
AGES 8+ 
KS2 NOTES FOR TEACHERS

Explore Themes of: 
√ Animals √ Adventure √ Friendship 

√ Kindness √ Autism √ Identity 
√ Celebrating who you are

Subject Checklist: 
√ Literacy √ PSHE √ Science

The activities included here are suitable for 
the classroom or library sessions.



ABOUT THE BOOK

All it takes is a little magic to find your voice...

Alice Tonks is eager to make friends at boarding school, but 
she’s always found it hard to fit in. Then she discovers she is  

a Switcher and can talk to animals. 

As she starts to explore her newfound abilities, to her 
horror she learns that creatures are going missing. Only 

Alice holds the key to solving the mystery, but she’ll need 
to harness her full powers first. And to do that, she’ll need a 
bit of help from her new friends - animal and human alike. 

A story about finding your voice, friendship  
and unlikely heroes. 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Like Alice, Emily Kenny is autistic and wanted to write 

her debut novel about an autistic child protagonist. Emily 
studied English Literature and Creative Writing at the 

University of East Anglia, completed the MA in Children’s 
Literature at Roehampton University, and was part of the 
Spark Mentor scheme with WriteMentor. Emily works as a 
secondary school English teacher and Special Educational 

Needs Co-ordinator, and lives in London.



CONTENTS:

Theme 1 – Starting a New School

Activities: Write Alice’s worries inside the speech bubble; 
consider how Alice could be supported.

Objectives: Infer a character’s thoughts and feelings from
the text; discuss how it feels to start a new school.

Theme 2 – Meeting the Animals

Activities: Describe the characters of the animals; come up 
with imaginative ideas for different animal characters.

Objectives: Make inferences about characters based 
on their words and actions; create interesting fictional 

characters.

Theme 3 – Friendship and Kindness

Activities: Rank the characteristics of a good friend; write 
thank you notes and plan a picnic.

Objectives: Recognise the qualities of a good friend; 
consider the importance of kindness and gratitude.

Further Activity Ideas



BOOK COVER PROMPTS: 

1. What do you notice about the front cover?

2. What genre do you think this book might fit within?

3. What can you infer about the main character  
from the front cover?

4. Where do you think the setting of the story might be?

5. Can you make any predictions about what  
might happen in the story? 



THEME 1: Starting a New School

EXTRACT 1

In this extract, Alice is beginning her first day at Pebblewood School...

”Bags over here!” called an old man with a flat cap covering his shaggy white hair.  
“Leave your bags here!”

Alice gave Gran a hug that didn’t last nearly long enough. She smelled deliciously 
of toffee and Alice breathed the yummy scent in, unsure when she’d smell it again. 

Not trusting herself to speak, Alice released Gran and ran over with Tim to put 
their bags in a pile with everyone else’s. The old man said the porter would bring 

them along later. Alice felt grown-up but also slightly worried about someone else 
bringing her luggage to her room. The maroon schoolbags all looked the same. 

What if they got her bag mixed up someone else’s? 

As Alice joined the line of pupils surging forward, she glanced back at Gran’s 
distant figure, waving and blowing kisses from beneath her yellow umbrella. Then 
the heavy wooden doors to Pebblewood School slammed shut. Alice realised too 

late she hadn’t told Gran she loved her, like she usually did each morning.  
If something bad happened, she’d never forgive herself...

A chorus of oohs and ahhs reverberated around the school’s oak-panelled atrium 
as the crocodile of Year Sevens filed past gilt-framed portraits of previous 

headteachers, whose beady eyes stalked Alice all the way. At the far end of the 
corridor hung a particularly massive gold frame housing a portrait of a ginger-

haired man with a terrier on his lap and a twinkle in his eye. The inscription  
below read ‘Sir Rudyard Jessops. School founder and headmaster’.

Ornate chandeliers dangled from high ceilings and a plush plum carpet muffled the 
students’ steps. A faint smell that Alice could not quite place lingered in the air. It 
smelled a bit like the old cheese and mulled wine the old lady next door served up 
at Christmas. Alice sped up, keen to get out of the corridor as quickly as possible.

