Knitwits



by William Taylor

Synopsis

It is the worst day of Charlie Kenny’s life. First his cat Mr Magoo is run over by a truck. Then he gets kicked off the hockey team for swearing – even though it wasn’t him! Lastly his parents have some “good” news for him. His mother is pregnant. Charlie will soon have a little brother or sister. Charlie is not sure how he feels about this news. After all, it has just been him and his parents for 9 years. How will a new baby fit into their already happy family?

Charlie’s neighbour and schoolmate, Alice Pepper, has a lot to say about Charlie’s mother being pregnant. She is adamant that the new baby will be a girl. She is going to build a tree house at her place so she and the new baby can have secret meetings and Alice can teach her everything she knows. Charlie thinks that Alice is wrong. Of course the new baby is going to be a boy. And Charlie is going to knit him a sweater, because everyone knits for babies. The only problem is that Charlie can’t knit. Alice is aware of this and before Charlie knows it he has made a bet. If he can knit a jumper he gets to keep Alice’s coveted skull collection. But if he fails he has to pay Alice $5 a week for the rest of his life.

With so much at stake Charlie takes the bet extremely seriously. He strikes a deal with his teacher, Ms Mason-Dixon, who begrudgingly agrees to teach him to knit. And so Charlie begins. What he lacks in skill he makes up for in enthusiasm and creativity. But he needs to keep his knitting a secret. If his friends catch him knitting he will never hear the end of it. He’s also racing against the clock because the baby is going to be born soon. Will he win the bet with Alice or be forever in her debt?

Text Type

Knitwits is an extremely humorous and fast-paced novel suitable for readers 8+. The story is set in New Zealand. The characters are colourful and easy to relate to. Charlie is a likeable character who narrates the story. Students will be able to relate to the colloquial language and many of the issues that Charlie faces as he grows up. These include getting along with family, fitting in at school, dealing with change and working hard to achieve a goal. The conflict between Charlie and Alice is hugely entertaining and plausible as it epitomises how boys and girls generally feel about each other at this age.

Sharing the Novel

The novel can be covered in 4 shared sessions and 3 independent reading sessions. It has been divided up as follows: Chapters 1and 2 (pp. 1-11), Chapters 3-8 (pp. 12-42), Chapters 9-13 (pp. 43-69), Chapters 14-20 (pp. 70-101).

During the shared sessions encourage students to discuss the situations and characters presented in the novel. Have them think critically about the themes and ideas identified and link these to the prior knowledge of the students. Encourage students to read closely and look for inferences in the text. The activities that follow suit a range of abilities and different learning styles.

Introducing the Novel

Study the front cover of the novel and read the blurb.

· The title of the novel is Knitwits. This is a pun (a play on words). Can you explain why this is a pun?

· What is Charlie’s secret?

· What does Charlie have to do to win the bet?

· What will Charlie get if he wins the bet?

· Why is Charlie worried about his friends finding out about his knitting?

· Make some predictions about what is going to happen in the novel.

· Have you ever been involved in a bet? What was it over? What were the stakes? What was the outcome of the bet? What are some of the dangers of becoming involved in a wager?

Teacher reads Chapters 1 and 2 (pp. 1-11) aloud to the class. Students follow along in their books.

Comprehension – Chapters 1 - 2

· Why is Charlie having such a bad day?

· What was the name of Charlie’s cat? When did the family get him?

· Why did Charlie get kicked off the hockey team?

· Who was actually responsible for swearing?

· Why is Charlie surprised when his mother tells him that she is pregnant?

· How does Charlie think that his grandmother will react to news of the pregnancy? Who does he think she will blame?

· What does Charlie’s mother do for a job? What does his father do?

· Who is Alice Pepper? How does Charlie feel about her?

Discussion

· How does Charlie react when his mother gives him the news about her pregnancy? Why do you think he reacts in this way?

· Why do you think that Charlie is worried about Spikey and Jacko finding out who his real best friend is?

· What do we know about Alice Pepper so far? What is she like?

· Describe Charlie’s relationship with his parents.

· Have you ever lost a pet? How did you feel about this loss? Did you have any sort of special ceremony for them?

Students read Chapters 3-8 (pp. 12-42) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension – Chapters 3-8

· What is Charlie’s worst unspoken fear about the baby?

· What does Charlie tell Alice he is going to make for the baby? Why does he immediately regret what he has said?

· What does Charlie get if he wins the bet? What does he have to give Alice if she wins?

· How does Alice propose to get a human skull to add to her collection?

· What does Alice suggest to Mr Kenny that he do when he has finished working on the old lady’s house?

· Why doesn’t Charlie want to ask his grandma to teach him to knit?

· Why does Jacko think that it would be good to have a little brother or sister?

· Why is Ms. Mason-Dixon good friends with Charlie’s grandma?

· What does Charlie have to give Ms. Mason-Dixon in return for her services?

· Why does Alice want to build a tree house for the baby?

