Duster   by Margaret Beames

Synopsis

Fliss is playing softball at school with her friends when she finds a small, bedraggled dog by the boundary fence. ItÕs exhausted , hungry and responsive to the childrenÕs attention. The name Duster is agreed on.  The group of friends explore several possibilities for keeping their canine companion. They are reminded by the adults involved of the practical barriers to instant and unplanned dog ownership.  A stopgap solution is found and Duster becomes involved in the school community, though not without unforeseen consequences.

Text type

The need to balance our natural affection for animals with a sense of responsibility for their welfare and for the environment is explored in this novel.  Margaret Beames creates a likeable heroine in Fliss. She is good- nattered, sporting, energetic and determined to find ways to achieve her goals. The reader identifies with her protectiveness towards Duster, who repays her kindness with loyalty.  Fliss emerges as a strong character who doesnÕt give up easily on what she believes in, yet also learns that compromise is necessary at times.

Sharing the novel  

This novel can be shared over five teaching sessions and four independent reading sessions.  The book divides easily into four sections relating to finding Duster and the fire( chapters 1-3);  the trip to the bush (chapters 4-5);  pet day and the theft (chapters 6-8) and the concert (chapters 9-10.)  There are many opportunities for children to share their  experiences and viewpoints on topics such as the value of having a pet in the family, the reasons some families choose not to have pets, the suitability of a range of pets for particular living environments, the reasons for dog registration,  the importance of safety procedures when bush walking and the fun to be had in participating in a school concert.  These scenarios offer scope for developing childrenÕs awareness of viewpoints other than their own.

Introductory Discussion 

View the cover illustration , title and caption.  Can anyone name another book written by Margaret Beames? What do you think might happen in this plot?  Who might be the main characters in this story?  How do you think the dog got its name?  Does this dog remind you of any other dogs you know? Who has a pet?  

Make a prediction about the story. Write it down.

Read the blurb. Ask your partner one question. The answer has to come from the blurb.

What is the difference between the text in italics and that in a plain font in the blurb?

Can you name other authors who have written novels with the theme of pets?

Teacher reads p5-9 to the class to introduce the story and characters.  Students read to the end of chapter 3 ( pp10-50) before the next shared session.

Comprehension - Chapters 1-3

What did Callum and Daniel use to provide Duster with a drink of water? What was DanielÕs reason for not taking Duster to his place? (Knowledge)*


How would you summarise the childrenÕs feelings about Duster? What can you say about Mrs KendallÕs attitude towards Duster? (Comprehension)*


What approach would you use to persuade Mrs Kendall to allow you to


          keep Duster?  What would result if Mr Wills became sick? (Application)*

What are the reasons for having dogs registered?  What evidence is there that Duster may once have had a happy home?  (Analysis)*


Suppose you were asked to represent your friendsÕ opinions about 


          Duster to Mr Henare, what would you say?  Can you think of other ways that   

          Fliss and her friends could raise money for DusterÕs registration?  ( Synthesis)*                                          

Do you agree with FlissÕs motherÕs decision not to take Duster?  What choice would you have made about giving Duster to one of the homes offered by people who responded to the newspaper article?  (Evaluation)*

Discussion

What do you think Mrs StonelyÕs reasons were for claiming Duster?

What do you think her reasons were for returning Duster to school?

What is meant by ÒAfter the novelty had worn off, the flow of money reduced to a trickle?Ó  Can you think of other situations where this happens?

Could you recommend another pet that might be more suitable for Mrs Stonely?

Students read Chapters 4 and 5 (pp51-75)  independently before the next shared session.
Comprehension - Chapters 4-5

How was Duster able to escape from the classroom to reach the bus? What did the children use as a temporary lead for Duster in the bush? (Knowledge)*

How would you rephrase ÒWeÕre trying to re-establish kiwis in this area?Ó What is meant by ÒThen the magic of the bush touched them?Ó  ( Comprehension)*

What would result if the children had to spend the whole night in the bush?  How would you use the collection of insects back at school?   ( Application)*

Why do you think that Mr Henare was not amused about the dayÕs adventure even though it ended well?  What conclusions can you draw from the fact that Fliss and her friends started to get snappy with each other after they found they were lost?  ( Analysis)*

What changes would you make to ensure that future groups of children on bush trips didnÕt get lost?  Suppose you are Fliss or Callum creating a presentation on their trip to the bush reserve.  What facts can you compile about the bush?  

