no money or 
phone: what do you think she should do? What would 
you do? Do you think she will be able to find Kelly-
Anne? 

· Allison says people ‘untighten when they aren’t required 
to care’ – do you think this is true? Why might Allison 
believe this? 

· Do you think Kelly-Anne cares about Allison? Are they 
really on the same side? 

‘Disregard’–‘Fruit’

· Do you think Allison could really be a genuine 
companion for Marla? Does Marla need a companion? 
Does Allison need one? 

· Can you see any similarities between Allison’s and 
Marla’s situations? 

· Allison says she ‘knows what happiness should look like 
from the outside’ – do you think either she or Marla is 
truly happy? 

‘The System’–‘Friends’

· How do you think Allison’s father’s behaviour might 
have affected how Allison treats other people? Why 
might Allison’s father not have wanted her to have 
friends? 

· What are your first impressions of Lucy? What might 
Allison mean by ‘Lucy speaks as though the world has 
always listened’? 

‘Waiting’–‘Strictly’

· Allison says she could never work out her father – why 
do you think he acts this way towards his daughter? Do 
you think Marla is easier to figure out? 

· Marla shows Allison her dance routine – were you 
surprised by this behaviour? 
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‘The Hunt’–‘Research’

· Who do you think Toffee might be? 

· Allison thinks about scars in this section – do you 
think she may have emotional as well as physical scars? 

· Why do you think Allison lies about her name to Lucy? 
Allison suspects that Marla may have dementia – what 
do you know about dementia?

 
‘Good Girl’–‘OK So’

· Do you think social services did enough to make sure 
Allison’s home life was OK? 

· Do you think Allison’s father or Kelly-Anne is trying to 
find her? 

· How is living in Marla’s different to living at home, do 
you think? 

 
‘Miscalculations’–‘What Is Left Over’

· What do you think of Allison and Lucy’s friendship so 
far? 

· Is Allison used to showing and receiving love? 

· What do you think of the ways in which Allison 
cares for Marla? Allison feels she is always walking on 
eggshells – do you think this is true?

 
‘Mercy’–‘Scabby’ 

· What do you think Allison means when she says that 
sometimes her father could be ‘merciful’? 

· Allison laughs at Lucy’s jokes to avoid being alone 
and says she must try harder to be loved – why do 
you think she feels this way? How might her father’s 
behaviour have affected this feeling?

 
‘Allowed’–‘Giant Rock Dummy’ 

· Here we get a glimpse into Allison’s past and her family 
situation through the years. How might the death of 
Allison’s mother have affected her father? Do you think 
this is a good enough excuse for him to act in the way 
he does? 

· How might this bereavement have affected Allison? 
· Allison says Kelly-Anne ‘dumped us’, instead of 

dumped her father – is this true? 
· What do you think might have happened in Marla’s 

past?

‘Screaming’–‘Planning’

· In this section Marla does not recognise herself in the 
mirror – how do you think this might feel for her? 

· We are introduced to Marla’s son, Donal. What do you 
think of his behaviour towards his mother? Do you 
think he understands Marla’s illness? 

· Why do you think Allison reacts so strongly to Donal’s 
actions towards Marla? 

· Why do you think Allison puts the ‘Toffee’ reminder in 
Marla’s phone?

‘Make-Up’–‘Funny Thing Is’

· Do you think Lucy is taking advantage of Allison? Do 
they have an equal friendship? 

· What do you think of Allison’s previous friendship 
with Jacq and Sophie? 

· Do you think anyone is ever ‘normal’, like Allison and 
her friends insisted they were? What kinds of things 
does everyone hide?

‘Hot Bread’–‘Slippers’ 

· In this section Allison sees a missing person report 
for another teenage girl – how do you think she feels 
knowing that her father has not reached out publicly in 
the same way as this girl’s parents? 

· How do you think Marla feels about her only 
connection with the outside world being through her 
phone reminders? 

· Do you think Lucy is paying Allison fairly for the work 
that she does? Does Lucy need money?

· What do you think of Lucy’s other friends? Allison 
talks about Marla and her father’s fears – do you think 
everyone has a secret fear? 

· Allison talks about the pain of loving her father – do 
you think love has to hurt? Is Allison talking about 
physical or emotional pain?

‘Who Did That to Your Face?’–‘Hangover’

· Do you think if Allison could forget her memories of 
her father’s treatment she would be able to go home? 
Marla tells Allison she is good enough as she is, which 
Allison says is the kindest thing anyone has ever said to 
her – how might this make Allison feel towards Marla?

· How do you think Marla and Allison’s relationship is 
developing? Why do you think Marla calls for Toffee 
when she arrives home?
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‘Any Jewels?’–‘People’ 

· Does Marla have the same expectations of Allison as 
her father did? 

· Are you surprised by Lucy’s home and lifestyle? How 
does this affect how she treats Allison?

· Were you surprised by how Lucy acted in Marla’s 
house? Allison is confused about what people want – 
do you think she tries to please others too much? Why 
might this be?

