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Heather Cato

Synopsis

______________________________________________________________

After Kate's father dies, she and her mother return to New Zealand to sell their half of the family farm. The family stud farm is unfamiliar territory to a London girl and Kate struggles to come to grips with her new surroundings.

She stumbles on Misty, a girl living in squalor on nearby land and who is despised by Kate's uncle, Patrick. Through Misty, Kate learns of Patrick's cruelty and of the mysterious and dubious dealings that surround the horses on the family farm.

Kate must separate the good from the bad, the innocent from the guilty without jeopardising Misty's safety and wellbeing. She manages to gather the courage to expose her Uncle's cruelty and his insurance scams. But in doing so, she also unearths a family secret.

Text Type

______________________________________________________________

Dark Horses is realistic fiction. The main plot involves exposing Kate's uncle's insurance scam with nonproductive horses. Running alongside and throughout this plot are several subplots that challenge us to think about racism, guilt, death, jealousy, love and friendship.

Sharing the Novel

______________________________________________________________

This novel won the 1997 Tom Fitzgibbon Award for the best children's fiction by a previously unpublished author.

This novel can be shared over five teaching sessions and four independent reading sessions. Group discussion is essential for clarifying understandings about the plot and exploring children's beliefs and attitudes about the themes.
Sharing Session One - Before Reading

______________________________________________________________

Read the title. 

•
What does it mean if someone calls you "a dark horse"? 

•
What links do you think there could be between this idea and the title?

•
What do you think is happening in the picture?

•
What do you think has happened to the rider?

•
Describe what you think this horse is like.

Look at the blurb inside the front cover.

Read the part in italics.

•
What sort of person do you think Kate will be?

Read the rest of the blurb.

•
Why do you think Misty is forbidden to go near the stallion?

•
What sorts of horse dealings do you think might be going on?

•
In the blurb it says, "Kate is left to act on her own . . ." Why do you think she will have to act on her own? What problems do you think she might have?

•
Have you ever had to solve difficult problems on your own? How did you feel?

Read to the end of chapter three.

Sharing Session Two - During Reading

______________________________________________________________

•
How does Jo feel about Misty? Why?

•
How do Kate and Misty feel about each other?

•
Do you think they have anything in common? Explain.

•
Why do you think Misty gave the puppy to Kate?

•
Why do you think the puppy was named Tramp?

•
What did Kate's father mean by the poem on page 53?

•
How do the opinions about Bruce differ between Jo and Kate? Explain why.

•
What do we know about Patrick so far? Give examples to illustrate your ideas.

•
How do you think his character will develop throughout the story?

Read to the end of chapter eight.

Sharing Session Three - During Reading

______________________________________________________________

•
How has Kate's opinion of Bruce changed? Why?

•
How do the community feel about Misty? Why?

•
What were Patrick and Helen's main concerns when the shotgun was fired? What does this tell you about them as people?
•
What do you think it was that suddenly gave Kate the courage to speak out about Misty at the Hunt party?
•
How did Patrick influence people's opinions at the hunt party? Why do you think he does this?

•
Would you call Patrick a bully? Explain your thinking.
•
Why did Tim react as he did to the crowd instead of supporting Kate?

•
Is this a believable situation? Have you ever experienced anything like this? Discuss.          
•
What do you think will happen next?

Read to the end of chapter thirteen.

Sharing Session Four - During Reading

______________________________________________________________
•
Why had Misty left Ted?

•
Why did Misty want to hide King in the forest?

•
How had the relationship between Kate and Sam changed? Why?

•
Was Kate being unreasonable? Why?

•
Explain why Kate felt jealous of Misty.

•
What things make you feel jealous? 

•
How do you think the author will resolve this jealousy?

•
Why do you think Nana and Grandad didn't want Nick to have a relationship with Kahu?

•
Do you think people's attitudes have changed since Nana and Grandad's day about mixed marriages and relationships? Explain.

•
Why hadn't Kate come to terms with her father's death?

•
What things make you feel guilty? How have you managed to alleviate your guilt?

•
How do you think Kate will learn to cope with her father's death?

Read to the end of the novel.

Sharing Session Five - After Reading

______________________________________________________________

•
How did Kate come to terms with her father's death?

•
What part did Bruce and Sam play in helping Kate accept her father's death?

•
What do you think is the significance of Misty riding Tatoo to receive second prize at the 'Pony of the Year Show.'

•
Why had Patrick always hated Misty so much?

•
Why did Kate decide that she had to be honest about Misty's assailant and about the horse scams?

•
What gave her the confidence to speak out?

•
Have you ever been faced with a dilemma such as this? Explain.

•
Patrick had expected to hurt Kate by telling her that Misty was her sister. Instead the outcome was constructive for Kate. Why was this?

•
What do you think Patrick's death signified?

•
Do you think Kingpin was a good choice of name for the stallion? Explain your answer.

•
What do you think of the way the author has crafted her novel?

•
What messages do you think the author has for us in this novel?

Follow Up Activities - Using the Text

______________________________________________________________
Processing Information
Illustrate each of these horses - King, Moonay, Bella, Inca, Tatoo and Shindig. Label each illustration and describe the features and special abilities of each horse.

Find out about more about different breeds and types of horses. Present your ideas on an information poster.

Make a sociogram showing Kate's relationship with Misty, Jo, Sam, Bruce and  Patrick. Describe the feelings and the relationship between them.

Writing
Choose one event where you felt moved by the story. Write a poem to express your feelings.

Reread chapter seven. Imagine that you are Kate. Write the letter that she would have written to Bruce seeking his help with Misty.

Write a letter to Heather Cato congratulating her on winning the Tom Fitzgibbon Award in 1997 and expressing your thoughts about the way she crafted her novel.

Presenting
Make a list of the themes or key issues that arise in this novel. Illustrate each using an example from the novel and present them as a collage or mobile entitled 'Dark Horses.'

You should include words such as jealousy, guilt, privileged, underprivileged, racism, superiority, power, cruelty, death, grief, love, friendship, courage and so on.

