
TEA
C

H
IN

G
 N

O
TES

SUGGESTIONS FOR  
CLASSROOM DISCUSSION
Before opening the book show the cover 
illustration and run your fingers over 
the title as you read it out loud. Prompt 
responses from students by asking 
questions such as:

• What sort of treasure do you think 
the young girl here has found in the 
chest? Students with South Asian 
heritage may understand the concept 
of kathas. Explain that kathas are 
light quilts made from the cotton of 
old saris or special dresses worn by 
women in countries such as India and 
Bangladesh. 

• How do you think finding the kathas  
in the chest makes the girl feel?

• Why do you think she feels this way?
• Can you think of sad times when 

people might receive a medal and 
discuss the idea that Boro Khala’s 
husband could have gone to war. 

• Point out that the sari that Boro Khala 
is wearing in each panel is now the 
katha that Asiya found in the chest  
in the previous spread

• Why do you think Mejo Khala’s fingers 
always appear stained with bright 
colours?  

• Discuss Shejo Khala’s love of both 
reading and her daughter. Talk about 
the significance of the third panel, 
where her daughter’s ghost is rising 
from her deathbed. Who might the 
children around Shejo Khala in the final 
panel be, if they are not her children? 

• Talk about Asiya’s family history,  
the story of her many aunts, cousins, 
mother and grandmother (as well as 
a little about her uncles). Encourage 
students to find out more about their 
own family history. 

• Ask very young students to bring in 
photos of members of their family  
and create simple family trees in class.  

Slightly older students can build upon 
the family tree idea by including 
names, dates of birth, birthplaces and 
marriages, while mid-to-later primary 
students can be given homework to 
interview parents, uncles, aunts and 
grandparents to include even more 
interesting details on the family tree. 

• Study Nanu’s house from the opening 
spread. Ask students if the house 
provides any clues about which 
country Nanu and Asiya are living  
in as the story opens. 

• Discuss how families migrate to 
Australia from other parts of the 
world and how this has made Australia 
a rich and varied culture. 

• Ask younger students where their 
family has come from and what are 
some of the traditions—like kathas 
—they treasure. Encourage a class 
discussion around the different clothes, 

food and religious festivals that 
students have experienced. Older 
students can extend this discussion 
with ideas about why families might 
decide to migrate and why, in 
particular, Asiya’s family might have 
decided to come to Australia. Be 
aware that some students might find 
this discussion traumatic because of 
their own experience.

THE KATHA CHEST
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INTRODUCTION
Six-year-old Asiya loves to go to Nanu's house. Best 
among all of Nanu's treasures is the big old chest 
filled with quilts that tell the stories of the women 
in Asyia's family. A beautifully woven tale about the 
bonds of love, culture and memory. 

AUTHOR'S NOTE
In Bangladesh, where my mother grew up, kathas 
are light quilts used in every household. The art of 
making a katha is a special skill. Fashioned from layers 
of cotton saris so old as to have become unwearable, 
kathas tell their stories in the fabric itself, the stories 
of the everyday lives of the women who wore those 
saris and then painstakingly stitched them together 
to give comfort to their households.
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