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Shirley Corlett
Synopsis

Kenny Melrose is only 12 years old when his mother leaves him and Charlotte, his 8-year-old sister, at the Briden orphanage after the death of their father. The plan was that she would come back to collect them once she got herself back on her feet. But she never came back. Kenny and Charlotte suffer terribly at the orphanage. The Manager, Mr Gutoberg and the Matron seem caring and responsible to the outside world but in reality they hardly feed the children, work them hard and punish them severely if they do anything wrong. Luckily both children are smart and gutsy. They make the best of a bad situation by sticking together.

Kenny and Charlotte’s mother dies and the children’s luck changes when Uncle Alf and Aunty Ivy take them in. The children soon forge a close relationship with their cousin, Max, and another neighbourhood boy named Ed. They love their new life but Kenny is always worried that they may be sent back to the orphanage. Uncle Alf doesn’t seem to like him much and suffers terrible nightmares as a result of his horrific experiences in the First World War. Kenny will do anything to stay with his Aunt and Uncle – especially now that he is beginning to discover important information from the family about his father. 

The only problem is that he can’t seem to stay out of trouble. His school- teacher Mr Smelding has it in for him. And to make matters worse Mr Gutoberg seems to be turning up more and more often in the most unexpected of places. Kenny and the gang soon realise that there is a connection between Mr Gutoberg and Mr Smelding. They suspect that the pair may be responsible for a recent spate of burglaries in the area. Even worse, Gutoberg and Smelding have launched a campaign against Kenny that could see him and Charlotte sent back to the orphanage. Kenny and the gang must discover the truth about Mr Gutoberg and Mr Smelding before it’s too late. What they don’t realise is that their quest may cost them their lives…

Text Type

You’ve Got Guts, Kenny Melrose is a fast-paced story with enough action to keep even the most reluctant reader engaged. Kenny is a likeable hero who illustrates bravery, the courage to stand up for his beliefs, loyalty and integrity. His sister Charlotte is a feisty tomboy who shows amazing insights into human behaviour for her age.

The novel gives readers an interesting insight into New Zealand life post World War 1. It examines the attitudes of the citizens towards the conscious objectors who refused to join in the war and the terrible effects of post-traumatic stress disorder suffered by many returned servicemen. Another interesting historical aspect to the novel is the descriptions given of the orphanage – places that most children today may have no real concept of, given that these institutions have disappeared.

Themes examined include family relationships, abuse of power, courage, loyalty and the awful effects of war.

Sharing the novel
The novel can be covered in 4-shared sessions and 3 independent reading sessions. It has been divided up as follows: Chapter 1 and 2 (pp.5-25), Chapters 3-9 (pp.26-105), Chapters 10-17 (pp.106-179), Chapters 18-23 (pp.180-235).

During the shared sessions encourage students to ask questions to clarify their understanding of unfamiliar words. Discuss how characters are presented through relationships, actions and dialogue. Encourage students to identify themes and examine how they are developed throughout the story.

The activities that follow the comprehension questions suit a variety of abilities and learning styles.
Introducing the Text

Examine the front cover of the text and read the blurb.

· What type of text is this? How do you know? What can you expect when you read this type of text?

· Who are the main characters in the story?

· What is an orphanage?

· What do you think that Kenny’s late father’s mysterious past might be?

· Why do you think that Kenny is accused of theft? Who might have accused him?

· Based on the cover illustration where and when do you think the story is set?
Teacher reads Chapters 1 and 2 (pp.5-25) aloud to the class. Students follow along in their books

Comprehension Chapters 1 and 2 (pp.5-25)
· What date is given to us at the start of Chapter 1?

· Why does Kenny tell Mr Gutoberg that he was talking? What does this suggest to us about his character? How is he punished?

· Why did Kenny’s mum put him and Charlotte in the orphanage? Where is she going to live? Why does Kenny hate Jessie?

· What did Kenny’s father teach him?

· Why doesn’t Kenny worry about Charlotte?

· Why does Kenny enjoy breakfast duty? Why do the children like Mrs McArthur?

· How do the children in the orphanage acquire extra food?

