#FalkirkReadingTeachers' Book Group

Check out the latest reviews from the wonderful reading teachers of
Falkirk!

We started our book group this year with a couple of absolute belters! Be aware, these reviews contain
spoilers

The book everyone has been talking about 'When The Sky Falls' by Phil Earle. A World War Two story
(and we know how much P7 teachers love agood World War Two story) setduring the Blitzin London.
Full of interesting characters, both human and animal, thisis a powerful and movingaccountof a boy's
journeythrough angerand acceptance.

Ages9-13

Teaching notes When-the-Sky-Falls-CLPE-teaching-resource.pdf(andersenpress.co.uk)



https://www.andersenpress.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/When-the-Sky-Falls-CLPE-teaching-resource.pdf
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1 - When The Sky Falls by Phil Earle

Andersen Press

Title: When the Sky Falls
Author: Phil Earle

Genre(s):Fiction

Josephissentaway from his Gran duringthe war. She finds him diffi cult to control and he is angry
because his dad has gone to fight in the war. Joseph is sent to live with a woman he doesn’t know or like.
She onlyloves herrundown zoo and the animals she is trying to protect during the bombing. The
greatestof these is a silver back Gorillacalled Adonis.

While Josephisangry at everyone and everything, he must work with the other charactersto save
Adonis. One the way he finds friendship, acceptance and forgiveness.



Adonis does notsurvive the story, be prepared fortears!!
CurriculumLinks: WWII Empathy Narrative

| found this book extremely well told and of a great quality to share with pupils. There is amixture of
painand healingatthe end of the story. It doesn’t have the classic ‘happy ending’. It reminded me a bit
of Goodnight Mr Tom and I’d be surprisedif it doesn’t win an award this year. Would sit well withina
war topicand covers aspects of the war such as famine and bombing but within the story of one boy’s
journeyto find where he belongs.

Author: Phil Earle

Genre(s): Adventure (WW2novel)

Thisbookis setin 1941 as war isragingin London; streets are being bombed nightly and children
evacuatedtothe countryside, exceptJoseph. He has been sentto stay with ‘Mrs F’ as his gran can’t look
afterhimanymore and his dad is away fightingand his mum left when he was little. Understandably
Josephisupsetandangry aboutbeingsentawayand being passed around. ‘Mrs F’ doesn’tseemto

want him either. She’s not exactly welcoming and the only thing she seemsto show anyinterestinis her
work at the Zoo.

Joseph hasto attend the local school where he gets off to a bad start with the headmaster, Mr Gryce
who canes himonthe first day. Things go from bad to worse as Joseph struggles to contain hisemotions
inschool, deal with bulliesin his class and prepare for Gryce’s big reading test.

Afterschool though, he is put to use helpinginthe zoo butlearns thatthisis notas excitingasitsounds
as the placeis deserted. There are novisitors at the zoo, most animals have beenrelocated to
countryside zoos and even the railings have been ripped up and used for the war effort. ‘MrsF’, Syd and
Joseph spend theirtime feeding the few animals that remainin the deserted zoo, selling dung for money
and scrounging scraps to feed the inmates, particularly the large silverback gorilla, Adonis.

Great adventure book, similarto Michael Morpurgo books as an animal and real life event feature
heavilyinthis. Interestingly the storyis based ona real one, told to Phil Earle.

The writingitselfis very descriptiveand if you were doingan IDL topicon WW?2 it’s a great one to use
for the paragraphs describing the bombingand destruction. Interms of developing a writers craft there
are lovely paragraphs where short sentences are used to great effect, similes and metaphors aplenty...

For pupils who struggle to express emotions orshow empathy forothersit’s a great way into that style
of discussion. Although Josephisthe main character, there are othersinthe book sufferingloss and
tragedy and each deal withitin a different way. Joseph struggles to express his emotions and his link
with Adonis would be agood way ‘in’ for pupils who find this hard too. Phil Earle is very good at



describingJoseph’s frustrations and there are many times whenthe readeris lefton the edge of their
seatthinking, ”"Justsayit! Don’t be so horrible, justtell her”.

Thereisalso a very obvious message on dyslexiain the book as Joseph describesthe words | his reading
book ‘jumpingacrossthe page’ and the strategies he and Syd come up withto hide this. | would imagine
thiswould be a relief and revelation to many dyslexic pupils thatan author has so simply articulated
how they feel and the challenges they face.

Themes of kindness, courage and hope run throughout the book and it is the story mainly of a little boys

newly developed loveand respect foran animal that make it worth reading, setin the destructive
backdrop of WW2.

