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VIOLET MACKEREL quite likes helping. She PARTICULARLY likes to help 
SMALL THINGS. So when Violet makes friends with a tiny ladybird called 
SMALL GLORIA, she wants to give her a HELPING HAND. But sometimes 
it’s hard to know the best way to help a SMALL THING – especially when 
it’s not in its NATURAL HABITAT.

These notes are for:

Primary • 
7+ • 

Key Learning Areas:

English• 
Art & Craft• 
Science (biology)• 

National Curriculum 
Cross-Curricular Priority:

Illustrated fi ction• 
First person narrative• 
Present tense• 

Values addressed:

Responsibility• 
Doing your best• 
Care and compassion• 
Respect• 

*Notes may be downloaded and printed for 
  regular classroom use only.

Walker Books Australia Ph:    +61 2 9517 9577
Locked Bag 22  Fax:  +61 2 9517 9997
Newtown N.S.W. 2042

For enquiries please contact Leonie Jordan:
leonie.jordan@walkerbooks.com.au

Notes © 2011 Walker Books Australia Pty. Ltd. 
All Rights Reserved

This story works on many levels. The suggested activities are therefore 
for a wide age and ability range. Please select accordingly.

All teaching activities were developed by Anna Branford. 
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Themes:

Life cycles• 
Family life• 
Empathy• 
Death and grieving• 

Anna Branford was born in the Isle of Man and spent her early childhood in 
Sudan and Papua New Guinea before moving to Australia. Creative writing 
was her favourite subject at school and she wrote stories in all these 
different countries.  Anna is a doll maker and a sociology lecturer at Victoria 
University. Violet Mackerel’s Brilliant Plot, the fi rst book in the Violet Mackerel 
series, was short-listed for the 2011 CBCA Younger Readers Book of the 
Year Award. 

Sarah Davis grew up in New Zealand, wearing gumboots and falling in 
rivers. She worked as a secondary school teacher before moving to Sydney. 
Sarah is a very busy, award-winning artist who has collaborated with a 
number of leading authors in Australia, New Zealand and America, 
including Jennifer Poulter on Mending Lucille (Lothian), for which Sarah 
won the 2009 Children’s Book Council of Australia’s Crichton Award for 
Best New Illustrator. Most recently, Sarah’s title Fearless, written by Colin 
Thompson, was short-listed for the 2010 Children’s Book Council of 
Australia Awards and has won numerous Children’s Choice awards.

  Author/Illustrator Information

      How to use these notes:

Sustainability• 

Example of:
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Pages 1-2 (“Bellini walked beside the Bay…”)
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In the Classroom

As a group, discuss what the phrase “natural habitat” might • 
mean. How would it normally be used? What might be 
unusual about its use in the title of this book?

Ask each student to write the book’s title, inserting their • 
own name instead of Violet’s, followed by an illustrated 
description of their own natural habitat.

See if students have any knowledge about Violet as a • 
character based on earlier books in the series. What are 
her interests? What do you think the signifi cance of the 
ladybird in the jar might be for Violet?

Ask students to consider Violet’s Theory of Helping Small • 
Things. Ask them to create their own stories using this 
theory to explore a relationship between a person and a 
small thing.

After Violet’s mistake in her care of Small Gloria, how • 
do you think she felt? Might there have been more than 
one emotion (e.g. guilt, grief, disappointment)? In the 
same way, think about Nicola’s initial feelings about her 
diffi cult science project. Might she have experienced 
a few different emotions together (e.g. anger, fear, 
embarrassment)? Consider clusters of emotions that 
sometimes go together and the kinds of circumstances 
under which they can arise.

Although it may be best to leave animals in their natural • 
habitats, it may also be possible to create artifi cial 
environments for them to live in that are healthy and 
comfortable. In groups, design an artifi cial habitat for 
ladybirds, complete with a list of materials needed, a 
diagram with measurements and an explanation of how 
the living environment caters to the needs of ladybirds.

Before Reading

While Reading

On page 10, when Mrs Lin talks about her bills “going • 
through the roof”, what does she literally mean? Explain 
the word “idiom”.  Ask students to create a list of other 
idioms they are familiar with.

On page 17, Violet thinks that a shopping centre is • 
probably not the place she lives and grows in best. What 
can you fi nd in a shopping centre that could help a person 
live and grow? What kinds of things do people need that 
cannot be found in a shopping centre?

