Playing To Win 




Fleur Beale

Synopsis

Denny knew that transferring to Westbridge High School was going to be difficult, but he had no idea how difficult it would become.  His first day went remarkably well.  He enrolled himself in school, bought a car and got a job.  Not bad for one day.

However, he found being accepted at a new school was every bit as hard as he had expected.  His quest to get in the First Fifteen, although successful, had so many repercussions that he often wondered if it was worth it.  

Denny knew how to make new friends but he could not understand what he had done to make an enemy.   Todd seemed determined to make his life miserable, and dangerous.  And Alice?  He couldn’t figure out Alice.  She ignored him completely once he had made the first fifteen, but he won’t give up his place for anyone.  Not for Alice, but especially not for Todd.

Fleur Beale asks a lot from her teenage hero.  Placed in a new and sometimes threatening environment, with work and responsibilities others know nothing about, Denny must decide if he is to stay true to himself and his dreams. The temptation to compromise them, for friendships and for love, becomes great at times, but Denny is a determined to be himself.  With the help and support of his twin sisters, who adore him, and the help and encouragement of the coach, Denny remains staunch.

Denny is a likeable and believable character.  He believes in himself and the roles he has assumed.  He is a good role model for his sisters, friends and for the reader, also.

Themes covered include coping with change, facing adversity, friendship, family and growing up.

Introductory Discussion

· Moving to a different school can be very traumatic for students.  Discuss the changes that have occurred in the lives of the students.  Develop an advice list for parents with recommendations about preparing their children for major changes in their lives.  Develop another list for children with recommendations for coping with a change of environment or circumstances.

· Fleur Beale has written many novels. Which of her novels has the group read? Discuss her writing.  What genre does she usually write?  What can the reader expect from a novel written by Fleur Beale?  What type of characters would you expect to meet in this novel?

· Discuss other novels that have a theme of people being displaced or students changing schools.  Prepare a list of these novels and their authors for a recommended reading list for the class.

Chapters 1 – 3 ( pp. 5 - 40).

Comprehension

· How did Denny identify the car park as a student car park?  How did the cars differ from the staff cars?

· Why was there very little petrol in the car Denny took for a test drive?  What were the selling points for this car?  What counted against it?

· What lesson did Lucy and Rose learn about the hedgehog?  What was their reaction to the cautionary tale?  What had Denny been trying to teach them?

· How did Todd react when Alice was friendly to Denny on the bus to the beach?  What did he break?  What did Denny do?  What had Todd expected him to do?  

· Who threatened to sing all the way home?  Why was it treated as a threat?

Discussion

· What are your first impressions of Denny? What significant statements can be made about Denny after these three chapters?  How would you rate his ability to integrate into Westbridge High School?  What do you consider he did correctly and what should he have done differently?  Why?

· What roles do you see Todd and Alice playing during this novel?  Predict some outcomes.  How would you describe Todd’s interactions with Denny?  Are they believable?  Who is the protagonist in each encounter?  Who wins at each encounter?

· Why has the author given Denny two little sisters to look after?  Imagine he had a younger brother or an elder brother instead.  What influences do the twins have on his life?

· Knowing what you know about Todd at this stage, discuss how he would adjust to going to a new school.  What do you think he would be like?  How would he behave and cope?

· Identify the point of view of the author.  How would the storyline differ if told from Todd’s point of view?  Consider how the author’s point of view can influence the story.

· What advice would you give to Denny at this stage for handling Todd?  Who would you recommend to him as his best ally?  Why?

Chapters 4 – 6 ( pp. 41 – 75)

Comprehension

· How had Alice and her friends managed to get into the Virago concert?  Why did it work?  What happened at the Unlimited concert?

· What injury did the man in the Citroen suffer in the accident?  What did Denny do to help him?  What effect did the accident have on Alice?  Why?

· What is Alice’s description of rugby players?  How do the others feel about her reaction to rugby and rugby players?  

· Why was Denny wanted in the principal’s office?  How did he feel after that meeting?  How did he react?

· Why did Mr Long lend Denny his car?  What type of car was it?  What was the twins’ reaction to the car?

· Why did Todd get sent off the field at practice?  Why did Mr Long not try to stop him earlier?  How did Denny react?  Why?

Discussion

· Denny’s mother is very concerned about the blood Denny got on himself during the rescue.  Why is this? What precautions do paramedics take to avoid blood contamination?  What precautions are taken at your school to avoid contamination?

· How would you describe Denny’s relationship with his sisters?  What evidence is there for a close relationship between them?  How does this compare with sibling relationships in other novels and in the movies or TV?  How realistic do you consider it to be?  Justify your reply.

· List the different ways Todd has tried to get at Denny.  How has Denny countered these encounters? Which are physical, which are verbal? Rank the encounters according to malice and danger.

· Discuss the coach’s attitude to Denny.  Why does he appear to be lenient towards him?  How has he shown his support for Denny?  What would Todd be feeling about the coach’s attitude?  Why?

