Text Title: Talking to Adam

Author: Sarah Ell

Synopsis

Katie Wallace is just like any other 16-year old. She goes to school and hopes to do well at NCEA so she can go to university. She hangs out with friends and loves sailing. Grant, the boy that she has a crush on has asked her out. Everything is going well… until Katie finds out that she has Hodgkin’s disease.

Suddenly Katie’s life is turned upside down. She spends time in hospital and endures different treatments that make her feel sick. Everyone else’s lives seem to carry on as usual but facing the possibility of death changes Katie. She begins to question her life and what is really important. In hospital she meets Adam Halley, an unlikely friend and confidant, who she shares her thoughts and feelings with. Adam understands Katie and challenges her to examine her life – always encouraging her to look at the positive side of things. But Adam is much sicker than Katie. His disease has spread throughout his body and there is no question that he is going to die. How will Katie be able to go on without her one true friend?

Text Type

Talking to Adam is a realistic novel about a teenage girl and her fight against Hodgkin’s disease. The story is told from 1st person point of view and contains extracts from Katie’s diary so the reader is privy to all of the intimate details of her life. Katie faces many issues typical to growing up – meeting boys, trouble with friends, experimenting with alcohol and violating her parents’ trust. However, these issues seem trivial when Katie is diagnosed with cancer. Fighting the illness gives Katie a chance to really examine her values and beliefs. Katie’s relationship with Adam is central to the novel. He can relate to her plight and guides her on her journey of self-discovery. Through this relationship the reader learns not to judge people by appearances. Both Katie and Adam show remarkable courage in their respective battles and eventually each learns acceptance.

Sharing the Novel

The text can be covered in 5 shared sessions and 4 independent reading sessions. It has been divided up as follow: Chapters 1-2 (pp. 7-22), Chapters 3-8 (pp. 23-91), Chapters 9-19 (pp. 92-166) Chapters 20-26 (p. 169-238) and Chapters 27-31 (pp. 239-276).

During the shared sessions encourage students to ask questions to clarify their understanding of issues and ideas dealt with in the text. It would be a good idea to familiarise them with Hodgkin’s disease by having students conduct some Internet/library research. Have students examine Katie’s character and how her life is affected by her illness. Encourage students to identify themes raised in the novel and explain how they are developed throughout the text. Wherever possible have students relate events in the novel to their own experiences.

Introducing the Text
Study the cover of the novel and read the blurb. 

· Who are the main characters?

· What disease does the main character have?

· Do you know anyone who does/ has suffered from cancer? What kinds of treatments did they have? What were the effects of the treatments?

· What do you think the worst thing about dealing with this illness would be?

Teacher reads Chapters 1-2 (pp. 7-22) aloud to the class. Students follow along in their books.

Comprehension Chapter 1-2 (pp. 7-22)

· Who is telling the story? How old is she?

· How does Katie know that she is sick? Why doesn’t she tell her parents?

· What sport is Katie involved with? What other activities does she participate in?

· Who invites Katie to the party? Why do you think her friends react so unenthusiastically to this news?

· What disease does Katie have?

· Describe Katie’s telephone conversation with Grant. Why is she nervous? What sort of impression does she want him to get of her?

· How does Charlotte react when Katie tells her about Grant’s call? Why do you think she reacts in this way?

Discussion

· Why are the diary extracts in a different font to the rest of the text? How do the contents of these extracts differ from the main text?

· How do you think Katie’s disease will affect her life?

· How would you feel being diagnosed with a potentially fatal disease? In what ways would this knowledge affect your life?

· Describe Grant. Why does Katie like him so much?

· What do you think is going to happen next in the story?

Students read Chapters 3-8 (pp. 23-91) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension Chapters 3-8 (pp. 23-91)

· Why is Katie so excited about the party? How does Katie sort out the problem of getting to the party? 

· Why is Katie so concerned about her hair?

· Describe Grant’s house. Why does Katie wish that Ginny and Charlotte are at the party with her?

· What do Katie and Grant reveal to each other when they are alone together?

· How does Katie feel on the morning of her race? How does her illness affect her performance?

· Where do Grant and Katie go on their second date?

· How is Katie’s illness affecting her life?

· Who invites Katie to a party? Why does Imogen go “mental”?

· What does Katie end up wearing to the party?

· Describe what happens to Katie at the party. How does Grant behave towards her? What does this suggest about his character?

· Why do Katie’s friends call an ambulance?

· How do Katie’s parents react when they first see her in the hospital? What does Katie consider to be the worst part of her experience?

Discussion

· Describe Katie’s relationship with her parents. How has she earned their trust? How does she disappoint them?

· Do you have any brothers and sisters? How do you get on with them? Is your relationship with them anything like Katie’s relationship with her brother and sister? Do you think your attitude and behaviour towards them would change if you were sick? Why/ why not?

· Why do you think Ginny and Charlotte are so “under whelmed” by the whole Grant Speedwell situation? Can you understand why they feel this way? Explain your answer.

· Are the people at the party really Katie’s friends? Why/why not? Explain your answer.

Students read Chapters 9-19 (pp. 92-166) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension Chapters 9-19 (pp. 92-166)

· Describe the conversation Katie has with her parents when she is released from hospital. What is her punishment? Is her parents’ anger and disappointment justified? Why/ why not?

· Why does Katie feel like “the biggest dick in the universe”?

· What do Katie’s parents tell her about her test results from the hospital? How does Katie feel when she has to go to the doctor for follow-up tests? Why do you think she doesn’t really want to find out what is wrong with her?

