Burnt Out

Marguerite Hann Syme

Synopsis

For Jo and Cam, their cabin in the foothills of Adelaide Hills was a dream to work towards together.  Slowly but surely they built their world.

During one hot Wednesday afternoon, their world turns into a nightmare and everything they had worked so very hard for, was destroyed forever.  This is the story of a family in crisis.  Where each member must call on some inner strength and resolve, to save their family unit from disintegrating under pressure most would find too hard to bear.

Text Type

This is Jo’s story.  She tells it in a brutally frank way, sparing herself nothing.  The story is told with an interesting slant, that of an artist.  She invites the involvement of her readers and exposes them to a reality that is very believable- true human emotions and reactions to a devastating disaster.

Themes covered include family, coping with disaster, coping with change, rebuilding and renewal. The story is based on the real life experience of Marguerite Hann Syme and her family.

Sharing the Novel

This novel can be shared over four teaching sessions and three independent reading sessions.

The book flows along in a colloquial style that is easy to read and holds the reader’s interest. The characters are exaggerated and endearing.  The situations faced by Melissa will lead to interesting discussions and wishful thinking as the group imagines the power of having a wish come true.  

The questions should act as a springboard to further discussions and challenge students’ thinking.  The suggested activities allow opportunities to gain greater meaning from their reading and offer a range of presentation options based on the novel.

Introductory Discussion- before reading the novel.

· Examine the cover of this book.  What information can y9u find out about the story?  Note the burnt match on the spine, and the Ladybird on the back cover.  What do they represent?

· What do you know about bush fires?  How are Australian bush fires different to those we have in New Zealand?  Discuss the methods of fighting bush fires.  What do you think are the emergency procedures for coping in a bush fire?

· Read Acknowledgements page.  What does this tell you about the authors purpose for writing this story?

Teacher reads chapter 1 to the students.

Students are to read from chapter 2 to end of chapter 6 (pp. 1-50) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension – Chapters 2-6

· What is significant about the letterbox?  Why was it built like that?  What does the writer mean by ‘quaint’?  What other words could be used to describe such a structure?

· Sketch the house as it is described in the story.  What is it made from?  How many rooms?  Where is it located?  Why do you think they have built a house such as this?

· What work does Cam do away from the house?  What are his dreams as he works? 

· How does Jo fill in her day?  What are some of the important things in her life?  How do these effect her day-to-day?  

· Where was the family gathering for Christmas Day?  Who was there?  How do Cam’s and Jo’s responses to this gathering differ?  Describe the reactions of the children to this gathering?

· Why are the lollies that Grandpa gave them so important to Zoe and James?  Who takes charge of them?  Where are they hidden?

· What were the main reasons for Jo returning to her parents?  What ultimatums would she have given to Cam?  What advice would you give to them at this stage?

· What was Zoe’s class doing when the fire siren went off?  Why was she so reluctant to leave?  Describe how her work was so different to that of the others in her class?  Who admired her work the most?  Why?

· What information did Mr Yelders give that so upsets Jo?  Did he do it maliciously?  What do her reactions tell you about her character?  Is her reaction consistent with her character?  Justify your response.

Discussion

· How would you describe the setting for this novel?  Have you seen a picture of an environment such as this?  What does this setting suggest about this family?  Is this the type of environment you can see yourself and family?  Justify your response.

· What information have you gathered about the family so far? How has the author done this?.  Which character do you most identify with at this stage?  Why?

· Compare and contrast Jo and Cam.  What are their dreams?  In what ways are their dreams similar, in what ways different?  Justify your response.  Why have they chosen this life for their family?  Which partner do you think was the motivator for such a life-style?  Refer to the text to substantiate your claim.

· How good do you think this life-style would be for bringing up children?  List the advantages and disadvantages of such a life.  How different is this to your life-style?  How well would you cope with living in such a setting?  What major changes would you have to endure?

· When Jo and Cam tell the children about the new baby, how do you think they were feeling?  Thought-track the feelings of each character during this episode.  Why do you think they feel this way?  What could you say to them that would make them feel better about it?

· Consider life without electricity.  What adaptations would you have to make if the power went off?  How would you cope?  

· Jo is under considerable stress and Cam has not been in contact with her.  Discuss her handling of the situation.  How would the children be feeling at this stage?  What do you think she should be doing and how could she be handling this situation better?

Students are to read to the end of chapter 10 (pp. 51-94) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension – Chapters 7-10

Describe Cam’s return to the family.  What did he look like?  What was the general reaction to his arrival?  How did he cope with the attention?  Is this how you would have envisioned his return?  Retell the return from his point of view.

· Luisa and Boo’s house is a party house.  How do their two girls cope with all the parties?  How do they indicate they want to sleep?  How do they escape from the parties?  How would Cam have felt arriving back to one of their parties?

· Cam describes himself as confused when he found his home on fire.  What did he manage to save from the fire?  What things do you think he should have saved?  What things did he do that were right, under the circumstances, what things did he do wrong?  Justify your response.

· Where did the family go to get replacement clothes?  How did they feel about that?  What would have been their priority items?  How well did Jo and Cam handle this episode?  What would the children have been thinking?

· Jo has not been able to complete the manuscript.  How did the author take the news?  What type of manuscript was it?  What options could have been available to Jo at this stage?

· Why do the children decide to sleep on the trampoline?  Why do Jo and Cam end up sleeping on the trampoline?  What could they do to try and ensure they all get some sleep?  Devise a sleeping pattern for them?  Who would sleep where?