‘Bath Time’–‘Before Bed’

· Why do you think Allison still does not try to make 
contact with her old life? 

· Marla reacts violently when she is unable to make fairy 
cakes – can you understand her frustration? Can you 
understand why Allison is frightened by this behaviour? 
Why do you think Marla can remember so much about 
her youth but so little about the present? 

· Marla says Allison could make anyone love her – do 
you think Allison agrees? Was her father really showing 
love on Valentine’s Day? 

· Do you think Allison really wanted to kiss Jason 
Clean? Who has shown Allison the most love, do you 
think?

 
‘Behind the Butcher’s’–‘Stuff ’

· How does this section make you feel? 
· Why does Allison not stop Lucy from taking Marla’s 

belongings? Why do you think Lucy stole Marla’s 
clock? 

· Do you think Allison’s father left the Lion Bar in the 
fridge on purpose? 

· Do you think Marla’s possessions are what is important 
to her?

‘Concern’–‘Police’

· Are you surprised by Allison’s story of her neighbour’s 
dog? 

· After Donal leaves, Marla disappears into herself – why 
do you think this happens? Why does Allison not ‘push 
her to be happy’? 

· Why do you think Allison finally decides to activate 
her phone? Are you surprised by the messages waiting 
for her?

‘Loitering’–‘Power’

· Why do you think the author includes this story of the 
blackbird? 

· Can you understand why Allison feels she wasted time 
waiting for her father to be better? Can you understand 
why she spent so long waiting in the first place? 

· What does the section dealing with Allison and the 
butterfly remind you of?

‘Beach Day’–‘Breakfast’

· Why do you think the author includes this trip to the 
beach in this section? 

· How did the story of Iris the goldfish make you feel? 
· Why do you think Donal reacts the way he does about 

his birthday? 
· Were you surprised to finally learn about Mary? 
· What do you think of how Allison reacts to Marla’s 

grief? Do you think Marla was always a good mother? 
· Do you think Allison’s father could change?

‘Imbalance’–‘Hamless’

· This is a major section of the book. Why do you think 
Allison let the others into Marla’s house? Were you 
surprised by Allison’s actions? 

· Why do you think Marla stays in bed? 
· Why do you think Allison finally opens up about what 

happened to her face? Were you shocked to finally learn 
the truth? Marla tells Allison she didn’t deserve what 
happened to her – do you think anyone has ever told 
her that before? Do you think she believes it? 

· What lessons should Allison have been taught in 
school, do you think? How is Marla’s experience similar 
to Allison’s?

 
‘The Beach’–‘The Sea’

· Why does Allison not reply to Kelly-Anne? 
· Does Allison believe the things her father says about 

her? 
· Why does Allison tell Marla her real name? 
· Why does Allison want to be like the sea?
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‘Fallen’–‘Free-Falling’

· Marla has had a bad fall. What does this incident show 
us about how Allison feels about Marla? 

· Were you surprised by Allison’s choice to call her 
father? Were you surprised by her father’s attitude and 
revelation? 

· What do you think of Donal’s phone call? Why does 
Allison think of him as an intruder? 

· Do you think Allison will be able to hang on?

‘Jazz’–‘Demi-Sister’

· How did you feel when Marla remembered Allison? 
What does this section tell us about their relationship? 

· What do you think of Allison’s confrontation of Donal? 
How has Allison changed as a person? 

· What do you think of Kelly-Anne’s treatment of 
Allison? Do you think there could be hope for their 
family?

 
‘Louise’–‘Enrolment’

· Marla does not want to leave for Portsmouth. Do you 
think she fully understands what is happening? Do you 
think this is for the best? Do you agree that no goodbye 
is forever? 

· Do you agree with Allison’s theory that Marla comes in 
and out of herself? 

· What do you think of Allison’s confrontation of Lucy? 
· Allison makes a second phone call to her father – are 

you surprised by this? Do you have hope for Allison’s 
future?

 
‘What Happened to Toffee?’–‘Tail Lights’

· What do you think of Marla’s revelation of what 
actually happened to Toffee? 

· Allison and Marla perform their dance for Kelly-
Anne. Why do you think the author includes this 
performance at this point? 

· Marla and Allison say goodbye. How did this farewell 
affect you? Why doesn’t Allison return Marla’s book? 
Marla says she misses Allison even though she is right 
there – what might this mean? Do you think the 
author captures the sadness of this moment well? 

· The author ends this chapter saying it will be fine  
again – why do you think the book closes in this way? 
Is it a good resolution?

 

AFTER YOU HAVE READ

CHARACTERS AND PLOT
1. What did you think of this book? What were your 

favourite or least favourite parts?
2. What did you think of the ending of this story?
3. Were there any aspects of the story’s narrative that you 

did not expect?
4. What did you think of the character of Allison? How 

did she change over the course of the story? Did you 
feel that the author represented Allison’s experience 
well? Was there anything about her behaviour you 
found surprising?