If you are doingan IDL topicon WW?2 and only ever pick the same novels time time again to accompany
it, try this novel instead. Yourclass will love it.

Reading for Pleasure Curriculum Links: WWII Empathy Narrative Dyslexia

| wasn’t sure what to expect when | was giventhisbook but ! lovedit — | will definitely useitin class.

Ideally suited to second levelclassin my opinion, as a novel toaccompany a WW2 topicor just
something differenttoread.

Title: When The Sky Falls
Author: Phil Earle

Genre(s): Children’s historical fiction

1. 8.8, 8. $At

It's 1941 and children are being evacuated fromthe cities to protect them from the ravages of the war.

Josephismovingtothe city to live with Mrs F. Joseph’s dad has gone off to war and his Gran can’t cope
with his “behaviour”.

Mrs F takes himin. When Joseph goes to work with herhe discoversthatshe has a zoo withan
enormoussilverback gorilla, Adonis, asits star. However, in wartime there are no visitors. Joseph
builds abond with Adonis but, what will happenwhenthe bombs come? Joseph initially despises both
the gorillaand Mrs F but, grows to care deeply foreach of them. As Mrs F opens up to Joseph, she
revealsthatshe lost herfamily, which is one of the more poignant momentsin the book. Joseph initially
despises both the gorillaand Mrs F but, grows to care deeply foreach of them.

Through the story the growing questionis, “canthey shoot Adonis when the bombs come to protect the
townspeople?” Inthe endsoldiers shoot the gorilla. Itisa heart-breakingscene. Thisisan emotional
and engaging book. Itisgood for exploringloss and relationships. Joseph’s relationship with the gorilla
istouchingand sits at the heart of the story, allowing for good discussions around the nature of
friendship. Wrapped around thatisthe story of Joseph’s relationship with Mrs F, which provides lots of



opportunities to examinewhy we might sometimes resent those who care for us the most. Thereisa
significant section on bullying and lots of material on bullying beinglearned behaviour.

By contrast, Joseph’s ever-forgiving and responsible friend Syd offers a great opportunity to discuss the
need torecognise that others sufferand that even whenwe’rein pain, we can helpthem. It’savery
powerful story. Itwould be a good class novel forP7 and a great alternative to the popular WWII texts.

Thiswould be a good book to supportan IDL project. There are sharp historical pieces, amazing writing,
powerful relationships and also some nice launch-padsforworkin STEM

As well asreadingthe book, | listened to the e-audio book. Phil Earle readsithimself. Thatwouldbe a
very powerful additionto novel work. Hearingthe author’s emotion would be very engaging foraclass.

Author: Phil Earle

Genre(s): Fiction
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It's 1941 and as the Nazi bombing of London rages on children continue to be evacuated to the
countryside. However, Josephisinan unusual situation, sent by his grandmotherfrom Yorkshire to

Londonto live with family friend Mrs F. After Joseph’s dad had left to fightin the war his grandmother
had struggled to cope with his moods which resultingin hersending him away.

Mrs F appearsto be cold and distant, only caringabout her run-down zoo and its few remaining animals,
including Adonis a silverback gorilla. Although strong-willed and appearing to be angry at the world
Joseph mustwork together with other characters to protect Adonis as the bombings continue. Along the
way Joseph discoversfriendship, love and asense of belonging.

This book does not have the classichappy ending, Adonisis killed at the end of the story. However, it
doesend on the positive note with Joseph formingaloving bond with Mrs F.

Reading for Pleasure Curriculum Links: WWII Empathy Narrative Metalinguistics

Setduringthe Blitz this book would be a good addition to a topicon World War Two. The bookisrich
with detail and opportunities to explore themes relating particularly to emotion works and health and
wellbeing—loss, bereavement, bullying, friendship and dyslexia. My only criticism would be that the
bookis quite long, however, itis available as an audiobook on BorrowBox.

Author: Phil Earle

Genre(s): Fiction



It's 1941, twelve yearoldJosephisanunusual evacuee - heisleavingrural Yorkshire and movingto
London duringthe Blitz. Angry with everyone and everythingafter his dad leftto fightinthe war,
Joseph’s gran couldn’t cope with his behaviourand senthimto live with Mrs F. She’sa taciturn woman
who owns a rundown zoo with only a few animals remaining that need care and food. When the air raid
sirensounds Mrs F heads to the zoo with a rifle. Why? Joseph needstofind out.