· What sorts of questions does Dr Shearer ask Katie?

· What does having a high white blood cell count mean?

· How does Katie feel when the doctor tells her she has lymphoma? What is the “good news” Dr Shearer gives Katie and her parents? 

· How do Clare and Jarrod react to the news?

· Who is Adam? What does he look like? Describe Katie’s first meeting with him. How does Katie react to Adam’s appearance?

· Why do you think Katie doesn’t want to call her friends when she is released from hospital?

· How does Dr Evans make Katie feel better about living with cancer?

· Why does Katie feel like a door has suddenly been closed?

· Why is Katie so worried about missing school?

· Why does Katie dread telling Ginny and Charlotte her news? How do they react when she tells them?

Discussion

· How is Katie treated differently by her parents after her diagnosis? How does Katie feel about this treatment?

· In what ways do you think Adam will change Katie’s life?

· Describe Katie’s time in hospital. How does she cope with the treatments and being away from her friends?

· Dr Evans tells Katie that everyone is going to die sometime and that she should make sure that she fits in “as much life as possible”. Are you living life to the fullest? What goals and aspirations do you have? What sorts of things do you consider important?

· Describe Katie’s relationship with Adam. Why does she like talking to him so much? Why do you think she finds it easier to talk to him than her other friends and family? 

· Talking to Adam makes Katie think about things that she has never considered before. Give some examples.

· Make a prediction about what is going to happen next.

Students read Chapters 20-26 (pp. 169-238) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension Chapters 20-26 (pp. 169-238)

· What is meant by “normalisation”?

· Why does Katie hate having so much time to think? What does she think about?

· Why would many cancer patients suffer from depression?

· What kind of treatment is Katie undergoing? What are the side effects of the treatment?

· Describe Grant’s visit. Why is Katie so mortified?

· Why does Katie end up back in hospital in January?

· How does Katie’s illness impact on the rest of the family over the Christmas period?

· Who helps Katie track down Adam? What does he tell her to have ready for his visit?

· What makes Katie truly happy? How does Adam react to her list?

· What does Adam share with Katie about Piha?

· What does Katie learn about Adam? How does his life differ from hers?

· Why is Adam late to meet Katie? Where does he take her? Why is Adam not worried about smoking?

· What does Katie really want to do with her life? How does this differ from what her parents want her to do?

· What shocking news does Adam give Katie? How does Katie feel about this news?

· Why does Katie find it so difficult to visit Adam in hospital?

· What does Adam believe happens to you when you die?

· How does Adam plan on letting Katie know that she doesn’t have to be afraid?

Discussion

· How do Katie’s friends react to the news of her illness? Why does she believe that she has found out who her real friends are? Why might some people not feel comfortable about visiting a person with a serious illness?

· Adam and Katie have differing opinions about what happens to you when you die. Have you ever thought about this? What do you think happens?

· How does Adam’s condition deteriorate? Do you think Katie accepts that he is going to die? Why/why not? How do you know?

Students read Chapters 27-31 (pp. 239-276) independently before the next shared session.

Comprehension Chapters 27-31 (pp. 239-276)

· How does Katie feel about going back to school? What would be difficult about taking this step?

· What has changed since Katie has been away?

· Why does Katie feel “invisible” at school?

· How does Adam put the situation with Katie’s friends into perspective for her?

· What is Katie’s impression of Adam’s mum?

· Why is Adam’s mum taking him up north? How does Katie react to this news? Why is Adam not afraid of dying?

· Why does Katie find it so difficult to say goodbye to Adam?

· Where is Katie when she finds out about Adam’s death? Why does she feel selfish?  What does Katie regret about her last meeting with Adam?

· How does Adam’s death affect Katie?

· Why does Katie want to go to Piha? Who offers to take her there?

· Describe Piha beach.

· What is an epiphany? Why is Katie disappointed that she doesn’t have one?

· What realisation does Katie come to while she is sitting on the beach?

· Describe the sunset that Katie sees. What is the significance of this? Why doesn’t Katie share her experience with Clare?

Discussion

· Why does Katie have so much trouble relating to her friends when she returns to school? Why doesn’t she want to tell her parents how she really feels?

· How does Katie eventually learn to deal with Adam’s death?

· What has Katie’s experience taught her? How has she developed and changed as a person?

· Identify a main theme in the story. Explain how this main theme is developed.

Activities

Plot – Create a flow diagram that shows the main events in the story in the order in which they occur.

Writing – Imagine that you are Katie. Write a poem or eulogy to be read at Adam’s funeral.

Static Image – Draw a picture showing the miraculous sunset that Katie sees at Piha.  Mediums – chalk, paint, chalk pastel, collage, pencil, watercolour etc…

Writing – Write 2 lists – one showing the things that were important to Katie before she got sick and the other showing how her priorities have changed.

Research – Conduct some research on Hodgkin’s disease or another serious or terminal illness. Present your findings to the class on a poster or as a power point presentation.

Static Image – Design a new book cover for Talking to Adam

Writing – Write 2 paragraphs describing the character of Adam. Look at his strengths and weaknesses, his actions and reactions and his relationships with others.

Soundtrack – Imagine the novel is being made into a film. Choose 5 songs for the soundtrack. Explain when they would be played and why they are suitable.

Writing – Which of the characters in the text would you most likely be friends with? Explain your answer.

Diary – Imagine that you are Claire. Complete a diary entry for the night you found out about Katie’s illness. Explain events that happen and your thoughts and feelings about them. 