5. What did you think of the character of Marla? Was 
she what you expected? Did the ways in which Marla’s 
dementia affected her surprise you?

6. What did you think of Allison and Marla’s 
relationship? How was it different to Allison’s 
relationship with Kelly-Anne?

7. Allison and Marla both have difficult family lives with 
Allison’s father and Marla’s son Donal – could you see 
any similarities in these situations? Did you feel these 
characters were realistic?

8. What did you think of Allison’s friendship with Lucy? 
Do you think the class difference between the two girls 
allowed for Lucy to manipulate Allison? Why do you 
think Allison gave in to Lucy’s demands so much?

THEMES
1. Families are complicated in this book, and a lot of the 

characters struggle with processing their emotions and 
showing love. How well do you think the author shows 
different types of families? How do you think different 
characters develop their ability to show love to those 
around them?

2. Marla has dementia – what did you know about this 
illness before you began and what have you learned 
since?

3. Allison’s father is both emotionally and physically 
abusive towards her – how did you find reading about 
these topics in the story? Do you think Allison’s father 
could be redeemed? How does his behaviour affect her 
in other ways? Do you think that Donal’s behaviour 
towards Marla is also abusive?

4. How do you think this novel comments on the idea of 
‘home’?
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STRUCTURES
1. Sarah Crossan writes in blank verse, with each poem 

telling a small story in a different length, shape or form. 
How did this affect your reading of the book? Would 
you be willing to read a verse novel again? What did 
you like or dislike about this approach?

2. When the characters speak in the story, italics are  
used – did you find this stylistic approach helpful?

3. The author chooses to repeat two titles of poems more 
than once, ‘Who Did That to Your Face?’ and ‘I Am 
Allison’. Why do you think the author chose to repeat 
these parts? Why might these parts be significant?

4. Did you read part of this book aloud? If so how did this 
change your experience of reading the novel?

 

ACTIVITIES
1. Marla experiences a lot of loneliness and isolation. Why 

not reach out to senior citizens in your area by starting 
an oral history project? You could speak to members of 
senior citizen groups or contact a local nursing home 
about collecting memories from the elderly about their 
lives growing up.

2. Dementia and abuse are big topics in this novel – why 
not raise funds for those who experience these life 
events by doing some fundraising for charities, such 
as the Alzheimer Society of Ireland, Understanding 
Together, ADAPT and Women’s Aid, who deal with 
these issues.

3. This novel is written in blank verse – why not try 
to narrate an experience from your own life using a 
similar poetic approach to the author’s?

4. Marla loved to dance – now it’s your turn! Get some 
dance lessons in jazz, tap or foxtrot and host your own 
Strictly Come Dancing at school!

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FURTHER RESOURCES
• Sarah Crossan’s other verse novels include One, The 

Weight of Water and Moonrise. Sarah also co-wrote We 
Come Apart with author Brian Conaghan.

• Sarah Crossan is the current Laureate na nÓg with 
Children’s Books Ireland. Her project We Are the 
Poets involves showcasing the voices of young people. 
You can get involved here: https://childrenslaureate.ie/
wearethepoets or look up the Laureate na nÓg YouTube 
channel for tips.

• Go to Sarah’s publisher’s website and look at their 
teaching resource around this book https://media.
bloomsbury.com/rep/files/Toffee%20Teaching%20
notes.pdf

• One of the wonderful things about this book is the 
intergenerational friendship between Marla and 
Allison. Why not look up the Bealtaine Festival, 
Ireland’s national festival that uniquely celebrates the 
arts and creativity as people age, and see if any events 
are happening in your area: www.bealtaine.ie

• For more information on Dementia see:

www.alzheimer.ie

www.understandtogether.ie

www.dementia.ie

• If you have been affected by any of the issues raised in 
Toffee, you can find a list of helplines here:  
https://www2.hse.ie/wellbeing/mental-health/supports-
foryoung-people.html
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NÓINÍN 
Máire Zepf 
Cois Life 
ISBN 9781907494949

*Nóta do mhúinteoirí agus do cheannairí grúpaí/ 
Note for teachers and group leaders Tá go leor téamaí 
tromchúiseacha sa leabhar seo (féach an liosta thíos), agus tá 
deireadh tragóideach ar an scéal. Seans go spreagfadh an leabhar 
mothúcháin dheacra i léitheoirí mothálacha./There are several 
serious and difficult themes in this book (see list below), and the end 
of the story is tragic. The book might trigger powerful emotions in 
sensitive readers.

Téamaí/Themes Cairdeas, titim i ngrá den chéad uair, 
féin-íomhá (ag glacadh na mílte féiníní go dtí go bhfuil tú 
sásta), an saol sa mheánscoil, bulaíocht ar scoil (an chumhacht 
atá ag daoine áirithe agus an chaoi a n-úsáideann siad í chun 
daoine eile a ghortú); tugann Nóinín ‘an córas feodach’ air 
seo, caidreamh idir tuismitheoirí agus déagóirí, caidreamh 
rómánsúil, sábháilteacht ar líne, mealltóireacht ar líne, foréigean 
gnéasach agus dúnmharú, an chaoi a gcuirtear an milleán ar an 
duine atá tar éis fulaingt, seachas ar an gcoireach, bás agus brón, 
obair na nGardaí: cén chaoi a bhfiosraítear coir.