· How would you describe the setting of this novel?  If the school were set in another environment i.e. a major city, a small town, how would this effect the story and the characters?  Identify the mood of the novel.  At what times would you consider it dark or sombre, at which times bright and cheerful?  How does the author create the mood and atmosphere of a novel?

Chapter 7 – 10 (pp. 76 – 116)

Comprehension

· Why did Alice not accept Denny’s offer of a coffee in town?  List her reasons.  How do the others feel about her not going out with them? 

· Why has Denny decided not to tell Alice he doesn’t drink?  How would you describe the group’s attitude to drinking?  

· Why did the police pull up Todd?  What changed his mind about drinking and driving?  How did he rationalise his being caught?  Whom did he blame?  

· What did Mr Crisp find wrong with Denny’s car? Why did he have to check it?  

· What was Mr Salter’s reaction to Todd’s actions?  How did he try to make amends?

· How did Denny identify the girls in the rugby crowd?  Why did Alice watch the game between Westbridge and Harbourside? What was her reaction to the game?

· What was the bet Sally and Pete had with each other?  

Discussion

· Retell in your own words what Todd could have been thinking when he damaged Denny’s car.  Do you think he intended to kill Denny?  What do you think he considered would be the consequences of his actions?

· What do you think would happen if Denny told Alice he didn’t drink?  How would she respond?  What could be his reasons for not telling her?  Do you agree with his thinking?  Why?

· What do you consider to be the underlying themes of this novel?  Support your thinking by referring back to the text.  Which theme do you consider the major theme?  Why?

· Discuss the resolution of the novel.  How realistic do you consider this to be?  Why?  What other possible resolutions could there have been?  Retell the ending applying a resolution of your own.

· Where do you think the author got the idea for this novel?  Could this story have happened in real life?  Why?  Are there any aspects you consider more plausible than others?  Any aspects you completely debunk?  Why? 

· Identify the parts of this novel - the beginning, development, climax, resolution and ending. List the main events of the novel and develop a plot profile of these events.  Which do you consider the most influential on the story?

· How well has the author maintained her characters throughout the novel?  In which character/s do you notice the most significant change/s?  Justify your response.  Describe the interactions of the various characters with each other.  How have these relationships changed throughout the novel

Response to Text Activities

Written Language

· Read the prologue to The Day After Forever by Erin Skiffington(Scholastic).  This tells of another teenage character and his drink driving accident.  It describes the effect on the accident on his family and friends.  Compare Alice’s reaction to her brother’s death to Toni’s reaction.  In what ways are they the same?  How do they differ?  Which do you consider the most realistic?  Develop a Venn diagram of the two characters to display your findings.

· Todd becomes increasingly more obsessive about Denny, always blaming him for his own mistakes and problems.  Write a series of diary entries for Todd.  Start with his first encounter with Denny up until this final day at school.  

· Write the report the principal will give to the Board of Trustees concerning the incident of Todd cutting the brake lines.  Indicate in the letter the history of Todd in the school.  Include the contributions he has made to the school as well as his fall from grace.  Write what the outcome was to the events.

· Facts and opinions.  Write five facts and five opinions about one of the characters in the story.  The facts must be substantiated by evidence from the text.  The opinions must be justified.
Oral Language

· Contact the local police station and talk to the police about dealing with teenage drinking and drink driving.  Interview an officer about the role of the police when dealing with drink-drive fatalities.  What assistance is available for families?  Who takes over after the police?  Investigate the work done by the Victim Support Group.

· Have one of the characters eavesdrop on Danny having rugby training sessions with his sisters in the park.  This character must report back to the class group about what he/she had seen.  Change the eavesdropper, use characters such as Todd, Alice, Kyle even the Coach to report back.  How does each version differ?  Use your character profiles to portray the character accurately.

· The principal is to read out the letter he has written to the board at their BOT meeting. (See written language activity.)  The members of the BOT can ask the principal questions about the events.  Todd and Denny could be invited to the Board Meeting to give their accounts of the events. 

· Re-enact the events in the dressing room before the game against Harbourside. Include the pre-match talk the Coach gave to his players.  
· Most of these characters have known each other for many years.  But how well do they really know each other?  Write four questions for each character.  Ensure the answer can be supplied from information given in the novel.  Hot-seat the characters and have them answer the questions in role.

Visual Language 

· Invite a spokesperson from Al-Anon, or a similar service, to your school to talk about alcohol and its problems.  Design a poster for your school advising a sensible attitude to alcohol and ways to keep safe.

· Develop a relationship chart and/or a personality profile for the main characters in this novel.  Use a thesaurus to ensure relationships and characteristics are accurately depicted.  

· Design a ’tongue-in cheek’ rugby training guide using Denny’s sisters.  Draw a series of pictures depicting Denny’s training techniques using his sisters.  Identify the specific benefit of each technique.  Make a brochure of the techniques and publish it.  

· Design an advertisement for a student car that would cost no more than $500.  Investigate the legal and safety requirements for selling cars.  Study the newspaper and supplements for car advertisements.  Make a colour advertisement for a car listing its selling points.  Use the language of the car sales industry.
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