On page 20, Nicola expresses her frustration with her • 
science project, saying that she doesn’t see the point of 
rediscovering things which have already been discovered. 
Do you think she is right about this? What might be the 
problems with her argument?

On page 22, after Nicola has been grumpy with Violet, • 
Mum suggests that Nicola is going through a stage. It is 
referred to again on page 32. What does Mum mean? Ask 
students to create a mini-autobiography of different stages 
their own lives have passed through so far.

On page 27, Violet explains an interesting fact about the • 
human ear. See if each student can contribute something 
to a list of fascinating facts about the human body.

On page 57, Nicola reads that generally, larger animals live • 
longest and smaller animals have shorter lives. In groups, 
research the sizes and life spans of some different animals 
to test this idea.

On page 63, look at the illustration of the life cycle of the • 
ladybird. In groups, choose a different creature and draw 
its life cycle.

On page 75, read about Violet’s plan to bury Small Gloria. • 
Why do you think it might be important for Violet to do 
this?

On page 84, Violet and Nicola sing a version of “My • 
Favourite Things” which Violet has written in memory of 
Small Gloria. Ask students to think of an animal they know 
and compose a verse listing some of its favourite things.

On page 98, the judge of the Natural Science Display • 
explains that in scientifi c research, animals should be left in 
their natural habitats wherever possible. Why might this be 
important? How can it be done?

After Reading

Check out Violet’s very own 
website for fun activites, downloads 

and more!
www.violetmackerel.com
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Anna Branford on writing Violet Mackerel’s Natural Habitat:

“I’ve had a soft spot for ladybirds ever since I played one in a primary school end-of-year performance. I wore a black leotard 
and tights and red spotty wings and a headband with antennae and I spent a lot of time watching real ladybirds to prepare for my 
debut. A few years later, as part of a different sort of project, I made the same mistake Violet makes in this story, trying to keep 
a ladybird as a pet without really understanding how important its natural habitat was. I am a bit wiser now. I felt sure Violet 
would share my fondness for these beautiful small creatures and that’s how I came to write Violet Mackerel’s Natural Habitat.”

Sarah Davis on illustrating Violet Mackerel’s Natural Habitat:

“I think everyone can relate to how Violet feels in this story – we’ve all had times when we were trying to do the right thing or 
act on what seemed like a good idea, only to have it all go horribly wrong! I had a number of Small Glorias of my own when I was 
a child, and I still feel a little bit guilty about them. While I was doing the pictures for Small Gloria’s funeral, I was remembering 
the funeral ceremony we had when my chicken, Broody, died. I was nine, my brother was seven, and my sister was fi ve, and we all 
marched around the garden very solemnly, drumming slowly on saucepans and chanting, ‘A-tum, a-tum, a-tum a-tum for Broody!’ 
Violet’s song for Small Gloria is MUCH better.  

Another thing I really liked about this book was the way the relationship between Violet and her big sister Nicola changes. It was 
especially fun and especially tricky trying to show this in the illustrations: I had to get their body language and expressions right 
so that it would be clear whether they were grumpy or sad, or feeling supportive and close to each other again. It was also quite 
diffi cult getting them to look the right ages – I kept making Nicola and Violet look too young or too old, and having to change 
them to get it right. Hopefully I managed it in the end!”

W A L K E R  B O O K S    Cla s s room Idea s

 For information about new releases, the latest awards news and links to a range of teacher resources, 
sign up to our education newsletter at www.walkerbooks.com.au/Teachers

If you enjoyed Violet Mackerel’s Natural Habitat, you’ll LOVE these other great 
titles from Anna Branford! 

Violet Mackerel’s Brilliant Plot (Book 1)
Illustrator: Sarah Davis
9781921529177    •   AU$19.95/NZ$24.95   •   November 2010

Violet Mackerel thinks she would QUITE LIKE to own the blue china bird at the Saturday markets. This is not just 
a SILLY WISH. It is instead the start of a VERY IMPORTANT idea. But what she needs is a PLOT. A BRILLIANT plot. 
Introducing readers to a new warm and lovable character, Violet Mackerel’s Brilliant Plot is a story not to be missed.
Short-listed for the 2011 CBCA Awards – Younger Readers category

Violet Mackerel’s Remarkable Recovery (Book 2)
Illustrator: Sarah Davis
9781921529184   •   AU$19.95/NZ$24.95   •   April 2011

Join Violet Mackerel for another warm story as she discovers The Theory of Giving Small Things. 
Violet Mackerel has to have her tonsils out. Violet does NOT think this is a good idea. She prefers NOT to have 
things taken out. But the tonsils have to go. And that’s okay, because maybe Violet will make the most 
REMARKABLE RECOVERY ever.