Friendship, falling in love for the first time, self-image (taking 
thousands of selfies until you’re happy), life in secondary school, 
bullying in school (the power that some people have and how 
they use it to hurt others); Nóinín calls this ‘the feudal system’, 
relationships between parents and teenagers, romantic relationships, 
online safety, online grooming, sexual violence and murder, victim-
blaming, bereavement and grief, the work of the Gardaí: how a 
crime is investigated

Achoimre/Summary Tá Nóinín ‘cúig bliana déag d’aois is 
chomh comónta le nóiníní’ mar a dhéanann sí cur síos uirthi 
féin. Tá sí an-mhór lena cara is fearr, Eimear. Cuireann Nóinín 
aithne ar bhuachaill darbh ainm Oisín ar líne. Cé nach bhfuil 
siad tar éis bualadh le chéile go fóill, titeann sí i ngrá leis agus 
caitheann sí go leor ama ar a fón ag cur teachtaireachtaí agus 
féiníní chuige. Tá a máthair an-bhuartha faoin méid ama atá 
á caitheamh aici ar an bhfón, ach ní thugann Nóinín aird ar 
bith uirthi. Ceapann sí nach dtuigeann a Mam dada mar nach 
raibh an t-idirlíon ann nuair a bhí sí óg. ‘Mamaí-na-Clochaoise’ 
a thugann sí uirthi. Tá Nóinín go hiomlán gafa le hOisín, agus 
titeann sí amach le hEimear mar gheall air. Ansin, lá amháin, 
téann sí chun bualadh le hOisín. Ag an bpointe seo, tosaíonn 
Eimear ag insint an scéil dúinn, agus tuigimid go bhfuil rud 
éigin uafásach tar éis tarlú. Tá Nóinín ar iarraidh, agus cuireann 
Eimear an milleán uirthi féin. Is úrscéal véarsaíochta é an 
leabhar seo, an chéad leabhar dá leithéid do léitheoirí óga na 
Gaeilge. 

Nóinín (which is the Irish for Daisy) is ‘fifteen years old and as 
ordinary as daisies’ as she describes herself. She and her best friend, 

Eimear, are inseparable. Then Nóinín meets a boy called Oisín 
online. Even though they  haven’t met yet, she falls in love with 
him and spends all her time on her phone sending him texts and 
selfies. Her mother is very worried about the amount of time she 
is spending on the phone, but Nóinín doesn' t pay any attention 
to her. She thinks her Mum doesn’t understand because there 
was no internet when she was young. Nóinín calls her ‘Stone-
Age-Mum’. Nóinín is completely obsessed with Oisín, and she 
falls out with Eimear because of him. Then one day she goes 
to meet Oisín. At this point, Eimear begins to tell us the story, 
and we realise that something terrible has happened. Nóinín 
is missing, and Eimear blames herself. This book is a novel in 
verse, the first of its kind for young readers of Irish.

NÓINÍN Oiriúnach do 14+

42 43



Tuairiscí na Moltóirí/Judges’ Comments  
A compelling verse novel that depicts, with beguiling 
subtlety and nuance, the online grooming of a shy 
teenage girl, the slow build-up to a shocking crime and 
the aftermath from the perspective of her best friend. The 
insidious nature of grooming through flattery, exploitation 
of teenage insecurities and isolation from friends is very 
convincingly portrayed. The effects of violent crime on the 
family and friends of the victim are shown and questions of 
blame considered, but the novel ends with an empowering 
manifesto on the right of young girls to full life and liberty. 
Rich imagery, poetic language and intertextual references to 
fairy tales and Irish myth lend resonance to this very modern 
and accessible tale of the dangers of social media. An artful 
and gripping narrative that will reward multiple re-readings. 

Úrscéal véearsaíochta iontach ina léirítear go caolchúiseach 
an mhealltóireacht ar líne a dhéantar ar chailín óg atá sna 
déaga, an réiteach do choir uafásach agus an tráth ina dhiaidh, 
ó dhearcadh a cara is fearr. Cuirtear síos go héifeachtach ar 
fhealltacht na mealltóireachta trí phlámás, teacht i dtír ar 
éiginnteachtaí i ndéagóirí agus scoiteacht ó chairde. Taispeántar 
na héifeachtaí a bhíonn ag an gcoireacht fhoréigneach ar 
theaghlach agus ar chairde an duine atá ag fulaingt, agus 
breathnaítear ar cheisteanna a bhaineann le locht, ach cuirtear 
deireadh leis an scéal le forógra cumhachtaithe faoin cheart 
atá ag cailíní óga saol agus saoirse iomlán a bheith acu. 
Cuireann na híomhánna saibhre, an fhilíocht agus na tagairtí 
idirthéacsúla do scéalta sí agus do mhiotaseolaíocht na hÉireann 
go mór leis an scéal nua-aoiseach sothuigthe faoin gcontúirt a 
bhaineann leis na meáin shóisialta. Scéal sciliúil fíorspéisiúil é 
arbh fhiú a léamh arís is arís eile.

