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Text Title: Stella Star

Author: Brigid Feehan

Synopsis

Stella is a playwright. Every year she writes a new script and performs her play in front of friends and family. This year Stella is upset because her family is not going to Mahia for Christmas like they usually do, they are staying in Wellington. Stella’s sister Penny has a small child and the family has decided that he is too young for bach life. Stella decides to make the best of a bad situation and go ahead with the play anyway. Penny, her new friend Vicki, her best friends the twins, Jennifer her music teacher and her neighbour Jonathan all have roles. 

Stella loves directing people on stage but finds herself losing control of them in real life. Penny is considering moving to Ireland for a year to learn about her roots. Jennifer is also moving away. Stella finds change difficult and must learn to consider other people’s feelings as well as her own. When Jonathan runs away from home Stella must forget her own problems and focus on finding her friend and bringing him home safe and sound.

Text Type

Stella Star is an extremely readable novel with broad appeal. The story is set in New Zealand and readers will be able to identify with the places described in the story. Stella is a realistic character who faces many problems and challenges that are typical of a teenager growing up. She learns to deal with change and begins to see that change can be positive. Stella also learns to consider others’ feelings as well as her own. Themes include family relationships, child neglect, friendship and growing up. 

Sharing the Novel

The novel has been divided up as follows: Chapters 1 and 2 (p. 7-33), Chapters 3-8 (pp. 34-101), Chapters 7-8 (pp. 102-151) and Chapter 9 and the Epilogue (152-203).

Encourage students to discuss issues raised in the novel and ask questions to clarify their understanding. Have them make predictions about the story. Students should be able to identify important issues raised in the story and relate them to their own experiences. Encourage students to track the development of the main character and explain how and why she changes.

Introducing the Novel

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

· Why is the book called Stella Star?

· Who is telling the story?

· What does “aspiring” mean?

· Why do you think Stella is imagining “the worst that could happen”?

· What kind of play has Stella written?

· Why do you think Stella has trouble controlling the people in her life?

Teacher reads Chapters 1 and 2 (pp. 7-33) aloud to the class. Students follow along in their books.

Comprehension Chapters 1 and 2 (pp. 7-33)

· Why is Stella upset with her family?

· Who does Stella meet at the beach? What is her dog’s name? When do they agree to meet again?

· Why does Stella’s family decide to change their Christmas plans? 

· What happened to Stella’s mum’s eye?

· Who are Penny and Jamie? What happened to Jamie’s father?

· Who is Jonathan? Why is Stella not keen on having him in the play?

· Where is Stella’s play set? What is it about?

· Why does Jonathan need to get out of his house? How does Stella make him feel better?

· Who is the third murder victim in Stella’s play?

· Who is Penny’s real father? What happened to him?

· Why is Stella worried about Penny?

Discussion

· How have Penny’s parents helped her with her baby? In what ways has having Jamie changed Penny’s life? Why does Penny get so upset? What difficulties does a solo teenage mother face?
· How does Jonathan’s parents’ arguing affect him? Do you think their behaviour is selfish? Why/why not?
· Describe Stella’s dad. What is her relationship with him like?
· Predict what is going to happen in the story next.
Students read Chapters 3-6 (pp. 34-101) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension Chapters 3-6 (pp. 34-101)

· Who is Jennifer? What part does Stella want her to be in the play? Why did Stella stop playing the piano?

· What news does Jennifer give Stella about her future? How does Stella react to the news?

· What does Stella give Penny for Christmas? What does her purchase tell us about her character?

· Why is Jonathan reluctant to be in Stella’s play? What eventually persuades him to agree?

· Who agrees to play Ella?

· What are Stella’s top five favourite things? Why does she enjoy Christmas Eve so much?

· What was Stella’s mum’s childhood like?

· Why does Stella’s mum think that “it’s only to be expected that she (Penny) should get down sometimes”?

· Why is Stella pleased that Penny has gone out with her friend? What does Stella mean when she says “maybe Penny has found her lost youth”?

· What does Stella get for Christmas?

· How does Stella react when she learns that the Suttons are coming for Christmas lunch? Why does Stella think the Suttons are weird?

· Why does Stella suddenly propose a toast?

· How does Mr. Sutton embarrass Stella at Christmas lunch?

· How does Vicki’s Christmas day contrast with Stella’s?

· Who is Simon? How old is he?

· Why is Stella surprised with Vicki’s house? How is it different from hers?

· Why is Penny tired in the morning? What do Jonathan’s parents do that make them inconsiderate neighbours?

· Who does Stella discover at Jennifer’s? Why is she so surprised to see him there?

· Who are Liz and Kate? What is Kate’s big news? Why is Stella so happy to hear Kate’s news?

· Describe Stella’s first rehearsal. What kinds of things is Stella thinking about when the rehearsal is taking place? Why does she agree to let the actors finish early?

Discussion

· Jonathan expresses a desire to live on Witch Island. Why do you think he wants to live there? What appeals to him the most about the Island? What do we know about Jonathan’s family life?