Discussion

· When they arrived at Luisa and Boo’s house, how much do you think the two children knew about what was happening?  How much should they be told?  Who should tell them?  How well do you consider they have been treated at this point?  What questions could they be asking?

· Jo blames herself for not being at the house during the fire.  How would things have been different had she been there?  Consider her faulty car, the children at school, the cat. What possessions would she have grabbed?  How well would she and Cam have worked together under these circumstances?  Justify your response with reference to the text.

· Discuss the donated goods.  What was Cam’s reaction to them?  How does his reaction differ to Jo’s?  What is your immediate reaction to the items available?  What advice would you give to people who are considering donating to such a cause?  Devise a list of priority goods that each family might need.

· Luisa and Boo have parties just about every night.  In what ways do these parties effect the bushfire family? Decide on your point of view and debate whether the partying should be stopped during their stay.  In what ways has having four other people staying effected Luisa and Boo’s family life?  What do you think would be the most difficult aspect of coping with all these extra people?

Students are to read to the end of the novel before the next shared session.

Comprehension – Chapters 11-14

· Why does everyone decide to return to the property?  What do they do when they get there? What are their first reactions to the sight that greets them?  Who do you think is the most effected?  Justify your response.
· What is the first thing found in the ash?  Why are the children so excited about the scavenging?  What could Jo learn from her children at this stage?  Why are the adults more effected by the disaster than the children?

· Why does Mrs Yelders blame herself for destroying Jo’s cabin?  What is Jo’s reaction to her guilt?  What precautions will they take to lessen the danger next time?

· Where was Charlie when he was found?  What had he spent his time with?  Who rescued him?  Why did it take so long to reunite him with his family?

· Why was Luisa so excited about the caravans?  What kind of condition were they in?  How were the Yelders family prepared to help with their accommodation now they had the caravans? 

· What kind of information did the insurance company want before they would pay out?  Who had first option on their insurance money?  Were they expecting to get a large payout?  Why?

· In eighteen years what has happened to the family?  What is their house like?  How would you describe their lives now?  Where are all the characters who shared the drama now?  

· How would you describe Jo at the end of the novel?  What lessons has she learned?  Apart from having a new home, what are some of the major changes in her life?

Discussion

· Mr Podna gives a testimonial to Cam.  What information does his family learn about his role in the fire?  How did they feel about this?  Why had Cam not told them about what he had done?  What does this tell you about their relationship?

· The family has been staying with Luisa and Boo for two weeks.  Many tensions have built up; some have not been resolved.  How well do you think they have handled the situation?  What advice would you give them for next time?  What does their time together tell you about the two families?  Do you think they will continue to be friends?

· Why did Jo explode when she saw the goods the charity van had brought her?  Was she being fair?  How do you explain her reaction to the goods?  How did the men respond to her outburst?  What would they have been thinking?

· How do you think Jo’s actions and reactions following the fire effected those around her?  How well do you think Cam coped?  How have you opinions of these characters changed during the novel?  How would you describe them now?  Have you met characters similar to them before?  How do they compare with heroes and survivors in other disaster novels you have read?

· Read about the author.  This is her true story.  What impact does this information have on your relationship with the character of Jo?  How would you describe her portrayal of herself?  How do you think she feels about her handling of the events of the Fire?  

Responses to Text Activities

Oral

Christmas Gathering

Freeze-frame the Christmas Day gathering (pp. 16-19). 

· Choose a role each and have each character state what they like most and dislike most about family gatherings at Christmas.  

· Stay in role and disclose one present they that bought for another family member.  State why that present was chosen for that particular person.  

· In role thank one of the family for the present they have given you.  Describe what you like about it and what uses you will put it to.

Saying Goodbye

When Jo dropped the children at school on the day she was returning to her parents, the children would have had a lot of questions.  Hot seat Jo as she drops them off.  Have each of the children ask her questions and have Jo supply the answers in role.  

The Reunion
Organise a reunion of all the character ten years later.  Have each recount their memories of that time.  Each character is to ask two questions of the others, which must be answered in role.  

This story is based on a traumatic experience of the author.  Why do you think she wrote the story?  Discuss whether writing a story about a personal tragedy would or would not be therapeutic.

Visual

A Mud-Brick Home
Cam has decided to replace his cabin with a mud-brick home.  Contact a local builder and use the Internet to investigate this type of building.  What would be the advantages and disadvantages if this type of building?  Design a pamphlet for mud-brisk dwellings.  Design some house plans using mud-bricks. 

The Photographs

There were many photographs taken at the house site when the families returned.  Using props, set these photographs and take the pictures.  Write a caption for each and place them into a family album.  Write a short inscription for the title page of the album.

Written
Insurance Claim

· Imagine you have to put in an insurance claim following a fire at your home.  Itemise the things in your bedroom; put a value on them. 

· Investigate insurance.  Invite an agent to your class.  Write a list of questions about household insurance, the cost, how you go about claiming, excess, fraud and its penalties.  

Newspaper Report

Review reporting styles from local and daily newspapers.  Write a newspaper report about the fire and everything that happened that day.  Use Mr Podna’s testimonial to Cam and any other eyewitness accounts from throughout the novel. Accompany your report with an editorial from the editor and letters to the editors, which could add personal recollections of the Fire.  Publish your newspaper for the rest of the class to read.

· Discuss disasters, both man-made and natural.  Which type of disaster have you personally experienced?  What have you learned from that disaster?  Which type of disasters could happen in New Zealand?  Are you and your family prepared for a disaster?  Locate the Civil Defence procedures from the Yellow Pages of the telephone book and review what should be done when faced with a disaster.
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