Faoin Údar/About the Author
Máire Zepf ’s first book for children, Tubaiste ar an 
Titanic, was published in 2012. It was shortlisted for 
the CBI Book of the Year that same year. Lá leis na 
Lochlannaigh features the same two characters, Cormac 
and Brídín, and a new historical event. It won the first prize 
for children’s fiction at the Oireachtas in 2015 and was 
also nominated for Gradam Réics Carló in 2016. As well 
as her historical series for the 9–11-age-group, she writes 
picturebooks for younger children. Her first picturebook, Ná 
Gabh ar Scoil!, was nominated for the Children’s Books 
Ireland Book of the Year Awards and for Gradam Réics 
Carló in 2016.

Foilsíodh an chéad leabhar de chuid Mháire Zepf, Tubaiste 
ar an Titanic, sa bhliain 2012. An bhliain sin, cuireadh 
ar an ngearrliosta é do ghradam Leabhar na Bliana ó 
Leabhair Pháistí Éireann. Tá an dá charachtar ón leabhar 
sin, Cormac agus Brídín, le fáil ina leabhar dar teideal 
Lá leis na Lochlannaigh, ina bhfuil imeacht nua stairiúil 
freisin. Bronnadh an chéad duais d’ fhicsean do pháistí ar 
an leabhar sin ag an Oireachtas in 2015 agus ainmníodh é 
freisin do Ghradam Réics Carló in 2016. Chomh maith lena 
sraith stairiúil do pháistí san aoisghrúpa 9-11, scríobhann 
sí pictiúrleabhair do pháistí níos óige. Ainmníodh an chéad 
phictiúrleabhar dá cuid, Ná Gabh ar Scoil! do ghradaim 
Leabhar na Bliana ó Leabhair Pháistí Éireann agus do 
Ghradam Réics Carló sa bhliain 2016.
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CEISTEANNA/
QUESTIONS

SULA LÉANN TÚ AN SCÉAL/ 
BEFORE YOU BEGIN
1. An dtuigeann tú teideal an leabhair? Mura dtuigeann, 

féach san fhoclóir cad is brí le ‘nóinín’. Cad a cheapann 
tú faoin teideal sin? An dtugann sé leid ar bith duit 
faoin scéal? 

 Do you understand the title of the book? If not, look up 
‘nóinín’ in the dictionary. What do you think of the title? 
Does it give you any hint about what happens in the book?

2. Féach ar chlúdach an leabhair: na dathanna, an cló, na 
léaráidí. An gcuireann sé aon leabhar eile i gcuimhne 
duit? Cé air a bhfuil an leabhar dírithe, an gceapann 
tú? (Cén aois, cailíní nó buachaillí?)

 Look at the cover of the book: the colours, the font, the 
illustrations. Does it remind you of any other books? Who 
do you think the book is aimed at? (What age, girls or 
boys?)

3. Ar léigh tú aon leabhar as Gaeilge roimhe? Cad a 
thaitin nó nár thaitin leat faoi bheith ag léamh as 
Gaeilge? 

 Have you read any books in Irish before? What did you 
like or not like about reading in Irish?

4. Is úrscéal véarsaíochta é an leabhar seo. Ar léigh tú aon 
úrscéal véarsaíochta eile roimhe? B’fhéidir ó pheann 
Sarah Crossan, Meg Grehan nó Kwame Alexander? 
Cad a cheap tú? 

 This book is a novel in verse. Have you read any other 
novels in verse before? Maybe books by Sarah Crossan, 
Meg Grehan or Kwame Alexander? What did you think of 
them?

5. Cén fáth a roghnódh údar véarsaíocht mar mheán 
scríbhneoireachta, meas tú? 

 Why do you think an author would choose verse to tell the 
story?

AGUS AN SCÉAL Á LÉAMH AGAT/ 
AS YOU READ
1. Cad a cheapann tú faoi thús an leabhair? An bhfuil 

fonn ort leanúint ar aghaidh?

 What do you think about the beginning of the book? Do 
you want to keep reading?

2. Má tá focail nua ann, faigh amach cad is brí leo agus 
scríobh síos é.

 If there are words that are new to you, find out what they 
mean and write it down.

3. Cé na leideanna a fhaigheann muid sa chéad leath go 
bhfuil rud éigin uafásach chun tarlú sa dara leath? 

 What clues do we get in the first half that something is 
terrible is going to happen in the second half?

4. Cén chaoi a gcruthaíonn an t-údar teannas sa leabhar? 

 How does the author create tension in the book?