· Why is Charlotte sent to Gutsache’s office? What punishment does she receive?

· How long have Kenny and Char been in the orphanage?

· How are Charlotte and Kenny different in the way they think about things?

Discussion

· Describe the conditions in the orphanage. What sort of people do you think Mr Gutoberg and the Matron are? How do they treat the children? How does their behaviour change when they are around the parents of the children or other adults?

· How would you feel if your parents put you in an orphanage? Why do you think Kenny’s mother chose this course of action? Do you believe that her circumstances were such that she simply couldn’t keep her children? Explain your answer.

· What information have we learned about Kenny and Char so far? Make character profiles for each of them. Add to these as you continue reading the novel.

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

Students read Chapters 3-9 (pp.26-105) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension Chapters 3 – 9 (pp. 26-105)

· What information do we learn about Kenny’s father? Why do you think the men in uniform came and took him away? Why do you think he kept losing his job? Why do you think the neighbours were horrible to him?

· What did Kenny’s father teach him to do?

· How did Kenny’s father die?

· Why do Kenny and Char sneak out of the house?

· Who do Kenny and Char see get out of the car when they arrive back at the orphanage? What are the men doing?

· How did Kenny and Char’s mother die?

· Describe Uncle Percy and Aunt Elsie.

· What does Aunt Elsie pay the orphanage eight shillings extra for? What is Gutsache’s explanation for where the money has gone?

· How does Kenny get revenge on Gutsache and Matron? What punishment does he receive for the humiliation that he caused Gutsache?

· How did Aunt Ivy and Uncle Alf find out where Kenny and Char were staying? Why does Kenny believe that Uncle Alf didn’t want to come? Why don’t Kenny and Char tell their uncle and aunt what it is really like at the orphanage?

· What causes Aunt Ivy and Uncle Alf to decide to take the children into their home?

· How many children do Ivy and Alf have? Who is the only boy?

· What has Mr Gutoberg told Aunt Ivy about Kenny’s behaviour at the orphanage? Why does Aunt Ivy believe his account of events?

· Why does Alf’s comment about only having three brothers upset Kenny so much?

· What happened to Uncle Alf during the war? How have his experiences in the war affected him?

· Why does Kenny enjoy going to Uncle Norm’s so much?

· Describe Kenny and Char’s life with their uncle and aunt. Why does Kenny worry constantly that they don’t really belong?

· Describe Mr Smelding. What does he say to Kenny when he first meets him?

· Who is Matilda Weatherspoon?

· How does Kenny get himself into trouble at school?

· What does Kenny learn about his father from Aunt Ivy?

Discussion

· When did World War 1 occur? Why is it called “The Great War”? Conduct a mini research assignment on World War 1.

· Describe the character of Mr Gutoberg. What kind of man is he? How does he abuse his position of authority at the orphanage? Why do you think there is so much conflict between himself and Kenny?

· What tragedies have Kenny and Char had to deal with in their short lives? How have these tragedies affected them? How do the lives that they lead contrast with yours?

Students read Chapters 10-17 (pp.106-179) independently before the next shared session.
Comprehension Chapters 10 – 17 (pp.106-179)

· Why does Charlotte question Mr Smelding’s teaching ability?

· What interesting information do the children learn when they return home for lunch?

· Why is Mr Gutoberg at the children’s house?

· What is Kenny’s plan for getting revenge on Matilda?

· How does Uncle Alf behave at Uncle Norm’s birthday party? What does Uncle Norm tell Kenny about Uncle Alf?

· What goes wrong with Kenny’s plan to humiliate Matilda?

· What is contained in the box that Charlotte and Kenny received from their parents? What do Kenny and Max argue about?

· What does Kenny find out that is “momentous”?

· What does he believe that Gutsache and Smelly are up to? What does Kenny plan to do to find out more?

· Why does Kenny decide to lock Smelly in the dunny? What might the consequences of this action be? How does Kenny feel about what he has done when Smelly fails to turn up for school the following day?

· What does Smelly do when he comes back to school that makes Kenny believe that Smelly saw him lock him in the dunny?

