Handful of Blue   

by Vince Ford



Synopsis

Jeremy, his younger sister Tessa and his parents have been living at Makorori Station, just north of Gisborne for a year. It’s an awesome place to live – their farm is just across the road from the beach. Jeremy and his friend Eddie enjoy fishing, playing on the beach and boggie boarding. Jeremy is not a bad kid – sometimes he just doesn’t think before he acts. It seems that lately he moves from one disaster to another. First he gets caught spying on a naked woman. Next he sends his sister’s lamb to the works. Then, when he thinks that things can’t get any worse he inadvertently causes an accident in his dad’s car. Add this to the fact that he left the tap on and used all the tank water, and Jeremy is left wondering if he can do anything right. The thing is, his parents have enough to worry about. They are struggling to make ends meet because of a bad drought. A cyclone is approaching, but the rain will be too late to save the farm. 

Against this backdrop a startling phenomenon occurs. A large pod of whales become stranded on the beach. The family fights hard to saves the whales but the odds are insurmountable and the whales die. This is when Jeremy learns that life can be surprising, because the dead whales may provide his father with an opportunity to save the farm.

Text Type

A Handful of Blue is a fast-paced story with enough action to keep even reluctant readers engaged. The farm and beach are familiar settings to most New Zealand students. The informal, colloquial style of the text ensures high interest. Boys particularly will relate to Jeremy, the narrator. Jeremy is a typical boy who is portrayed realistically. He fights with his sister and often gets into trouble with his parents. He deals with many issues during the course of the book and his character develops and becomes more mature. He is put in a position where he needs to provide comfort and support for his father and he becomes more aware of the importance of keeping the farm because it fulfils his father’s dream of being able to provide a legacy for his family. By the end of the novel Jeremy has reached a truce with his sister and comes to understand the importance of sticking together as a family.
Themes include the idea that ultimately nature is more powerful than man, following your dreams, loyalty and family relationships.

Sharing the Text 

The text can be covered in 5 shared sessions and 4 independent reading sessions. It has been divided up as follows: Chapters 1and 2 (pp.7-25), Chapters 3-7 (pp.26-78), Chapters 8-10 (pp.79-108) and Chapters 11-14 (pp.109-140).

During the shared sessions encourage students to share their thoughts and feelings about the characters and ideas in the novel. Allow them to clarify their understanding of words and events in the story and encourage them to think critically about the ideas introduced and the themes covered. 

The suggested activities allow students to acquire greater meaning from the story and suit a range of different learning styles.

Introducing the Text________________________________________

· Study the cover of the novel and read the blurb. Why is the novel called A Handful of Blue? Where is story set? What two natural occurrences threaten the family? Make some predictions about what the forces outside their control” may be.

Reading the Text
Teacher reads Chapters 1and 2 aloud. Students follow along in their books and then answer the following questions:

Comprehension - Chapters 1 and 2 (pp.7-25)

· Who is telling the story?

· Where does the narrator live? What important information do we learn about the farm at the very start of the story?

· What is the narrator’s dog called? How does he describe him? What is the name of the other dog on the beach?

· Who does Jeremy meet on the beach? What does he have in his sack?

· Eddie and Jeremy become good friends after this initial meeting. What sorts of things did they do together?

· Why is Eddie upset with what Jeremy has written in the first chapter? What do we learn about Jeremy from Eddie?

· Who is Tessa? How does Jeremy feel about her?

· What are Jeremy’s parents worried about? How is the stress affecting them?

· What sorts of activities do Jeremy, Tessa and their mother enjoy doing at the beach? Why doesn’t Jeremy’s father like the beach?

· Who lives in the farm cottage? What does Jeremy have to take over to them?

· What does Jeremy see when he looks through the fence? Why do you think he doesn’t look away? Who catches him? What is her reaction?

· How does Jeremy’s father react when he finds out what Jeremy has been up to? What is Jeremy no longer allowed to do? What additional punishment is he given? How does Jeremy feel about this punishment?