5. An bhfuil na carachtair sa leabhar inchreidte?

 Are the characters in the book believable?

6. Dá mbeifeá i do chara ag Nóinín agus ag Eimear, cad a 
déarfá leo faoi Oisín? 

 If you were a friend of Nóinín and Eimear, what would 
you say to them about Oisín?

7. Anois is arís, léigh an leabhar os ard chun ceol na 
teanga a chloisteáil. 

 Now and again, read the book out loud to hear the music 
of the language.

AGUS AN SCÉAL LÉITE AGAT/ 
AFTER YOU HAVE READ
1. An scéal réalaíoch atá sa leabhar seo?
 Is the story believable?
2. Cén fáth ar scríobh Máire Zepf an leabhar seo, meas 

tú? Cén teachtaireacht atá á cur in iúl aici? 
 Why do you think Máire Zepf wrote this book? What 

message is she communicating?
3. Dá mbeifeá ag dearadh clúdach nua don leabhar, cad a 

chuirfeá air? 
 If you were designing a new cover for the book, what 

would you include?
4. Cén fáth ar roghnaigh Máire Zepf an t-ainm ‘Nóinín’ 

don phríomhcharachtar, meas tú? 
 Why do you think Máire Zepf chose the name ‘Nóinín’ for 

the main character? 
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5. An mholfá do dhaoine eile an leabhar seo a léamh?  
Cén fáth?

 Would you recommend the book to others? Why?
6. Seo mar a dúirt údar an leabhair seo: ‘Tá mé dóchasach 

go n-imreoidh an t-úrscéal véarsaíochta an draíocht 
chéanna sa Ghaeilge is a d’imir sé cheana féin sa 
Bhéarla … Tá úrscéal véarsaíochta sciobtha agus furast 
le léamh in ainneon – nó mar gheall air – é a bheith 
scríofa i bhfilíocht. Bíonn na focail, gníomhartha agus 
mothúcháin gonta glinn. Tiontaítear leathanaigh go 
gasta. Léitear úrscéal véarsaíochta go minic taobh istigh 
de chúpla uair an chloig.’  

 The author of this book said: ‘I am quietly hopeful that the 
verse-novel genre works its magic in Irish just as it has in 
English … Verse-novels are quick and easy to read,  
despite – or because of – being written in poetry. Words, 
action, emotion are vivid and condensed. Pages turn 
quickly. Readers often describe reading verse-novels in one 
or two sittings, taking only an hour or two to finish the 
book.’

7. Agus an leabhar léite agat, an aontaíonn tú leis an 
tuairim sin? 

 Now that you have read the book, do you agree with this 
opinion?

GNÍOMHAÍOCHTAÍ/
ACTIVITIES
1. Tá go leor comhrá sa leabhar. Ag obair i mbeirteanna, 

roghnaigh mír amháin ón leabhar agus déan dráma 
gearr as. Léirigh an dráma do na daoine eile sa ghrúpa. 

 There is a lot of dialogue in the book. Working in pairs, 
choose one scene from the book and turn it into a short 
performance. Perform it for the others in the group.

2. Tá go leor focal nua-aimseartha sa leabhar seo. Cuir 
gluais le chéile chun cuidiú le léitheoirí nach bhfuil 
mórán Gaeilge acu. 

 There are a lot of new, modern Irish words in this book. 
Compile a glossary to help readers who don’t have much 
Irish.

3. Scríobh dán bunaithe ar eachtra ó do shaol féin.
 Write a poem based on an incident from your own life.
4. Tá éifeacht dhifriúil ar fad ag dán nuair a léitear os ard 

é. Léigh do dhán os ard do na daoine eile i do rang/do 
ghrúpa. 

 A poem has a different effect when read out loud. Read 
your poem aloud to the others in your class/group.

5. Dá mbeifeá ag déanamh scannán nó sraith teilifíse 
bunaithe ar Nóinín, cé na hamhráin nó píosaí ceoil a 
d’úsáidfeá mar fhuaimrian?

 If you were making a film or TV series based on Nóinín, 
what songs or pieces of music would you use as the 
soundtrack?

6. Tá Nóinín cinnte nach dtuigeann a Mam í mar go 
raibh saol difriúil aicise nuair a bhí sí ina déagóir. Déan 
comhrá le do thuismitheoirí nó le duine éigin eile den 
aois sin, agus déan iarracht teacht ar na rudaí a bhí mar 
an gcéanna nuair a bhí an duine sin ina d(h)éagóir. 

 Nóinín is convinced that her Mum doesn't understand her 
because life was different when she was a teenager. Talk 
to your parents or someone else of their age and try to find 
out some things that were the same when that person was a 
teenager.
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TUILLEADH ACMHAINNÍ/ 
FURTHER RESOURCES
1. Sábháilteacht ar líne:

• www.webwise.ie Eolas, comhairle agus acmhainní 
do dhaoine óga, múinteoirí agus tuismitheoirí faoin 
tsábháilteacht ar líne. 