· Describe Charlie’s house. Why is it like this? How does Charlie’s mother feel about the situation?

· How does Ms. Mason-Dixon describe Charlie’s fingers?

· What does Charlie want to call the baby?

· How many visits does Charlie make to Ms. Mason-Dixon before she tells him he is on his own? What does Ms. Mason-Dixon think of Charlie’s knitting abilities? What does she give him before he leaves?

· Why do Spikey and Jacko call Charlie a greaser?

· Describe the difficulties that Charlie has trying to knit around the house.

· Why doesn’t Charlie think that Alice Pepper will report his father to the police?

· How long before the baby will be born?

Discussion

· Describe Charlie’s grandma. Why doesn’t she like Charlie’s dad? How does Charlie feel about her?

· We have not meet Alice’s mother, Maureen, but we have an idea of what she is like by what Alice says to Charlie. Describe Maureen. Why does Charlie’s mother feel sorry for her?

· How does Charlie’s relationship with Ms. Mason-Dixon change once they begin spending time together? Why does Ms. Mason-Dixon believe that Charlie is just like his mother and father?

· How do you think Charlie will feel if his mother has a girl? Explain your answer.

· What do you think Spike and Jacko would say to Charlie if they caught him knitting?

Students read Chapters 9-13 (pp. 43-69) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension – Chapters 9-13

· Why is Charlie’s mother crying? How does Charlie comfort her?

· How old were Charlie’s parents when he was born? How does this help explain Grandma’s attitude towards Charlie and his father?

· Why does Charlie’s oblong turn out “flower pot shape”?

· Why does Alice get kicked off the hockey team? Who is acting captain?

· What is a “put-out”?

· How many put-outs has Charlie had? How many has Alice had? What do you think will happen to Alice if she gets one more?

· Why does Charlie begin to worry that his parents won’t set a good example for the baby?

· What is the problem with Charlie’s sweater?

· Why does Charlie become concerned about the baby after he sees the scan?

· Why does Charlie believe that his design for the front of the sweater is excellent?

· How does Alice nearly get put-out number twenty?

Discussion 

· How has Charlie’s attitude towards the new baby changed since the start of the novel? What do you think has brought about these changes?

· Describe Charlie’s father’s feelings towards the new baby.

· Why do you think Alice has had so many put-outs? What is it about her that may annoy people? What are her good qualities? How do you feel about Alice? Explain your answer.

· In what ways do you think Charlie’s family will change once the baby is born?

· Do you think Charlie will win the bet? Why/why?

Students read Chapters 14-20 (pp. 70-101) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension – Chapters 14-20

· How has Grandma helped prepare the house for the baby’s birth? How has she upset Charlie’s dad?
· How do Jacko and Spike react when they catch Charlie knitting? How did Charlie expect them to react?
· Why is Ms. Mason-Dixon concerned when she sees Charlie’s knitting? Why does Charlie believe that she is stunned?
· Where does Charlie’s mum decide to have the baby?
· Why does Alice believe that Charlie will never really know his sister?
· What advice do Jacko and Spike give Charlie about being a brother?
· What time is the baby born? What is the sex of the baby?
· How does Charlie’s mother wipe the smile off his father’s face?
· What does Charlie see grandma leaving on the doorstep? Why is he so surprised by this?
· How does Charlie’s dad react when he sees the new addition to the family? Why does Charlie believe that his father is “as thick as a brick”?
· How do Charlie’s mother and father react when Charlie gives the baby the sweater? Why do you think they react like this? What does his grandma do that surprises him?
· What does Charlie’s mum decide to call the baby?
Discussion

· What do we learn about Charlie’s grandma at the end of the story? How does her behaviour here contrast with her behaviour in other parts of the story? Where do you think the original Mr Magoo came from?

· Describe Charlie’s relationship with Alice. Can you explain why he considers her his best friend?

· What do you think Charlie’s success at knitting has taught him?

· Describe how Alice would have felt about losing the bet. Do you believe that she will really give Charlie her skull collection? Explain your answer.
Activities

Timeline – Draw a timeline that shows the main events in the novel in chronological order.

Drama – Write a short play for a section of the text. Remember to include a list of characters. Write dialogue and stage directions for each character.

Poster – Create a poster advertising Knitwits that would be suitable for display in your school library.

Paragraph – Write a paragraph explaining how the character of Charlie develops and changes throughout the course of the novel.

Report Card – Imagine that you are Ms. Mason-Dixon. Write a report card for Alice Pepper.

Mobile – Create a mobile to hang above the cot of the new baby.

Character – Create a character profile for Charlie Kenny.

Diary Entry – Imagine that you are Alice Pepper. Write a diary entry explaining her thoughts and feelings on the night after she lost the bet.

Theme – Write a paragraph explaining how the theme of family is developed in this novel. Back up your ideas with quotes from the text.

Teacher notes:  Vicky Gyde
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