Riding the Rough
G. Brassi

Synopsis

In the two years since her father left them, Angie Flynn has been expected to take more and more responsibility for the running of the house and the care of her younger brother and sister.  When Robert finally coaxes his boat, Assassin, into starting, she joins Mo and the Williams family in learning to water-ski.  

It is then that Angie finds her mother’s unfair demands and expectations run contrary to her dreams.  Their relationship sours further, until the school parent interviews, when Mrs Flynn realises how Angie has become more of a mother than she is and she takes action.

Text Type

A first person narrative, this story introduces the reader to a strong, likeable female character who finds herself in a very difficult position.  Through realistic interactions and events, the author introduces her characters so that they become familiar and believable.  The novel allows the reader to examine other points of view in relation to a variety of experiences.  

Sharing the Novel

This novel can be shared over four teaching sessions and three independent reading sessions. The book flows along with a colloquial style that is easy to read and holds the reader’s interest. Themes include family relationships, including separation, friendships, decision-making, overcoming fear, and the misunderstandings between teenagers and parents.

 The questions should act as a springboard to further discussions and challenge student’s thinking.  The suggested activities allow opportunities to gain greater meaning from their reading and offer a range of presentation options based on the novel.

Shared Session 1 – Before Reading

· Study the cover illustration and the title.  Compare interpretations of the information given.  What predictions can be made about the novel?

· Read the blurb on the back cover.  Brainstorm the information the group has about water-skiing.  Compare experiences of water-skiing, either from personal experience or from having viewed the sport.

Read the family information.  How are these two families similar, how are they different?  How do these families compare to the families of the group?  What statements can be made about Mo and Angie from this information. 

Teacher to read to the end of Chapter 1.  Students read along in their own books, to orientate to the setting, characters and mood of the text.

· How does Angie feel about babysitting her brother and sister?  How does she show her feelings to her mother?  

· Share babysitting experiences.  How does reality compare with stories written about babysitting?  

· List what has been learnt about Mrs Flynn, Mo and Angie at this time.  How would you describe their relationships?  Draw up a semantic web of their relationship to each other.

· Can you think of other novels with similar characters?  

· Discuss the implications of position within a family.  Locate research on the subject of family dynamics.  Share opinions about the advantages and disadvantages of being in the position each group member holds within his/her family.

Read to the end of Chapter 5, focussing on Angie, and what happens to her.

Shared Session 2

· Discuss students reactions to Angie’s character up to this point.

· What is your reaction to Angie’s recount of her parents’ separation?  

· Angie and her mother cope with the stress of the separation in very different ways.  Discuss these coping methods and what they tell about these two characters.

· Although Angie refers to the two younger children as the Brats, what do you consider are her true feelings for her brother and sister?

· How would you describe the relationships between the Williams family?  List all the adjectives that could be used to describe this family.

· When Angie returns from her first ride in the boat she is very excited.  Discuss her mother’s reaction when she arrives home.  Consider each character’s point of view and rewrite this situation from each viewpoint.

· Identify all the skills Angie must possess to cope with her siblings while her mother is out of the house.

· List the range of Angie’s emotions from when she returned home from water-skiing to the confrontation with her mother. Why do you think her mother was so angry when Angie returned home?

· Angie has a real fear and horror of the water. Write down what you consider could be the reason so you can compare it to what actually happens later in the novel.

Read to the end of Chapter 10.  Thought track Angie through these five chapters.  What is she thinking, feeling about her situation?

Shared Session 3 

· Share thought tracking with support from the story.

· Angie compares her mother and herself to Mr Rain and Mrs Shine.  What does she mean?  Explain this analogy in terms of what has happened in the novel, to this point.

· Mo is the youngest in his family.  How does he feel about the Brats?  What are his feelings towards Mrs Flynn and her demands? 

· What is significant about the setting of this novel?  Can you locate a similar setting near where you live?

· Mrs Flynn reacts to Henry’s accident by blaming Angie.  By adding the deceit of taking the youngsters on the boat, she has compounded the issue.  How could Angie have countered her anger?  How could she have made her mother listen?

· How do you think the arguments and anger between Angie and her mother affects the Brats?  How do they display their feelings?  

· How do you think Angie really feels about her father and his engagement?  Justify your response.

Read to the end of the novel predicting what the outcome will be.

Shared Session 4

· Compare Angie’s responsibilities with those of the group.  Discuss her workload and how she copes from day to day.  

· Why do you think Rue asked Angie to come to the Parents’ Evening?  What does this tell you about her relationship with her sister?  How would Mrs Flynn feel about this relationship?

· Mo has some very definite views about Angie and her responsibilities.  Make up a list of the things he considers inappropriate for Angie to be doing.  

· If Angie were to refuse to do the tasks her mother set, how would this effect her mother and the family?

· When her mother changed her hours of work, Angie was very confused?  How realistic do you consider her reaction?  What difference will this make to her life?

· Analyse Angie’s thoughts as she comes to understand her mother’s explanation about her demands and expectations.  

· If Mr Flynn had kept in closer contact with his children, how could this have effected the storyline?  Justify your response.

· Can you explain Mrs Flynn’s explanation of why she treated Angie as she did?  How do you think they can rebuild their relationship?

Written Language

· Identify the main storyline. What are the significant events? Summarise them into a concise account of the story. 

· Write a job description for Angie’s position at the fish and chip shop. 
· List the ways Angie copes with her emotions when dealing with her mother and her demands.
· Research information about water-skiing techniques.  Write a beginner’s guide to water-skiing.
· Rewrite the events of Henry’s accident as an accident report, leaving out the emotional detail.
· Summarise your reaction to the story.  What did you like/dislike and why?
· Owning a boat incurs certain responsibilities.  Investigate the responsibilities of a boat owner.  Make a chart detailing these responsibilities.

Oral Language

· Deliver a radio commentary to accompany one of the ski runs.  Record the commentary and play it back for the rest of the group.
· Retell the story in three minutes.  Ensure you include the main events and characters.
· Prepare a counselling session between Mrs Flynn, Angie and yourself (the counsellor).  Have them state their point of view about some of the issues in the story – eg Angie’s workload, the Teacher Interview etc.  Offer some solutions /suggestions of support during the counselling session.
· Telephone conversations.  Have the students take the role of one of the characters.  Each character is to present one side of a telephone conversation between them and another person discussing an event from the novel.

Visual Language

· Role-play the encounter between Angie and her mother after Henry’s accident.  Vary the actions and responses of each character and arrive at different conclusions.
· Costume a student as Mrs Flynn as she is described on page 37.  Using a thought-tracking technique, have her vocalise her thoughts and feelings.
· Design a storyboard of Angie’s encounter with the eel.
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