• https://www.webwise.ie/ga/muinteoiri-ga/scileanna-
litearthachta-digiti-sabhailteacht-ar-line/  Acmhainní 
as Gaeilge 

• https://www.cogg.ie/teastas-soisearach/osps/notai/
dara-bliain/sabhailteacht-phearsanta-ar-an-idirlion/ 
Comhairle chun fanacht sábháilte ar an idirlíon

Safety online:

• www.webwise.ie  information, advice and resources 
about online safety for young people, teachers and 
parents. 

• https://www.webwise.ie/ga/muinteoiri-ga/scileanna-
litearthachta-digiti-sabhailteacht-ar-line/ 
Irish-language resources 

• https://www.cogg.ie/teastas-soisearach/osps/notai/
dara-bliain/sabhailteacht-phearsanta-ar-an-idirlion/ 
Advice in Irish about how to stay safe online. 

2. Údair eile Ghaeilge a scríobhann faoi shaol an duine 
óig sa lá atá inniu ann/Other authors who write in Irish 
about young people’s lives today: 

• Siobhán Parkinson (Dialann sár-rúnda Amy Ní 
Chonchúir, Maitríóisce)

• Éilís Ní Dhuibhne (Hurlamaboc, Dordán, Aisling nó 
Iníon A)

• Ógie Ó Céilleachair (Cúpla, Katfish agus scéalta eile)

3. Údair eile Ghaeilge a scríobhann scéalta lán le haicsean 
do dhéagóirí/Other authors who write action-filled 
books in Irish for teenagers:

• Áine Ní Ghlinn (Daideo, Fuadach, Tromluí) 
• Órna Ní Choileáin (Ailfí agus an vaimpír agus na 

leabhair eile sa tsraith sin) 
• Anna Heussaff (Hóng, Vortex agus Sárú) 

4. Údair Bhéarla a scríobhann úrscéalta véarsaíochta/  
Some authors who write novels in verse in English:

• Sarah Crossan (The Weight of Water, One, Moonrise, 
Toffee, We Come Apart (with Brian Conaghan)

• Meg Grehan (The Space Between, The Deepest Breath) 
• Elizabeth Acevedo (The Poet X)
• Kwame Alexander (The Crossover, Booked, Rebound) 
• Dean Atta (The Black Flamingo)
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ALL THE BAD APPLES 
Moïra Fowley-Doyle  
Penguin Books 
ISBN 9780241333969  

Note for Group Leaders This particular title addresses 
sensitive issues such as emerging sexuality, physical and sexual 
abuse, as well as the idea of historical and systemic state abuse 
in Ireland. These may be potentially triggering for readers, 
particularly for personal reasons. However, the title deals with 
these issues sensitively and in a manner that promotes openness, 
inclusion and healing. 

Themes Silence and secrecy, trauma, religion, diversity

Summary Dublin, 2012, and Deena, the central character 
in All the Bad Apples, has just been traumatically outed as a 
lesbian at school. Now the subject of homophobic bullying and 
abuse and intolerance from her conservative and religious father, 
Deena turns to her older sister Mandy. Mandy is the cool one, 
the one she can always talk too. But this time, Mandy is the one 
who panics, telling Deena about a family curse that is coming 
to pass again. When Mandy disappears, Deena sets off across 
the country to find her, searching for answers in the present and 
realising that the key to everything lies in the past – the past of 
her family and of the country. 
The novel deals with numerous hard-hitting and graphic 
themes, ranging from homophobic intolerance to sexual abuse, 
but but by filtering these through Deena’s experiences and 
revelations, Fowley-Doyle presents them in a sensitive and 
considered way. The use of the road trip motif keeps the pace 
moving, with the reader barely able to draw breath before the 
next secret is uncovered. Deena’s story is interspersed with the 
histories of the women in her family, ranging from the late 
1880s to the 1930s. For readers who are aware of the ways in 
which the Irish State has treated and failed the women of the 
country for generations, the experiences of Deena’s female 
relatives will come as no surprise. But Fowley-Doyle’s main aim 
with this narrative is to illustrate how close the past always is to 
the present, and to highlight the painfully slow rate of change 
that has occurred since women first found their voices. 

Judges’ Comments An atmospheric and powerful 
story tracing trauma through three generations of the same 
family. Alternating between the contemporary first-person 
narrative of Deena and the haunting story of her ancestors, 
it draws on dark aspects of Ireland’s history that have come 
to light in recent years relating to attitudes towards female 
sexuality and callous treatment of single mothers and their 
babies by the Catholic Church and wider society. After 
disastrously coming out to her family, Deena embarks on 
a road trip with friends in a quest that leads her to find her 
mother, her own voice and, ultimately, freedom from the 
family curse. The apple motif is cleverly woven into the 
story, in which themes of witchcraft and healing are linked 
with female agency and power. 