· Describe Vicki’s character. Why does Stella like her so much? What difficulties does a teenager face when they move to a new city?

· What are your top five favourite things?

· Stella is a writer. What qualities and characteristics does she have that make her a good one?

Students read Chapters 7-8 (pp. 102-151) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension Chapters 7-8 (pp. 102-151)

· Why does Stella have such a bad night’s sleep after rehearsal?

· Who rings to speak to Penny? How does Stella feel about this?

· What exciting offer does Aunt Maeve make to Penny? Why does she decide to make the offer now?

· How does Stella feel about Penny moving away? What is her initial reaction to the proposal? What convinces her to let Penny think about the proposal in peace?

· What technical aspects does Stella need to work on for the play?

· Who is Jorge? Why is Stella so excited about his arrival?

· Why does Stella get so upset with her father? How does Stella’s father wind her up?

· What does Jonathan do that ends his scrabble game with Stella? What reasons can you come up with for his behaviour? 

· What does Stella learn about her sister when she talks to her about Ireland?

· Who turns up to watch rehearsal?

· Who reads Jonathan’s part in the play? Why do you think Jonathan failed to turn up to rehearsal?

· Why is Stella a bit disappointed in Jorge’s performance?

· Why does Mrs. Sutton come over to Stella’s house in the morning?

· What has Jonathan taken with him?

· Why does Stella feel so uncomfortable talking to the police officer about Jonathan?

· Why is Jennifer so worried about Jonathan?

· Why does Stella feel so awful when Jennifer tells her that Jonathan considers her his closest friend?

· Why is Stella so adamant that she be a member of the search party? Where does Stella take her father to look for Jonathan?

· Why does Stella’s mother insist that Stella go ahead with the rehearsal for the play?

· Why does Jorge give up his part? Who takes his place?

Discussion

· Describe Stella’s relationship with Penny. In what ways does Stella rely upon her sister?

· What are the advantages of Penny taking up her aunt’s offer? What are the disadvantages? What do you think Penny will do and why?

· Why does Stella always want things to stay the same? What changes are occurring in her world? Why is change difficult to deal with sometimes?

· In what ways are Jonathan’s parents responsible for his disappearance? Why did it take them so long to realize he was missing?

· Where do you think Jonathan is?

Students read Chapter 9- Epilogue (pp. 152-203) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension Chapter 9 – Epilogue (pp. 152-203)

· Where does Stella think Jonathan is?

· Who does Stella’s dad ring for help? What do the men decide to do?

· What does Stella discuss with her father while they are waiting to hear about Jonathan? What do we learn about her dad from the conversation?

· How long did Jonathan plan on staying on the Island? Why was he going to have trouble getting back? 

· Why does Stella’s mum have a terrible fear of water?

· Why is Stella determined to go ahead with the dress rehearsal?

· How have the Sutton’s been treating Jonathan differently since his return?

· Describe the dress rehearsal.

· Why doesn’t Jonathan like it when he thinks Stella is giving him “special treatment”?

· Who will be watching the play?

· What does Stella’s father do to help her on the morning of the play?

· What does Stella learn from her mother and Jennifer’s conversation about the Suttons? What is Jennifer worried that Jonathan will do?

· What does Stella find out about Vicki and Simon from Jennifer? How does this help explain how Simon has been acting?

· Why does Stella decide to abandon the play and go and look for Jonathan? What does she overhear Jonathan saying to his parents? How do the Suttons react to Jonathan’s outburst?

· Who makes a toast to Stella after the play? How does she feel once the performance is over?

· What does Stella tell Penny after the performance? How has Stella’s opinion changed since the start of the story? Why has it changed?

· What happens to all of the main characters at the end of the story?

Discussion

· How does the crisis created by Jonathan’s disappearance become a turning point for the Suttons? Instead of running away, what is another course of action that Jonathan could have taken to get his parents’ attention?

· What do you think Jonathan’s disappearance taught Stella? Do you think she will act differently towards him from now on? Why/why not?

· Identify an important issue in the story. Explain how this issue is developed throughout the story.

Activities

Static Image – Design a programme for Murder at the Swansong Hotel. Include a brief plot summary, a music list and profiles on each of the actors.

Book Review – Complete a book review for Stella Star. Include a brief plot summary and describe the setting and the characters. Identify and discuss issues and themes raised in the novel. Remember to include your own personal opinion.

Character – Characters reveal a lot about themselves or about a situation in their conversations or thoughts. Draw a series of speech and thought bubbles on your page. In each bubble write an important quotation from Stella that reveals something about her.

Character – Imagine that you are Jonathan and you have taken a diary to Witch Island. Write a diary entry explaining your motivations for running away and your thoughts and feelings about it.

Storyboard – Identify 10 important events that occur in the story. Create a storyboard depicting these events. Include a description underneath your illustrations.

Writing – Imagine you are Stella. Write a letter to Penny in Ireland explaining what is happening in your life at the moment and your thoughts and feelings about it.

Relationships – Write a paragraph that explains the importance of relationships in the story.
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