The students were herded into the school’s magnificent, glass-domed hall and Alice 
and Tim squeezed of a packed bench. Alice felt hemmed in on all sides. The other 

kids were too close and one of them smelled of pickled onion. The students around 
her had bright, excited faces and Alice tried to arrange her own expression to 

mirror theirs.

“Good afternoon, Year Sevens. My name is Mrs Salter and I am the housemistress 
here at Pebblewood School,” the teacher announced, one red talon twitching 

against her skirt. “Please stand for headmaster.” 

All the students rose smoothly to their feet and Alice stumbled after them.



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
• What is your impression of Pebblewood School so far?

• Can you underline any words or phrases that tell you  
what Pebblewood looks like? Can you visualise it?

• Do you think you would like to attend  
Pebblewood School? Why?

• Can you think of 5 words to describe how Alice  
feels in this extract?

• How do you think the other students feel?

• What memories do you have of starting a new school? 
How did you feel on your first day?

Activity: Alice’s Worries 
What do you think Alice is worried about as she starts at 
Pebblewood School? Put yourself in Alice’s position and 

write your worries in the thought bubble below. (You can use 
extract 1 and the story so far to help you.)

What advice would you give to Alice if you could speak to her 
now? How might you reassure her? With a partner, role-play  
a conversation in which one of you is Alice and the other is  

a helpful, supportive friend.



THEME 2: Meeting the Animals

EXTRACT 2

In this extract, Constance has taken Alice to the woods to introduce her to 
the animals of the LSPDA...

Alice gave the fox a short, jerky wave. “Er... hi,” she said, feeling self-conscious. 
The fox narrowed his eyes. “Fine, so she can Switch. That doesn’t mean you were 

right to bring her here.” 

Constance was resolute. “We can trust her.”

The fox snapped at the air inches from Constance’s whiskers. “Trust her? Trust 
a human? Have you lost your mind? Humans hunted my mother with dogs! Shot 
my father simply for trying to survive.” He swallowed, trying to regain control 

of himself. “How do you know she wasn’t followed? Or that next time she won’t 
bring more of her kind with her? You’ve endangered all of us!”

“Just listen to what she has to say, please,” Constance implored. “If the 
cormorants are right and Thomas really has been snatched -” she gulped - “then 
it’s more important than ever that we have Alice on our side. He believed in her. 

He thought she could help us.”

The fox spoke in a low rumble. “You were wrong to bring her, Constance,” he said, 
striding away into the clearing. “These woods belong to animals, not human folk.”

“Sh-should I go?” Alice whispered, the moment the fox disappeared from view.

Constance shook her head. “Follow me,” she said. “And stay close.”

Forcing her legs forward, Alice pushed low-hanging branches out of the way  
and entered the clearing. When she looked up, she noticed the wide eyes of a 
barn owl watching her from a nearby tree. Two grey squirrels scurried up and 

down a branch, chittering away to each other. At Red’s side was a badger,  
heavy and squat.

A hare glimpsed Alice and froze, its yellow eyes wide with terror.

“At ease, comrade,” the fox told the hare gently. “Constance tells me  
this human is a friend.”

The library cat spoke up, her voice firm. “Alice is a friend,” she insisted.  
“This isn’t just any human. She’s a Switcher.”



The squirrels squeaked excitedly and though Alice couldn’t follow 
everything they said, she caught the gist of their conversation.

 “A Switcher?” they squealed. “A real live Switcher?”

Alice looked at Constance uncertainly. Maybe this was a mistake. 
The squirrels clearly thought she could do something special but she 

was just a girl, an eleven-year-old girl...

“Red just told me the news about Thomas,” Constance continued.

The badger glanced at the fox while the smaller animals exchanged 
terrified looks.

“And if it’s true then you should all know that the last thing our 
comrade did was speak to this human,” Constance went on. 

“He believed Alice could help us ...  
and so do I.”

The hare, its tall ears erect and listening, shuddered. “But how can 
we trust a human, Constance? How do we know she isn’t one of 

them…one of the animal snatchers?” He whispered the words, too 
terrified to speak properly.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
• How does Alice feel when she meets Red? Why do you think 

she feels this way?

• What is Red’s experience of humans?