About the Author Moïra Fowley-Doyle is half-
French, half-Irish and lives in Dublin where she writes 
magic realism, reads tarot cards and raises witch babies. 
Moïra’s first novel, The Accident Season, was shortlisted 
for the Waterstones Children’s Book Prize and received 
widespread critical acclaim. Her second, Spellbook of the 
Lost and Found, was shortlisted for an Irish Book Award.
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QUESTIONS
BEFORE YOU BEGIN
1. Before you start reading All the Bad Apples, think about 

the novel’s title. What does it evoke for you? What 
connotations does the phrase ‘bad apple’ hold for you? 

2. Do you think the definition of a bad apple printed on 
the back cover of the book is the traditional meaning of 
the phrase? 

3. Examine the cover, front and back. What symbols 
has the designer used? Do they have historical or 
mythological meanings? 

4. The tagline reads ‘Shatter the Silence’. What does that 
mean to you? Why would silence need to be shattered? 

AS YOU READ
1. Are there issues or events in the book that you have 

never heard of before? Research the historical context 
of the periods Deena’s ancestors lived through to enrich 
your understanding of the narrative. 

2. This is a first-person narrative; is Deena’s voice 
authentic? Does it work when she tells someone else’s 
story through her words? 

3. At one point Deena says, ‘I don’t need fixing – this 
doesn’t make me a bad apple,’ referring to her sexuality. 
Is the curse a metaphor for how Irish society has sought 
to control those who don’t conform? What do you 
think the rules are in Irish society today? Is it easier to 
be yourself? 

4. Consider this quote from the book: ‘You won’t see 
us in the photographs. In the history books. But the 
landscape remembers.’

5. How do you think we can bring the stories of women 
and men who have been forced into silence out of the 
past and into the present? Do you think that’s what 
Fowley-Doyle is trying to do here? 

AFTER YOU HAVE READ
1. Having read the novel, think about these words in 

relation to the central characters. What do they mean 
in the context of the narrative? 

· Conformity 

· Freedom 

· Censorship 

· Diversity 

· Belonging 

· Family 

· Heritage 

· Selfhood 

· Friendship 

· Stigma

2. The novel hinges on the relationships between its 
central characters. Are Deena’s sisters, Mandy and 
Rachel, believable? Are their interactions well written? 
Can you sympathise with the ways in which they have 
dealt with their experiences? 

3. Fowley-Doyle structures the narrative using fairy-
tale imagery and symbolism. Why do you think she 
does this? What do you think of her treatment of the 
traditional banshee figure? Did it make you question 
the ways in which women have been represented in 
mythology and folklore? What does the banshee mean 
in Irish culture and folklore?  

4. Consider this quote from the book: ‘It needs to be 
told like a story in order to be heard.’ Do you agree 
with this idea of history? In light of this, consider the 
relationship between history and story: if we belong to 
a family, to a community, to a society, can a family’s 
history function as a microcosm of a nation’s history?

5. What you do think of the author’s note included in the 
book? Do you remember much about the year the book 
is set in? What does 2012 mean to you? Do you think 
Ireland has changed since then? 

6. Silence and secrecy: almost every female character in 
the novel is forced to keep something a secret or to 
maintain an unhealthy silence about her experiences. 
Is this part of the larger story of the Irish State in the 
historical periods explored in the book? 

7. Trauma: trauma is explored on different levels in the 
narrative. Personal traumas fill the book but trauma 
also occurs on a larger level, to women as a group 
within Ireland. Has this historic trauma healed? 

8. Religion: consider how religion is treated within the 
novel. Deena’s father is extremely conservative and 
perceives women in a certain light because of his 
traumatic experiences as a child. Do you think Fowley-
Doyle’s portrayal of him in the book is a fair one? Is he 
redeemed by its conclusion? 

9. Diversity: Deena, Ida, Finn and Cale are all 
very different characters. Do you think they are 
representative of the lives of teenagers in Ireland today? 
Could you relate to them? Were their experiences and 
attitudes believable? 
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ACTIVITIES
1. Visit a local museum or library and see how accessible 

the history of the Magdalene Laundries is to you as an 
individual. 

2. Research a pioneering female figure in your area or 
locality.

3. Examine the section of the Irish constitution 
mentioned in the narrative that refers to the woman’s 
place in the home and the nature of the family in 
Ireland. Do you agree with what is written there? 

4. Explore the role of women in Ireland’s history. When 
did women receive the right to vote? The right to own 
property? When the Marriage Bar end? How much do 
you know about reproductive rights in Ireland? 

5. Choose a classic fairy tale such as ‘Cinderella’, ‘Sleeping 
Beauty’ or ‘Snow White’. Where does it originate? 
What does it tell you about the ways in which women 
were treated and thought of in this period? 

FURTHER RESOURCES
1. Children’s Books Ireland themed reading lists: 

Rainbow Reads 
https://childrensbooksireland.ie/reading-list/

2. Look up the following websites for further information:

Mental health: www.spunout.ie

National Folklore Collection:  
https://www.ucd.ie/folklore/en/

Women’s culture and history:  
https://www.herstory.ie/home
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