Crash!  The Story of Poddy

William Taylor

Synopsis

Jack is nearly sixteen and as he becomes older, he is finding that having a Down’s Syndrome brother is becoming harder and harder for him to bear.  He considers Poddy to be a hindrance and a nuisance, he thinks Poddy is useless. 

Poddy, on the other hand, adores his big brother.  Always eager to share with him, Poddy seeks out opportunities to be with Jack and to help him.

An afternoon at the rugby turns to disaster when their car crashes on the way home. Badly injured, barely alive, Jack and his father wait for help. Everything Poddy has ever been told or taught is called upon as he struggles to bring help for the people he loves most in the world. 

Cleverly written with alternating past and present chapters, William Taylor encourages his readers to make and modify their points of view, often within the space of a chapter.  A Down’s Syndrome boy is seldom the hero of a novel.  Poddy is a true hero.  The reader walks alongside Poddy as he faces dilemmas and anxieties big enough to overcome even the most hardy.  Determined to save his father and brother, he eventually throws caution to the wind, and contrary to what he has been taught, gets into the car of a stranger.

The alternating chapters tell the background story of Poddy and his family.  Jack exposes to his family the truth and difficulties of his growing up with a handicapped brother.

Themes covered include family, survival, and peer pressure, determination, growing up.

Introductory Discussion

· Examine the cover illustration.  What information can be gathered about the location of the story from this illustration? 

· Discuss automobile accidents, their causes and the outcomes.

· Read the blurb on the back cover.  

· Brainstorm the group’s understanding of Down’s Syndrome.  Prepare a list of questions that you would like answered about this genetic condition.  Any questions not answered during the novel may be directed to an expert later.

Students read Chapters 1-5 (pp6-35) independently before the next shared session

Comprehension – Chapters 1-5

· What was the weather like on the night of the accident?  What were the main contributing factors to the accident?  How should George Harris have modified his driving to suit the conditions?

· What did Poddy do when he first became conscious?  How well do you think he  handled the situation? List the injuries suffered by his brother and father.  

What things would you have done differently?  Why?  

· Where were the boys off to with their father?  Why did Sue not want to go with them?  How did Jack and his father feel about taking Poddy?  How could this situation have been decided so that all parties were happy?

· How do Jack’s parents handle his rejection of Poddy?  How does Jack’s view of himself differ to that held by Poddy?  Why is this?

· What are the pets owned by Poddy?  Name them.  Which pets have the most traumatic life with Poddy?  Why?  Describe life with Poddy from his goldfishes’ point of view.

· Where was Poddy when the first car went past?   Could he have stopped it?  Why?  How far was he from the road?  Why did he not stop the second car?  What were his thoughts then?  

· How did Poddy’s father carry him into the house after work?  What did he refer to Poddy as being like?  Had they ever played this particular game before?  Refer to the text to substantiate your answer.

Discussion

· Discuss the accident scene.  Locate a picture that best matches the road and territory.  Draw up a map of the area.  Identify and label the key places on the map.
· In Chapter 2 we are introduced to all the members of Poddy’s family.  Discuss each person.  How would you describe the dynamics of the family?  What extra pressures are noticeable that can be attributed to Poddy and his being a Down’s Syndrome boy?
· Prepare a semantic web of the family.  Add information about each person as you read the novel.  Discuss the relationships between the family members.  
· Why has Jack’s attitude to his brother changed as he has grown up?  What advice would you give him at this point?  What advice would you give to his parents?  Be prepared to justify you advice.

· What was your first reaction to the character of Poddy? What was the first indication you had that Poddy might be handicapped?  

· Discuss Jack’s position on animal welfare.  Do you agree that his parents should stop buying Poddy goldfish?  Should Jack be allowed to go hunting?

· Remembering that Poddy operates at a three to five year old level, what do you predict he will do now?  What options are open to him?  How will he get the help he so desperately needs?

Students read Chapters 6-12 (pp 37-79) independently before the next shared session

Comprehension –Chapters 6-12

· From Jack’s discussion with his mother, what information have you gathered about Down’s Syndrome children?  
· Poddy chose the wrong fork in the road to take.  What prevented him from getting lost?  What was Poddy’s reaction to this?  
· How would you describe his parents’ reactions to discovering Jack had been smoking?  What do these reactions tell about each parent?  Are the reactions consistent with your impressions about the characters?  Justify your response.
· What were Brucey and Dickhead doing on the country road that night?  Why did Poddy hide from them?  How do you think he was feeling when they two men drove away?
· What job did Poddy get for after school? What was Jack’s reaction to this news?  What other jobs are available for people with Down’s Syndrome?  
· What exactly did Poddy mean by “a dopper”?  Why did Jack tell the others that his brother was “a dopper”?  How did Jack feel when he realised Poddy had heard him?  How did he feel when Poddy told his mother?  How was the issue resolved?
Discussion

· Poddy has let an opportunity go by when he could have got help for his father and Jack.  Do you think he made the right decision?  What do you think would have happened if he had shown himself to Brucey and Dickhead?  What would you have done in this situation?
· Jack felt really bad that Poddy had heard him say Poddy was adopted.  Discuss his mother’s reaction to this.  Since Poddy does not understand what ‘dopper’ means, do you consider any harm has been done?  Justify your response.
· Mrs Harris has very firm views about appropriate language.  Do you share her views?  Discuss the use of what is considered inappropriate language in this novel. 
· Reread Sue Harris’ philosophy about putting limits on other people on page 67.  Do you agree or disagree with her?  Discuss ways people limit the potential of others.  How can you safeguard yourself against this happening to you?  
Students read Chapters 13-19 (pp 81-122) independently before the next shared session

Comprehension – Chapters 13-19

· When and where had Marion been hit over the head before?  Why was she so insistent on checking what was going on this time?  What would her companion have preferred to do?