Neville No-Phone
Illustrator: Kat Chadwick
9781921529962   •   AU$15.95/NZ$17.99   •   August 2011

Neville is the only kid in his whole class without a mobile phone. Or so he tells his parents. When it’s clear that 
Neville’s parents can’t be persuaded to get him a phone, Neville enlists the help of his mate, Enzo. Neville and Enzo 
are determined. Humans have walked on the moon; they have built the pyramids – surely if they put their minds to 
it, they can fi nd a way. Surely?
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10
InterestIng 

facts about 

ladybIrds

Text © Anna Branford/Walker Books Australia. Original illustrations © 2011 Sarah Davis. Website © 2011 Walker Books Australia Pty Ltd. All rights reserved.

The proper name for the ladybird family is coccinellidae.
It is pronounced like this: cox-in-ella-dye.

Other names for ladybirds are “ladybugs” and “ladybeetles”.

Ladybirds can be red, yellow or orange.

Some people think you can tell a ladybird’s age by the number of spots on its back,
but this is not true. The number of spots just depends on the species of ladybird.

Some species of ladybirds have twenty-four spots while others have none at all.

There are more than 5,000 different species of ladybirds.

Farmers often buy ladybirds because they eat the small pests that damage their crops.

Although it is very difficult to tell the difference between male and female ladybirds
just by looking at them, female ladybirds are usually slightly bigger.

Ladybirds are some of the first insects to appear each springtime.

Some cultures believe that seeing a ladybird will bring you good luck.
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InterestIng 

facts about 

sParroWs

The proper name for the sparrow family is passeridae.
It is pronounced like this: pass-air-i-dye.

There are about twenty-five species of sparrow. 

The species of sparrow we often see in cities, and 
sometimes even inside buildings like shopping centres, is 

called the house sparrow.

Sparrows will eat almost all the foods humans eat. In the 
wild they eat mainly eat seeds but they can eat small 

insects as well.

Sparrows chirrup and sing and have several different 
calls to communicate different messages.

Sparrows like to make their nests in holes or very 
sheltered places in trees and buildings and will 
sometimes move into nests built by other birds.

Sparrows generally lay four or five eggs each season.

Their eggs are about two centimetres long and are white, 
pale blue or pale green in colour, with light spots.

Sparrow eggs take about two weeks to hatch.

Scientists have records of a sparrow that lived for 
twenty-three years, but this is very unusual. In the wild, 
sparrows generally live between one and three years.



If you would like to help some small things 
in your own back yard, one trick you could try 
is making your own bird feeder. 

You will need:
• An open pinecone
• Some string
• Peanut butter
• Margarine
• Two bowls
• Birdseed

Step one
Cut a piece of string long enough to 
dangle your bird feeder from the branch 
of a tree. Tie one end securely around the 
top of your pinecone.

Step two
In one of your bowls, add two big 
spoonfuls of margarine and two big 
spoonfuls of peanut butter. Mix thoroughly.

Step three
Cover the pinecone in the sticky mixture.

Step four
Pour birdseed into the other bowl. Then 
roll the sticky pinecone in it until it is 
completely covered in seeds.

Step five
Put your bird feeder in the freezer for an 
hour or two to help it harden.

Step six
Hang your bird feeder up in your garden 
and wait for the birds to discover the treat 
you have made for them.

Text © Anna Branford/Walker Books Australia. Original illustrations © 2011 Sarah Davis. Website © 2011 Walker Books Australia Pty Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Instructions
Use the template to make your own 
door hanger! Simply write your name 
on the dotted line, then decorate your 
door hanger using coloured pencils, 

markers and glitter.

Hint
Trace the template onto a sheet of 
cardboard first to make your door 

hanger stronger.

Natural Habitat
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