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Not Nice Stories




by John Parker

Synopsis

SUPERBRAIN: Barney Jordan, already an impressive speller, settles on the regular consumption of sheep’s brains to achieve top marks in a range of school tests.  Events overtake him, though, as his behaviour takes on an alarming array of sheep-like characteristics.

THE THOUGHT BOX: Brett Johnson’s arrogance and unscrupulousness proves to be his downfall when he acquires a gadget which enables him to read others’ thoughts.  

BULLY MORGAN: Richard Chang uses brain to overcome brawn after having his lunch appropriated by a bully.  

HOOPER’S CHOCOLATE: Greed is the driving force behind Cyrus Hooper’s quest to have the chocaholics of the world at his mercy, but he becomes the victim of his own plan.
Text Type
Four short stories are linked by the foibles of the central characters.  Humour is used to create entertaining plots where the antiheroes meet their just rewards, or the heroes come through smiling. Everyday settings are transformed by the addition of the “what if…” factor. The book is likely to appeal to reluctant readers who enjoy offbeat humour.  Most of the characters are male.  John Parker takes human characteristics such as ambition, competitiveness, lack of integrity, bullying and greed as the starting points for these stories which surprise with their snappy endings.

Sharing the Stories
The book can be shared over five teaching sessions and four independent reading sessions.  The reader’s interest is quickly gained in the first few lines through the introduction of instantly recognisable, though not necessarily likeable, characters.  The plots develop quickly and don’t drop their pace.  Comparisons with events and experiences in students’ own lives can be made, without taking the events in the stories too seriously.  For example, the flood of self-help and quick-fix books on the market, our generation’s fascination with gadgetry and the free market focus on economic growth.

Introductory Session
· View the cover and read the blurb.  What aspects of the visual language and the text layout invite you to begin reading this book?  Can you think of other words that might have been used in place of the ones in the green highlighted shapes?

· Have you read other collections of short stories?  What do you think unites these four stories as one book?  Which one do you think you’d like to read first?  Can you say why?

· Are you familiar with John Parker’s books?  Can you think of other authors who have written books with offbeat humour? 

· Read the About the Author page near the back of the book.  Retell five facts about John Parker in your own words.

Teacher reads the first paragraph of Superbrain to introduce the story. Students finish the story independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension / Discussion – Superbrain
Knowledge

· Why was Barney looking pale and embarrassed one Friday at school?  What was the title of the book Barney was reading in the Library at lunchtime?  
Comprehension
· Can you explain why the storyteller was suspicious of Barney’s explanation of why he’s stopped off at the shops on the way home after school?
Application  
· Can you think of a time when you, or someone you know of, have eaten something unpalatable in the hope that it would do great things?  Did you feel that it did have positive effects?  

Analysis

· Can you give an explanation of why Barney and the storyteller began to experience improved results at school? 
· If Barney had been fed birdseed instead of dog-food, what might the ending have been? 
Synthesis
· Can you come up with an alternative essay topic that the storyteller might have written the day that he wrote the one called “High on the Green Hills”?  
Evaluation
· How do you rate stories that contain elements of fantasy? 
Students read the second story, The Thought Box, before the next shared session.

Comprehension / Discussion – The Thought Box
Knowledge

· Why did Brett Johnson arrive penniless at the school gala?  What did Brett notice that was unusual about the stranger in black? 

Comprehension

· Can you explain why Brett’s first impulse was to walk away when he was first shown the black box?   Can you say in your own words what the stranger in black meant by The impatience of youth?  
· Why do you think Sergeant Mc Intosh singled out Brett’s face from so many others at assembly?  
Application
· What questions would you ask Brett if you could walk home from the gala with him?  
Analysis

· Can you think of another story where a character is in possession of an object that bestows special powers on that person? 
Synthesis
· How might the story have ended if Brett had not bolted out of assembly? 
Evaluation
· How effective do you feel the ending of this story is?  

Students read the third story, Bully Morgan, before the next shared session.

Comprehension / Discussion – Bully Morgan
Knowledge

· What was the second bullying action that Morgan Drewley carried out towards Richard that lunchtime as the story starts? 

Comprehension

· How do we know that Richard has suffered repeated bullying? Can you provide a definition for bullying? 

· Why do you think Morgan refers to Richard as Dick?

· Why do you think Carolyn received a message with Ashley’s name on it?

· What does the word perplexed mean?  Why do you think Carolyn was perplexed as she saw Morgan arriving to meet her? 

Application

· Could this incident have happened in any school you’ve attended? 

     What questions would you like to ask Morgan?   

Analysis

· What was the turning point in the story?  

Synthesis

· Can you think of other ways that John Parker could have ended this story, with Richard still coming out as a winner? 

Evaluation

· How effective do you think the ending of the story is? 

Students read the fourth story, Hooper’s Chocolate, before the next shared session.

Comprehension / Discussion – Hooper’s Chocolate
Knowledge

· What made the fourth batch of Cyrus Hooper’s special liquid perfect? Which chocolate filling was chosen to receive the special liquid?  How did Cyrus prevent the workers in his factory from discovering his plan? 

Comprehension

· Why did Cyrus decide against contaminating all the chocolates in the boxes?  What was the prime motive behind the scheme that Cyrus developed?  

Analysis

· Can you think of a situation in another story where the main character was completely taken over by his mission? (Application)  Did the plot develop in a similar way? 

· What was the turning point in the plot?  

· Why was the decision to have the factory controlled by robots an important factor in the resolution of the plot? 

Synthesis

· What might have happened if the oil can hadn’t leaked?  What could have happened if Cyrus had managed to jump off the assembly line? 

Evaluation

· What messages do you detect behind the black humour of this story? Do you think John Parker entertains his readers well?  

Responses to Text Activities
· Make a cartoon strip.  Choose one story. Show the sequence of events as a cartoon strip.

· Design a book cover.  Choose one of the other three stories to feature on the cover of Not Nice Stories.  

· Compare two characters.  Make a chart to compare two characters, listing adjectives to describe them.
· Make a game using a dice.  Create a game, based on one of these stories, for two or more players.  You might have ups and downs as in Snakes and Ladders or clue cards as in other situation games.
· Write the script for a television interview.  Imagine you are interviewing one of the main characters from this book.  Write a short interview to feature in a current affairs programme.
· Invent a machine.  Suppose that Cyrus Hooper survived his chocolate ordeal. Invent the next machine he moved onto in his devious career.
· Write an email.  Write an email from a minor character to a major character.
· Illustrate the theme of one story.  Use a static image to represent the theme or themes of your favourite story from Not Nice Stories.
· Compose a rap or jingle.  Compose a musical promotion for Hooper’s Captivating Chox / Super sheep brains / The Thought Box / Karate Course for beginners
· Write an obituary.  The local paper invites you to summarise the life and achievements of Cyrus Hooper.  Write an obituary from the pen of a worker / his son or daughter / a chochaholic.
· Create a puppet. Choose one of the major characters to be a string, finger, glove,  stick or shadow puppet.
· Write a joke book.  Write a series of jokes based on events or characters in these stories.  Publish them in an eye-catching format.
Levels of questioning based on Bloom’s taxonomy of cognitive processes
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