· How does Marion manage to get Poddy to come out of hiding?  How does she convince him to get into the car when he has such strong views on getting into stranger’s cars?  Was this the right thing for him to do?

· Who was Ron Carter?  How did he know the Harris family?  What jobs did he do in the community?

· What was Sue Harris doing when she was told about the accident?  How did she react to the news?  Who took her to the accident site?  What was her first reaction when she got there?

· What did Marion, Liz and Poddy do while they waited for the other to be rescued?  What did Sue Harris do to fill in this time?  Who came up the cliff first?  

· What presents did Poddy bring to his father and Jack in the hospital?  Why did he decide on those particular things?  How did his mother feel about his presents?  What was his brother’s reaction to his specially selected gift?

Discussion

· What information have you gathered about Liz and Marion from their conversations?  How would you describe them?  Are they people you could get along with?  Justify your response.

· Discuss the rescue.  What personal and appliances would be involved?  How would the terrain effect this type of rescue?  

· Why would William Taylor have written this novel?  What messages did he hope to send to his readers?  How has this novel affected your attitude towards people with Down’s Syndrome?
· Which character in the novel do you consider you identify with the most?  Why is that?     

· Discuss the events of that night had Jack been the one who escaped from the car.  How would the storyline have been changed?  What would he have done differently to Poddy?  

Response to Text Activities

· Vocabulary Extension

Find the meanings of these words as they are used in the novel.  Supply other words that could be substituted for them.

ebbing

22
scree
       
21

perilous
21 optimum         
23
Unwary
33

incorrigible
67

doggedly

33
crested           35

Paroxysm
 7

voracious       
103
coherent
 8

inclination
70

Comatose

 9
fossicking
10

vestige
11

terrain


12
Manifest
70

What do these phrases mean?

“defied the laws of gravity.” p. 21

“hazard a guess” p.41

“hammer and tongs”  p.52

· Sing a Song
Poddy changes the words of an Abba song to suit his circumstances.  Using the tune from a familiar song or nursery rhyme, change the words to reflect some aspect of the novel.

· The Experts
Use information from the notes at the end of the novel, that given by Sue Harris throughout the novel and expert information from the Special Education Service to prepare for a panel discussion about Down’s Syndrome.  Write key questions and elect one of the group to be the convenor of the discussion.  Present your panel discussion to the rest of the group.   Be prepared to answer questions from your audience. 

· First Aid

William Taylor, on page 124, states that a basic knowledge of first aid is very valuable.  Set up a basic first aid course for the students at your school.

Contact the local St John’s Ambulance or the Red Cross and investigate the possibility of starting a first aid course at your school. Find out the costs, times and commitment required by students.

Write a letter to the principal and your BOT asking permission to run such a course.

Design a flyer advertising the course include an application form.

· Poddy’s Dilemma
Plot the path taken by Poddy from the time he leaves his father and brother in the car until Marion and Liz rescue him.  Present the information in the form of a storyboard.  

· Sound Track
Develop a sound track for a scene in this novel.  Identify some appropriate mood music and make the background noises to fit the scene.  Prepare a script for the scene and record your scene complete with a sound track.

· Photo Shoot
Freeze frame scenes from the novel.  Select an event and have the students make up the scene.  Freeze the scene as if for a photograph.  Have a director analyse the scene and recommend changes of position, expression, attitude etc.  Regroup and freeze again as directed. 

· The Author

William Taylor has written many novels.  Discuss his writing.  What type of genre does he usually write?  What can the reader expect from a William Taylor novel?  What type of person would you expect his main character to be?  Why?  

Prepare a list of his novels. Identify his award winning novels. 

Write a synopsis and a short review for each of his other novels. 

Locate Internet review sites that discuss his writing. 

Join a chat group about one of his novels.  Submit your reviews to one of the web sites.  

Locate information and write a biography of William Taylor.
For author information about William Taylor go to

www.scholastic.com.au/profiles
· Compare Characters

In Just Looking  Thanks by David Hill, published by Scholastic, Joel meets Tyler who is also a Down’s Syndrome boy.  Read this novel and compare the two characters.  How is the portrayal of these characters similar how are they different.  Set up a comparison chart to present your information.  Look at the family relationships, peer relationships, ability to cope, expectation etc.  How has the portrayal of these characters affected your attitude and expectations of Down’s Syndrome people?
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