Text Title: Janie Olive: A recipe for disaster

Author: Fifi Colson

Synopsis

Janie Olive is a terrible cook. Everybody knows it – her family, her cooking teacher and even Janie herself. Unfortunately Janie is not one to back down from a challenge, so when her mother asks her to cook for the family every Wednesday night, she agrees. Initially her plan of buying ready-made meals and presenting them as her own works well. The food is great and her mother is happy. The only problem is the money, and Janie is forced to borrow from Joe, the school loan shark. Her debt soon mounts and her problem is compounded when she wins the “my kid’s a star competition” that her mother entered her in. She now has to go to Auckland and cook a meal with Harry Dee on TV!

Her brother Sean promises to help her out by creating a “diversion”. This does not make Janie feel any better because Sean is a pyromaniac with a penchant for making homemade explosives. Add to this Janie’s problems with her father and his new girlfriend and you have a recipe for disaster.

Text Type

Janie Olive – A recipe for disaster is a fast-paced humorous story with widespread appeal. Janie is a likeable main character whose impulsive behaviour and stubbornness lead her into many disastrous situations. By the explosive climax of the story Janie learns a valuable lesson about the dangers of deceiving people and telling lies.

The book focuses on the relationships between Janie and the rest of her family – particularly her troubled relationship with her absentee father and his new girlfriend. Throughout the story the reader learns how difficult a separation can be on the children, and the novel alludes to ways that the parents can improve the situation for them.

Sharing the Novel

The novel has been divided up as follows: Chapters 1 and 2 (pp. 7-27), Chapters 7-10 (pp. 76-132) and Chapters 11-14 (pp. 133-178).

During the shared sessions encourage the students to ask questions to clarify their understanding. Have them make predictions and identify issues raised such as deception and lies, family relationships, divorce and not judging people by appearances.

Introducing the Novel

Students study the cover of the novel and read the blurb.

· Who is the main character in the story? Does her name remind you of anybody? A famous person? Why do you think the author chose this name for the character?

· What do you think this story is going to be about?

· What does Janie really hate to do?

· What does the word “distraction” mean?

· What is a pyromaniac?

· Why might the story be called “A recipe for disaster”?

Teacher reads Chapters 1 and 2 aloud to the class. Students follow along in their books.

Comprehension Chapters 1 and 2 (pp. 7-27)

· What is Janie’s brother’s name? How old is he?

· Who do Janie and her brother live with?

· What is your first impression of Janie’s mother? What explanation does Janie provide for her mother’s stressed out state?

· Why does Mr Jones come over?

· Why does Janie complain about her meal?

· How does Janie end up having to cook Wednesday’s meal? Why is she so worried about this?

· Describe some of Janie’s cooking mishaps.

· What does Janie do to solve her cooking predicament?

· Who is Andrea? What sort of person is she?

· Why is Janie given a detention during cooking class?

Discussion

· What possible pitfalls are there with Janie’s plans to pass a ready-made meal off as her own?

· How do you think Janie could improve her cooking?

· Why do you think “who needs to cook anyway” are Janie’s famous last words?

Students read Chapters 3-6 (pp. 28-75) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension Chapters 3-6 (pp. 28-75)

· Why does Janie call Sean an “explosives sheet”?
· Who is Sid?
· How does Janie “disguise” her frozen meal?
· How does Janie’s successful meal backfire on her? Why doesn’t Janie want to admit what she did?
· What is the fatal flaw in Janie’s plan?
· Who does Janie consider borrowing money from? Why does she reject each possibility? Who does she end up approaching for money? What problems could this cause Janie?
· Why is Janie Joe’s “slave”?
· How does Andrea figure out Janie’s deception? Why does Janie have to pay Andrea money?
· What excuse does Janie give her mother for not being able to cook dinner on Wednesday nights? How does her mother react to the news? Why does her reaction make Janie uneasy?
· What is the name of the competition that Janie wins? Who entered her? What prize does she win?
· Why does Janie believe that Natasha is a “bit thick”?
· How does Natasha propose to help Janie?
· Describe Janie’s cooking lesson at Natasha’s house.
Discussion

· What have we learned about Janie’s character so far? Quote evidence from the story to back up your ideas.

· What is Janie’s relationship like with her brother? Her mother? How has her father’s departure affected her?

· In what ways does Andrea bully Janie? How does she try to undermine Janie’s confidence? Why do some people behave like this? What do you think is the best way to deal with a bully?

· Predict what is going to happen next in the story.

Students read Chapters 7-10 (pp. 76-132) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension Chapters 7-10 (pp. 76-132)

· What does Janie find when she is looking up recipes on the internet? What information does she gather about her brother? Why doesn’t she tell her mother what she has found?