• What do you think the word ‘implored’ means?

• How does the hare feel? Underline any evidence in the text to support 
your answer.

• Can you act out this scene in a small group? You will need somebody 
to play: Red, Constance, Alice, the hare and the squirrels. When you 

have decided which role you will play, highlight the words your character 
speaks and look for evidence in the text to describe how they speak and 

their body language.

• Do you think the animals will agree to trust Alice?



Activity 1: Describe the Different Animals 

The animals Alice meets in the woods all have very different 
characters. Some are quick to trust her whilst other are more 

suspicious. Some are confident whereas others are shy. How many 
words can you think of to describe the characters of each of the 

animals below? You might like to use a thesaurus to help you think 
of lots of good descriptive words. Write your words inside the 

animal outlines: 

Red the fox

Milo the hare 

The squirrels 



Activity 2: Create Your Own Animal Characters

The animals Alice meets in extract 2 all live in a woodland habitat. 
Choose a different habitat such as a rock pool, rainforest or desert 

habitat. Now, research which animals might be found in this habitat. 
What kind of characters do you think these animals might have? Draw 

four different animals from your habitat and write down words to 
describe the character you think they would have. 

Habitat:

Animals

Creative writing challenge! Imagine these animals have a problem that needs solving. 
Perhaps their rock pool is being polluted or their forest is being cut down? Now imagine that 
you are a Switcher and you have come to help them. Write a conversation between yourself 

and the animals. What might you say to them? How would they react? Would they trust you? 
You can use extract 2 for ideas and inspiration.



THEME 3: Friendship and Kindness

EXTRACT 3

In this extract, Tim has blindfolded Alice because he has a surprise for her…

“I can’t see where I’m going!” she protested, clutching Tim’s elbow as he guided her down a 
bumpy stone path. Now was not the time to be blindfolded, not with an animal snatcher on 

the loose!

“Just a bit further . . .” Tim promised as Alice felt the stones turn to tufts of grass beneath 
her feet. “Okay,” he said eventually. “You can take your blindfold off now.”

Alice yanked Tim’s hoodie from around her eyes, blinking as the sunlight rushed in. Slowly 
she looked around. They were standing beneath an archway woven with roses leading into 
a grassy area bordered by stone walls. The kitchen gardens were home to row upon neat 

row of vegetables, a herb patch and even a little orchard. Spread out on the grass beneath 
a cherry tree was a pale pink blanket that Alice recognised from the common room and an 

assortment of sandwiches, cakes and bags of crisps.

“I, er, just wanted to say thank for the way you stuck up for me the other day,” Tim said 
shyly. “Not many people would have done that.” 

Alice was speechless and although she really wasn’t much of a hugger, she felt a sudden 
urge to hug Tim. She leaned towards him just as he stepped back and they ended up in an 

awkward sort of half-hug, Tim’s elbow colliding with her stomach.

“Sorry!” Tim said, flustered, but that just made Alice hug him harder.

“You are okay, aren’t you?” Alice asked. His face looked gaunt and tired. “I’m fine,” he said, 
waving her worries away. He nodded in the direction of the picnic blanket. “Do you like it?”

“Like it? Tim, it’s perfect!” She plonked herself down helped herself to a glass of apple 
juice. “This must have taken you ages to get together!”

He shrugged. “I had a little help this morning from Felix. Here, take a cake.” He held out a 
Tupperware box crammed full of fairy cakes and chocolate brownies.

Alice lay back on the grass and watched a couple of blackbirds splashing in a nearby bird 
bath. It was so much nicer eating outdoors than in the busy dinner hall with the clatter of 
crockery and the smell of cooking. She listened to the blackbirds chirping, straining to pay 

close attention. Among the cheeps she began to hear voices.

“That’s better!” one bird said.

“Nice and clean!” the other cheeped. “Nice and clean!” 

Alice felt giddy with excitement. There really was a whole world of animals out there, just 
waiting for her to meet them. 



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

• Why has Tim organised this picnic for Alice?

• How does Alice feel when she sees the picnic?

• What foods do Alice and Tim enjoy on their picnic?

• Why does Alice prefer eating outside?