Discussion

· After reading Chapters 1 and 2 how would you describe Jeremy’s relationship with Eddie?

· In what ways is farming dependent upon the weather? What damaging effects can a drought have on a farm? Why is Jeremy’s father so concerned about the high exchange rate?

· Do you have a younger brother or sister? How do you feel about them? Do you ever fight? Can you relate to how Jeremy feels about Tessa? Tessa tries to blackmail Jeremy. What is her motivation for doing this? What would you have done in her position?

· Make some predictions about how Jeremy pays Tessa back for telling on him.

Students read Chapters 3-7 (pp.26-78) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension -  Chapters 3-7 (pp. 26-78)

· Why does Jeremy’s dad get frustrated while they are rounding up the lambs?
· What is the name of Tessa’s lamb?
· How does Tessa wind Jeremy up over lunch?
· What does Tessa do that angers Jeremy so much that he sends her lamb to the works? Do you think that Jeremy is justified in his actions? Why/why not?
· How does Jim react when he realises what Jeremy has done? What efforts does he make to get the lamb back?
· How does Jeremy feel about what he has done when he sees how upset Tessa is?
· What punishment does Jeremy suggest to his parents? What conditions do they add to this punishment? Do you think that this punishment is fair? Why/why not?
· What is the name of the cyclone?
· Do you think that Jeremy’s parents are right when they tell Tessa that she is partly responsible for Herman’s death? Why/why not?
· What is the name of the bank manager who visits the farm? What does Jeremy overhear him saying to his parents? Who is Dave Wright?
· Where do Jeremy and his family go for dinner? What happens to the car when Jim stops to remove the trailer? What is the cause of the accident?
· How does Jeremy feel when he realises that he has put his sister’s life in danger? Why aren’t his parents angry with him about the accident?
· Why is there no water when Jeremy and his family arrive home? Why is the empty tank such a serious problem? How will the family get their water?
· What does Jeremy find on the beach? Who does Trish call to ask for help?
· Why is Jim so upset when he learns that Jeremy overheard his conversation with the bank manager?
· Why is the family hoping that the cyclone will strike Makorori Station?
Discussion
· What effects has the drought had on the farm? How has the stress of the drought affected Jeremy’s parents? Find examples in the story where Jim and Trish behave uncharacteristically. Why don’t Jim and Trish tell their children how bad the situation really is?
· Do you believe that Jeremy is really sorry for all of the trouble that he has caused? How does he try and make up for his mistakes? What could he have done differently? What do you think he learns about himself during this time?
· Make some predictions about what will happen next in the story. Will the family lose their farm? Will the whales be rescued?
Students read Chapters 8-10 (pp.79-108) independently before the next shared session.
Comprehension- Chapters 8-10 (pp. 79-108)

· Name the Department of Conservation officer in charge of the rescue operation. What advice does he offer the volunteers about how best to care for the whales? What is the greatest risk to whales while they wait to be floated back out to sea? What potential danger is there for the volunteers who are looking after the whales?

· What does the DOC worker tell the volunteers it is an offence to do?

· What is the name of the whale rescue group?

· Which whales do Jeremy and Tessa choose to look after? Why do they choose these particular whales? Describe what they do to try and ensure the whales’ comfort. What sounds do the whales make?

· How does Jeremy know that Tessa hasn’t forgiven him for Herman?

· How does Eddie provide comic relief while they are looking after the whales?

· In what ways does the impending cyclone make caring for the whales so difficult? Why does the weather threaten any rescue attempt? What does the elderly woman suggest that DOC may do if the whales can’t be rescued? How does Tessa react to this news?

· What does Jeremy’s dad reveal to him when he finds him standing alone on the hill? Why do you think that Jeremy is frightened to have his father crying in his arms?