Adonis, asilverback gorillais a central characterand in gettingto know Adonis Joseph learns alotabout
himself. Mrs F is gruff, bluntand has her own secrets. Sidis a feisty orphan who befriends Joseph. Can
they save each other from the relentless bombing and hunger? Will they find the love and acceptance
theyneed?

No happy ending! Adonisdoesn’tsurvive. Keep abox of tissues handy —there are so many sad
moments.

Reading for Pleasure Curriculum Links: WWII Empathy Narrative

Inspired by a true story this book is hard to put down. Setin WWII it would be a greatadditiontoa
Home Front topic. Wide range of threads runningthrough —loss, bereavement, dyslexia, bullying, war,
friendship, family, animalwelfare, anger. Easy to become invested in the characters and right to the final
pages| hopedfora happy ending.

Our second bookis 'The Small Things' by Lisa Thompson. A gentle story of friendship and the worries
children have over fittingin' with their friends. Published by the amazing Barrington Stoke, itis a high
interestlevel/low reading ability book printed on dyslexia friendly paper.

Ages 8-12

Introducing The Small Things by Lisa Thompson - Barrington Stoke

THE
SMALL
THINGS

LISA
THOMPSON

{



https://www.barringtonstoke.co.uk/introducing-the-small-things/

2 - The Small Things by Lisa Thomspon

Barrington Stoke

Annais quietshy girl who has a few friends in her class who always seem to have more exciting lives and
hobbiesthanshe does. She wouldlove to be able to talk to them more and tell themthat she’s had an
excitingweekend but mostly she does boring family stuff with her mum and brother. So when anew girl
calledEllie joinsthe class, Annais excited to make anew friend.

Ellie however can’tattend school in person as she hasn’t been well so communicates virtually with her
class usinga robot which the class name the “Ellie Bot’. Ellie can see and hear everything that happensin
classand in school viathe Ellie Botbut can’t be there in person. The pupils are very excited to have Ellie
inthe classand Annais chosento show her around.

To impress Ellie, Anna begins to make up stories about what she does at the weekend and soonthese

stories spiral out of control. Annais left finding it hard to get out of the lies she has told withoutruining
hernew friendship with Ellie.

It'sa lovely short novel in bold, spaced out, dyslexicfriendly text. Ideal as areading book or targeted to
pupils who may relate tothese issues. Also good for programmes such as Emotion Works or any work on
emotionsin HWBlessons.

Pupilswho lack self confidence orfeel inadequate compared to some peersin class will identify with
Anna. They will learnthatthe ‘small things ‘ are ok and things to be proud of and to enjoy. Anna’s family
isa lovingone who do normal every day things at the weekend whereas some of her friends attend a
variety of extracurricularactivities, attend various expensive clubs and have busy social lives. | suppose
thereisalsoan appeal on both sides of the fence, as by the end of the book, some pupilsinthe class
admitto feelingtired because of all the activities they do.

Annalearnsto value herown talents and skillsand what she can bring to a friendship. The whole
technology side of the story with the Ellie Botis very topical, given the Pandemic, onlinelearningand
pupils selfisolatingfrom school. There is alot of potential fordiscussions onthe role of ICT in the
classroom and the use of artificial intelligence. (Asan aside, if you are interested in this, you should also
read Troo Friend by Kirsty Applebaum).

Ellie’s storyisn’tfleshed out much in the story otherthan sheisimmunosuppressed due to some illness
—itisn’t specified what. There is potentialhere to discuss childhood illnesses and if the occasion ever
arose, thismay help apupil inyour class.

Reading for Pleasure Reluctant Readers Narrative Struggling Readers Dyslexia Friendships
Technology



Simple but effective book which emphasises celebrating the ‘small things’ and encouraging childrento
be proud of whotheyare. | alsofoundita little emotionalatthe end.

| think thiswould suitan 8 yearold reader, dealing with emotions as they get olderas peer pressure
comesinto play. It may also suita slightly older, less engaged reader.

Title: The Small Things
Author: Lisa Thomson

Genre(s): Children’sfiction

1. 8.8 8. $At

Annais an anxious child, she longs to be popular but, she thinks that herlife is boringand no-one will

really be interested in herlife. Who’d wantto be friends with agirl who doesn’tgoanywhere ordo
anything?

When Ellie joins the class things are different. Ellie isill and she joins the class through aremote robotic
device. When hernew virtual class mate starts to make friends with Anna, she tellsafew white lies to
make herself soundinteresting. Thenthe liesgrow and it gets out of hand. It’s all goingto crash down
around her and all because she thought she was boring.