· What bad news does Vera tell the children when they come back from school? What other interesting news do they learn?

· Why doesn’t Smelly believe that Ed is responsible for the weta incident? Why isn’t Kenny angry with Ed for getting him into trouble?

· Why does Kenny let Matilda join his “gang”?

· How does Smelly set Kenny up? What does Uncle Alf decide to do after Smelly visits him to tell him Kenny is a thief? What ultimatum does Aunt Ivy give Kenny?

Discussion

· Charlotte displays maturity beyond her years. Find examples in the story where she demonstrates this maturity.

· Why does Kenny befriend Ed? What does this tell us about his character? What leadership qualities does Kenny possess?

· How does Kenny and Char’s life with their aunt and uncle contrast with their life in the orphanage?

· What do you think Gutsache and Smelly are up to?

· Make some predictions about what will happen next.

Students read Chapters 18-23 (pp.180-235) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension Chapters 18 - 23 (pp.180-235)

· Why is Kenny in such a dilemma about what to do? How does he propose to solve his dilemma? What would you do if you were in his position?

· What does Uncle Norm tell Kenny about his parents?

· How do Kenny, Max and Char convince Aunt Ivy to let them out of the house?

· How do the kids get into the shed? What would Char have seen if she had gone into the shed a minute later?

· What do the kids find inside the boxes?

· How have Gutsache and Smelly been committing the robberies?

· Who do the criminals catch? What do Gutsache and Smelly do to them to ensure that they don’t escape? What do they plan to do to them?

· How do Kenny and Max make it difficult for Smelly and Gutsache to carry out their plan? Who comes to their aid? How do they manage to escape?

· What did Char and the others do once they had escaped from the shed? Why did Char stay behind? 

· What happened to Gutsache and Smelly? What did the police say was their downfall?

· How does Uncle Alf react to the situation? What do you think has brought about this change in behaviour? What compliment does Uncle Alf give Kenny?

· What happened to Uncle Alf after the kids’ adventure?

· What does Uncle Alf reveal to Kenny about himself and Kenny’s father? What regrets does he have about his past actions?

· What interesting information comes to light about Smelly and Gutsache after they were arrested?

· Why are Char and Kenny so pleased that the orphanage is under investigation?

· What do Kenny and Char find in the box of their parents’ possessions?

· Why does Char believe that her father wrote the note?

· How do Kenny and Char feel after they have been through their parents’ possessions? What realisation does Kenny come to?

Discussion

· Identify the climax in the novel. Why is this event important?

· What challenges or problems has Kenny faced in the novel? How does he overcome these? How does his character develop throughout the story?

· Describe Kenny’s relationship with his sister. Do you believe that the pair would be so close if they hadn’t lost their parents? Explain your answer.

· Identify the main themes in the novel. Explain why these are important.

Activities______________________________________
News Article – write a news article about how Kenny and Max managed to escape from Mr Smelding and Mr Gutoberg. Remember to use the inverted pyramid style of writing where all of the most important information goes in the first paragraphs. Include quotes from people involved.

Diary Entry – imagine that you are Kenny Melrose and you are living in the orphanage. Write a diary entry for a day in your life. Include details on events that have occurred and your thoughts and feelings about them.

Static Image – design a static image that conveys a theme from the story. Combine verbal and visual features to communicate ideas.

Drama – write a script for an exciting part of the story. Remember to include a list of characters and stage directions. Practice your play and then present it to the rest of the class.

Research – conduct a research assignment on one of the campaigns that New Zealanders were involved with during World War 1. Formulate focussing questions and present your findings in an oral report or on a poster.

Oprah Show – present an Oprah style talk show to the class. Choose students to play the main characters in role. Someone needs to be the talk show host (this might be a good role for the teacher). The rest of the class acts as the studio audience and must come up with at least one question to ask each character.

Letter – write a letter to the author explaining why you enjoyed reading the book and what it taught you.

Plot  - complete a plot graph for the novel. On the horizontal axis list 10 important events in the story. Label the vertical axis “Level of Excitement” and list numbers 1-10. Plot each event according to its level of excitement. Make sure to clearly label the climax of the story.
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