          ( Synthesis.)* 

What would you select to study on a trip to the bush?  What is your opinion of people who are scared of insects ?  (Evaluation)*

Discussion

Do you agree with people taking samples of flora or fauna from native bush reserves?

Should there be a law to exclude dogs from areas of native bush?

How can the native bush suffer if dogs roam there?

Do dogs have emotions and thoughts like people? 

Students read Chapters 6, 7 and 8 (pp76-115) independently before the next shared session.


Comprehension- Chapters 6-8

Can you list three pets by name that came to Pet Day? (apart from Duster)

          Why did Fliss and Duster not join in the final parade of pets? (Knowledge)*

Can you explain what Daniel meant by ÒMore by good luck than good managementÓ when Fliss said no harm had been done?  What can you say about FlissÕs feelings when RickÕs cat won a prize for its friendly nature? (Comprehension)*

What approach would you use to persuade Mr Henare not to send Duster away at the end of the school year?  What might result if Mr Wills was moved after he fell from the ladder? (Application)*

What conclusions can you draw from the nickname the children gave to the temporary caretaker?   What evidence can you find to support the idea that Fliss is dreading telling her friends that Duster has gone missing? (Analysis)*

What could be done to minimise the number of accidents people have on ladders?  Can you invent a safe place or method of storing money temporarily before it is banked?  ( Synthesis)*

What would you recommend the police say to Snaily Whelk when they take him to the police station for questioning?  Would it be better if Duster had escaped from the cupboard during the night?  ( Evaluation)*

Discussion

 What special days do we have at our school that have similarities to Pet Day?

 What is the work of an Animal Shelter?

 Do you agree that ÒA school is no place for a dog?Ó

 How important is it that a school caretaker has a friendly nature?

Students read Chapters 9 and 10 (pp116-142) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension - Chapters 9-10

What are the end -of -term tasks that Penrose School classes are doing?

          How would you describe the childrenÕs feelings about getting a new principal?

         (Knowledge)*

How would you compare Penrose SchoolÕs concert with one youÕve been involved in?  What can you say about the way Penrose SchoolÕs concert ended? (Comprehension)*

What other way could Duster have been involved in the concert?  What questions would you ask as a reporter from the local paper? ( Application)*

What evidence can you find to say that the new principal enjoyed the concert?  What inference can you make from Mr BarryÕs statement ÒBest welcome IÕve ever had?Ó  (Analysis)*

Suppose you could rerun the concert, what would you do?  Can you think of an original way for the concert to finish ? (Synthesis)*

Why was it better that FlissÕs mother took a new job?  What would you recommend for Fliss to make a good start as Mr BarryÕs dog-walker?( Evaluation)* 

Responses to Text Activities

Relationships with pets


   List other novels that focus on the place of pets in our lives. Make a table to show the novel, the author, the animal character, other main characters and your rating of the story.

Focus on the Author

      Research facts about Margaret Beames.  Prepare a short oral presentation. 

A Book Review 
       Locate a range of book reviews. Identify the important features of book reviews.   Write a review of this novel to share with others.           

The Plot


Use a graphic organiser to outline the plot.  Identify the problem, the development and the resolution. 

Recording  the Excitement Level
        Create a line graph of the level of tension at key points in the story.  One axis will show the level of tension, the other will identify the stage of the story.

The  Setting

      List the various settings of  different parts of this story.  Choose one to illustrate as a map.

The Characters


Sketch your favourite character from this story and label the sketch with adjectives that describe your character well.

People Who Care
          Research organisations in your area that care for unwanted or lost animals. Create a             

          poster  promoting the aims of this organisation. 

A Review for the Local Paper


Locate examples of concert reviews. Identify their important features.  Write a review of the Penrose School concert.

The School Concert   
       Create a poster advertising the Penrose School Concert. Remember to include the venue, the date and times, the ticket cost and other important information. 

A Letter of Thanks   
       Choose one of the following characters :  Mr Henare, Mrs Kendall, Mr Wills, Dave the Park Ranger.  Write a letter of thanks to the character at the end of the school year.

A New Bedroom 

       Design a floor plan for the new bedroom Fliss will have when she moves into the house next to the school.    

Teacher notes: Christine Pettengill                 
* Levels of questioning based on BloomÕs taxonomy of cognitive processes