Anna, of course, realises the error of her ways and seeks to make amends. Ellie forgives heranditall
ends happily. Ellie recovers well enoughtojointhe classin personandshe forgives Anna. Annathen
starts to appreciate what she’s got.

Thisis a good story for exploring the pressures children face in school to fitin: the competition to have
theright clothes orstationery orshoes. Do you even play the right gamesor do the right sports?

Thisbook would be good as a novel studyfora P5 or P6 class where the children are given some free -
reinto role-play sections. It’s a good basis for HWB lessons on relationships. It’salso good for
discussions on self-esteem and self-worth.

It’s also a good way to explore the “fall-out” from distance learning: how did it feel; what was good or

bad; how did you stay connected; how easy isitto fake thingson-line? These questions can also open
up questions about online safety and how to spot misrepresentations.

You could also have some fun communicating remotely with class members and getting them to work
out what’s going on off-camera.

Thisis a movingstory that exploresrelationshipsinagentle way. Itis neat little story and will resonate
even more since the advent of zoom/MS Teams. Childrenwillfindittobe alot closertotheir
experience thanthey might have previously. Fundamentally this book is about appreciating whatyou
have and the people around you.



Author: Lisa Thompson

Genre(s): Fiction
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Anna’steacherintroduces hertothe newgirlin her class, Ellie, and asks herto befriend her. However,
duetoillnessEllieis unableto come to school in personsoshe attends lesson through her robot. Annais
unsure at first as she thinks she isvery boring compared with everyoneelsein herclass. KeenforEllie to
like her Annatells hera few lies to make herlife sound exciting. However, Ellie discovers the truth and
Anna must try and make things right.

Annacomesfrom a low-incomefamily and feels like she has less worth than her peers because she
cannot afford to attend after school clubs. She haslow self-esteem and feels on the edge of her
friendship group because of her perceived inadequacy. Annatells likes to Ellie to sound more interesting
but Ellie finds out she haslied. Ellie’s illness improves allowing herto attend school part time. Ellie

forgivesthe lie and the girls become friends. Annarealises she doesn’t need to attend fancy clubsto be
interesting and make friends.

Reading for Pleasure Empathy Narrative Struggling Readers Dyslexia

A range of differentthemes that could be discusses —being yourself/unique, different interests,
acceptance of others, beinghome educated due toillness and different family financial situations. As a

Barrington Stoke book the vocabulary and storyline are easy toread and to follow. There are also
opportunities to link with grammarteachingin P4/5 with frequent use of direct speech.

Author: Lisa Thompson

Genre(s): Fiction

A new girl startsin Anna’s class. Unfortunately, the pupil isill and communicates through arobot. Anna
would like to be friends with Ellie but doesn’t think she is interesting enough so decides to make herself
sound more interesting.

Annatellslots of lies about what she does after schools and her hobbies. However, she is found outand
apologises.

Reading for Pleasure Empathy Struggling Readers Dyslexia



Barrington Stoke are great books for struggling readers and those with Dyslexia as the vocabulary is well
paced for the pupil. This wasn’t my personal favourite story-linebut | can see how it would be great for

a pupil with low self- esteem, thinks of themselves as boring, struggling to engage with peers. It carries a
strong message about beingliked forwhoyouare.

Author: Lisa Thompson

Genre(s): Fiction
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Annais asked to look aftera new girl, Ellie who joins herclass. It’s not straightforward as Ellie
communicates through arobot sothey have no f2f contact.

Recently Annahasbeen comparing herself to othergirlsand thinks she is boring. Desperate to make a
goodimpression on Ellie and become friends she tells afew untruths to make herself more interesting.
Ellie discoversthe truth and Annahas to work out how to sort things out.

Annafeelsthateveryone else has amore interestinglife and that she ison the fringes of herfriendship
group because she has little to offer. Herself-esteem seems low and she has stopped doingthings she
enjoys/isgoodat. AnnaworriesthatEllie will think she’s boring so tells lies about what she does after
school to try to seem more interestingand ‘fitin’.

Reading for Pleasure Empathy Narrative Struggling Readers Dyslexia

A lot of good discussions could come from this novel: about being yourself, accepting & liking others for
who they are and not making assumptions —things are notalways as they seem, being different —home
educateddue toillness notchoice. Notthe mostexcitingstory line but the feelings will be familiar to
readers and the ideaof a classroom robot/use of technology will appeal to some. Asyou’d expectfrom
Barrington Stoke the vocabulary and storyline are easy to read and understand. Lots of direct speech so
opportunities to use to supportteaching grammar.



