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WHY STUDY THIS BOOK?
With an increasing number of children 
being diagnosed with Autism Spectrum 
Disorder (ASD) every year, it is more 
important than ever to have these 
children and their families represented 
in mainstream media, including books. 
Portraying children like Oliver and Tilly 
not only provides kids in similar situations 
with literature they can relate to, but 
it also helps to foster tolerance and 
acceptance of difference and diversity in 
all readers. It is also a story about family 
relationships and learning to cope with 
change—major themes that all children 
(regardless of whether they have a sibling 
with a disability or not) can relate to. 
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QUESTIONS AND REFLECTIONS

Family Relationships 
When Mum forgets to introduce Tilly 
to the receptionist, it makes her feel 
as though she is made of glass. Siblings 
of children with special needs are 
sometimes referred to as glass children. 
Why do you think this is? Have you ever 
felt invisible or unimportant?

How does Tilly feel about her brother at 
the start of the story, compared to the 
end? Do you think her feelings towards 
Oliver have changed, and why?

Why is Tilly so mad at Mum when she 
comes home with a new haircut? Do you 
think she has a right to be angry? 

Difference and Diversity 
We all have our likes and dislikes. Oliver 
is especially picky about food. What is 
your favourite food? Is there a food you 
dislike or even hate? 

• Is there anything you used to hate, 
but now like, or vice versa?

• Have you ever tried something you 
thought you wouldn’t like, but ended 
up liking?

• What is the strangest food you have 
ever eaten?

• Everyone is afraid of something. 
Oliver is afraid of dogs. Tilly is afraid 
of not becoming a marine biologist. 
What are you afraid of? 

• Have you ever been afraid of 
something you aren’t afraid of 
anymore?

• What helped you get over that fear?
• People with autism are as unique and 

individual as anyone else. How would 
you describe how Oliver’s autism 
affects him and his family? 

• Do you know anybody with autism or 
other special needs? 

• How does their condition affect them 
and their family’s daily life?

Coping with change 
We all react differently to feeling 
worried or upset. When Oliver is upset, 
he needs his spinner or to tear paper. 
Sometimes he screams or throws his 
toys or flicks the lights on and off. These 
things don’t work for Tilly. What makes 
her feel better before the move to 
Townsville? 

• What about after the move?
• What makes you feel better when 

you are worried or upset about 
something?

• How do you think Tilly feels when 
she has to leave her fish tank 
behind? Have you ever lost a pet or 
something else you loved? How did 
you feel a week later, or a month 
later? 

• What helped you overcome that loss?

ACTIVITIES 
• Find five adjectives to describe 

each of the main characters at the 
beginning of the story. Would you 
change any of these by the end of 
the book?

When Tilly steps out of the car at the 
service station, she describes the air 
as hot and steamy like the bathroom 
after you take a shower. Think of an 
environment you have been in that is 
different to home. It might be stepping 
off a plane into a new country, or 
moving to a new house, or taking a 
train into the city. In what ways was it 
different? Write a detailed description 
using all five senses.

• Tilly likes collecting interesting facts 
about sea creatures and drawing 
pictures of them in her Aqua Journal. 
Research three interesting or unusual 
creatures that live on the Great 
Barrier Reef. Find three interesting 
facts about each of them and draw 
a picture of each creature. Present 
your findings to the class.

• Find out the technical terms for some 
common phobias (arachnophobia is a 
fear of spiders, for example). Did you 
come across any unusual or especially 
interesting phobias you didn’t know 
existed? Conduct a class poll to find 
out what your classmates or students 
in your year level are afraid of. Did 
the results surprise you? Compare 
the results and display them in the 
form of bar graphs or pie charts on 
the school noticeboard.

• In small groups, prepare a tourist 
brochure about the Great Barrier 
Reef and the threats facing its 
survival. Include photos, diagrams, 
graphs and other information for reef 
visitors, including what they can do to 
help protect it for future generations.
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