· What does Janie learn form her father’s letter? How does she feel after she reads it?

· Why is Janie’s mum reluctant to allow her children to see their father in Auckland? Is she being fair? Why/why not?

· How does Sean figure out Janie’s deception? What does Janie reveal to Sean during their argument?

· What does Sean tell Janie when she asks him why he likes Andrea? Why is she surprised by his answer?

· What does Janie witness when she follows Sean? Why does she reveal herself to the group?

· Why does Janie describe her travel experience as “something out of a movie”?

· Who is Cath? What is her role?

· Describe Harry Dee. How does Janie feel when she meets him?

· How does Janie feel about her father inviting Lindsey to brunch? How does she show her disapproval? How does Sean react to his sister’s behaviour? Was it fair of Janie’s father to invite Lindsey and not give his children any warning? Why/why not?

· What does Janie do at the adventure park that she is afraid of? What does this reveal to us about her character? How does she feel after she has conquered her fear?

· What excuse does Janie make to Cath for why she needs to go to the supermarket?

Discussion

· Should Janie have read her brother’s emails? How would you feel if someone read your personal emails?
· How does Janie feel about her father’s new girlfriend? Why does she feel this way? Why does Janie wish that her father would come home? What could Janie’s parents do to make the situation easier for their children?
· How do you think Sean is going to help Janie win the prize money? Base your answer on evidence that you have gathered about Sean’s character from the text.
· There is more to Andrea than what there seems. What have we learned about her home life that might explain her behaviour?
· Predict what will happen next in the story.
Students read Chapters 11-14 (pp. 133-178) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension Chapters 11-14 (pp. 133-178)

· What do Janie and Sean discuss before they leave the Hotel? Do you think that they are going to be able to pull off their deception? Why/why not?

· Why are the kids so surprised when they see their mother dressed up to go to the show? What does their mum’s transformation suggest about her state of mind?

· Why does Janie feel so terrible when her mother tells her that she is proud of her?

· Describe “The choice chef” set. Why is it not particularly well-built?

· What excuse does Janie give for why Sean is mucking around in the kitchen? What do you think he is really doing?

· What processes does Janie go through to make herself ready for T.V.?

· How does Janie convince Cath to allow her to keep her backpack with her?

· Why does Janie feel Michelle and Harry are speaking another language?

· How is Janie able to get through the pre-programme discussion without giving herself away?

· Who comes to watch Janie do her cooking show? Who are Janie’s “surprise” guests? How does Janie feel about them being there?

· Why do Harry and Janie have to take breaks from their cooking? How does this make things easier for Janie?

· When does it become clear to Harry and the others that Janie doesn’t really know what she is doing?

· What does Sean’s “distraction” turn out to be?

· How does Janie react to the chaotic situation? Why do you think she reacts like this?

· Why does Janie finally confess to what she has done? How do Janie’s parents react to her confession?

· Why do you think Janie’s show was so popular?

· Why do Sean’s parents hire him a personal tutor?

· How does Janie pay her debt to Joe?

· Why does Janie’s mum want Andrea to visit often?

Discussion

· What lessons do you think Janie has learnt form her experiences? What do you think she should have done differently?

· Identify a main theme or issue developed in the story. Explain why this is important.

· How would Janie have been feeling before the T.V. show? What do you think might have happened if she confessed before the show aired?

· Was Sean really trying to help Janie or did he just create the “diversion” because he likes blowing things up?

· Janie finds what her father tells her about the divorce painful. Why does her father feel that she needs to know this? How does Janie react to what her father says? Why does Janie’s opinion of Lindsey begin to change?

Activities

Cooking Lesson – Present a cooking lesson to your class. Choose your favourite recipe and show the class how to make it step by step. Include visual aids.

Plot Graph – Identify 10 important events in the story. Draw a graph. On the horizontal axial list the 10 events in the order that they occur. Label the vertical axis “Disaster rating”. Plot each event according to its disaster rating.

Review – Imagine you are a television reviewer. Write a review of Janie’s cooking show. 

Web Page – Design a web page advertising the novel. Your web page should contain a brief plot summary of the novel, the author’s name, appropriate images and pictures and possibly a list of links to related sites.

Letter – Write a letter to a friend explaining why they should read this book.

Writing – Write an alternative ending for the novel.

Performance – Choose a section from the story to develop into a script. Remember to include names of characters and stage directions. Practise your play and present it to the class.

Character Analysis – On a large piece of paper draw a picture of Janie Olive. On one side of the picture list all of Janie’s positive characteristics and attributes, on the other list her negative characteristics.