• Before the picnic, Alice was feeling worried about the animal 
snatchers. How has her mood changed by the end of the 

extract?

• Can you think of three words to describe Tim?



Activity 1: The Characteristics of a Good Friend

As a class, discuss the meaning of each of the words below. Which 
characteristics do you think are most important in a friend? Cut 

the characteristics out and arrange them into the shape of a 
diamond with the characteristic you think is most important in a 

friend at the top and the characteristic you think is least important 
at the bottom. Are there any other characteristics you would add 
to the blank box below? Discuss your arrangement with a partner. 

Do they agree? (There are no right or wrong answers!)

Kind Respectful

Empathetic Non-judgemental

Similar interests Generous

Popular Loyal

Brave



Discuss which of these characteristics you think Alice and Tim 
have. Can you give examples from the text when they have shown 

one of these characteristics? As you read the rest of the book, 
notice the ways in which Alice and Tim support each other.



Activity 2: Saying Thank You and 
Celebrating Friendship

In extract 3, Tim organised a picnic for Alice as a way of saying 
thank you to her. Who would you like to say thank you to? 

Write some notes to friends or family members to say thank 
you for small things they’ve done to help and support you.

Why not organise a picnic to celebrate friendship in your class? 
Whilst enjoying your picnic you could take turns to share one 

thing you enjoy about being in your class!

To...............

Thank you for....................

From....................

To...............

Thank you for....................

From....................

To...............

Thank you for....................

From....................



Further Activity Ideas

Draw the Pebblewood School crest as described on page 20. Could you 
design a crest for your school too?

Learn to recognise some common garden birds by their songs so you can 
listen to the birds just like Alice does. There are plenty of resources online 

to help you identify different bird songs. How many can you learn?

Keep a wildlife diary. Record sightings of different creatures in your school 
playground, nature area, local park or garden. Can you identify different 

species of birds, insects or larger animals? What questions would you like 
to ask these creatures if you could talk to them?

Learn to understand animals just as Alice does! Research animal behaviour 
and communication. You could focus on an animal that you have as a 
pet or your favourite animal. Can you learn to interpret this animal’s 

behaviour? For example, what does it mean if a dog keeps licking its lips 
or a cat blinks at you? 

On pages 129-130, Alice listens to some birds chattering. Look out of 
the window. Can you see any birds? Perhaps there are birds in your 

playground or on the roofs of houses nearby? Imagine the birds are having 
a conversation with each other. What might they be saying? Perhaps 

they are debating what to have for their next meal, arguing about who is 
going to tidy the nest or comparing flying techniques? Write the script of 
a conversation between the birds. Use your imagination to give the birds 

character and voice.

Write a diary entry from the point of view of Ottie after she has 
apologised to Alice and Tim (chapters 28-29). How does she feel? Why did 

she do what she did? What are her hopes for the future?

In chapters 36–38, Alice experiences what it is like to be a rat. If you could 
transform into a different animal, which animal would you transform into 
and why? Write a description of becoming this animal. How is the world 

different through the eyes of this creature? What can you see, hear, touch, 
taste and smell?

Being autistic is part of Alice’s identity. So is being a Switcher. Can 
you think of some things that make up your identity? What makes you 
uniquely you? Create a mind-map full of interesting things about you.



How has Alice changed throughout the course of the story? Discuss 
with your class. Can you think of some words to describe Alice at the 

start of the book and some words to describe her at the end? What has 
she learned? How has her life changed? How do you think Alice’s friends 

Tim and Ottie would describe her? 

On page 151, Alice found the advice, ‘Practise your craft, treasure 
your gift’ written in fountain pen in the end pages of The Switcher’s 

Companion. Put yourself in Alice’s position at the end of the story and 
write a message of your own in The Switcher’s Companion. The message 
will be there to help any other young Switchers who might find it in the 
future. What have you learned about switching? What advice would you 

like to pass on? 

At the end of the book, Alice thinks about adventures she might have 
during the rest of her time at Pebbles. What adventures do you think 
she might get up to next? Can you predict what Emily Kenny’s next 

book might be about?

Can you think of 6 questions you would like to ask Emily Kenny?