· Why does Jim eventually decide to help his family save the whales? What does he suggest as an alternative to shooting the whales? Why is this idea vetoed by DOC? Why is shooting the whales the most humane solution?

· How do Jeremy and his family say goodbye to the whales?

Discussion

· Why do you think that so many people are willing to volunteer their time to help save whales? What is it about whales that make them so appealing? Would you be willing to volunteer your time to help save whales? Why/why not?

· Makorori Station is not just a piece of land to Jim. What does the farm represent to him?

· “In a contest between man and nature, nature will always win”. Consider this statement with reference to the novel. Do you agree with it? Give examples from the text where characters or events are at the mercy of nature.

Students read Chapters 11-14 (pp. 109-140) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension Chapters 11-14​​​​​​​​​​​​______________________________

· Where does the DOC worker believe is the best place to bury the whales?

· How do Jeremy and his dad move the dead whales?

· Describe the cyclone as it hit Makorori Station.

· How does Tessa deal with the loss of the whales?

· When does Jeremy realise that Tessa may not be a “goblin child” after all?

· Why do Jim and Trish stay up all night?

· Why aren’t the preferred contractors able to bury the whales? What great suggestion does Jeremy come up with? How much does the job pay?

· What does Dave Wright do when he learns that Jim wants the contract to bury the whales? Why does he do this? What kind of person do you think that Dave is?

· Describe how each family member responds to the news that Dave robbed them of the opportunity to save the farm.

· Why does Jeremy take Axle for a walk?

· What does Tessa do to ensure that she remembers Makorori?

· Why does Jeremy go to the beach? Why does he hide? What does he witness from his hiding place?

· Why does Dave want the whale’s tooth so badly? What is wrong with what he is doing?

· Why is Jeremy excited by what he sees? Why does he run and grab Tessa’s camera? What happens when Dave realises that he has been photographed? Who rescues Jeremy?

· What happens to Dave Wright?

· Who gets the contract to bury the whales?

· What does winning the contract mean for Jeremy and his family?

· What do the DOC workers do to the whales before they are buried? Why do they do this?

· What does Tessa put into the mass grave with the whales? Why does she do this? What does Jim say in his speech?

· How does the experience with the whales change Jim?

Discussion________________________________________________

· Describe the character of Dave Wright. How long has he been trying to get his hands on Jim’s farm? What does his behaviour reveal about his morals? How did you feel when you learned that he was willing to defile a dead whale just to get a souvenir?

· Identify the climax (most exciting part) of the story.  

· What challenges has Jeremy faced in the novel? How has he dealt with these challenges? Explain how his character has developed throughout the story. How would you describe his actions at the end of the story?

· Sticking together as a family is a very important theme in this story. Find examples in the story where Jeremy and his family offer each other love and support. Could Jeremy have saved the farm without Tessa’s help?

Activities_________________________________________________

News Article - Write a news article about the stranded whales. Remember to include the 5 W’s and H and to use the inverted pyramid structure. You could include quotes from the DOC workers and volunteers in your article.

Storyboard – Design a storyboard for the incident where Jeremy witnesses Dave committing the crime and is pursued by him.

Colloquialisms – The story is told in informal, everyday conversational language. Find 10 examples of colloquial language in the story and explain them.

Flow Chart – Complete a flow chart that shows the main events in the story in chronological order.

Book Review – Write a book review for A Handful of Blue. Remember to include information about the setting, characters and themes in the story. Give a brief plot outline – but don’t give too much away! The most important thing to include in a review is your personal opinion on the book.

Psychiatrist Report – Imagine that you are a psychiatrist. Write a detailed character report on Dave Wright.

Critical Thinking – Compare and contrast A Handful of Blue with another book by a New Zealand author.

Research – Conduct a research project on whales and what causes them to become beached. Brainstorm ideas and come up with 5 open-ended questions to guide you research. Present your findings on a poster, in an essay or in an oral presentation. 

 Teacher notes by Vicki Gyde
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