
Draft Unit Plan

The Goldfish Boy
By Lisa Thompson
Upper Key Stage 2: Disability - OCD

Primary Relationships Education/Health Education Objectives

Pupils should know:
· Common types of mental ill health.

	What are the key teaching points for this book?

Making inferences
Understanding symbolism
Understanding OCD

Key Story Themes:
· OCD
· ‘Normality’
· Separation & Loneliness 
· Fear & Hope
	How could the book be used with a class?

This would make a powerful class novel, though with a warning that some topics (such as Callum’s death and Teddy’s disappearance) might be upsetting for some pupils.

An additional teaching resource for this book is available from Lisa Thompson’s website.

	Discussion points/resources/activity ideas

Front cover: Look at the front cover of the book as a class. To start, ask pupils what they notice, and this leads them to infer about the story. Some points to note might include:
· The boy – what does the bowl signify? Why do you think he’s called ‘goldfish boy’? What does it tell us about the character? How do you think he is connected to the figures around him?
· People – who do you think all these people are? How do you think they interact with and feel about the goldfish boy? What can you tell about their personalities from the illustrations?
· Colour – what effect does the use of colour have? Why have these colours been chosen? Why are only some elements orange?
Then, give pupils a copy of the blurb and ask them to continue making inferences about the story. Ask them to use the information they’ve gathered from the front and back covers to suggest what they think some of the themes of the book might be. 

Discussion Questions Around Themes:

‘Normality’ – Throughout the story, Matthew tries to hide his obsessions and compulsions, and tries to ‘appear normal’. He knows lots about his neighbours, but as the story develops, we see that many of them are also putting on a front of ‘normality’ in order to cover up many things, such as hurt feelings (e.g., Jake becoming a bully after being bullied), trauma (e.g., Old Nina losing her son) and ultimately, Teddy’s disappearance (e.g., Penny & Gordon abducting him to teach Mr Charles a lesson).
· How would each character define ‘normal’?
· In what ways do the different characters see themselves as ‘normal’?
· In whay ways do many of the characters perform or put on a front of ‘normality’? 
· Why do different characters seek to be seen as ‘normal’?
· Consider the phrases ‘keeping up appearances’ and ‘hiding in plain sight’

Separation & Loneliness – Matthew separates himself from his family, neighbours and ‘the living’ world due to his crippling OCD. However, his physical separation is juxtaposed by his compulsion to observe his neighbours from his window, leading to his detailed understanding of them. Throughout the story, we see other ways in which characters are separated, both willingly and unwillingly (e.g., Old Nina losing her son and retreating in her old age; Penny and Gordon’s children no longer talking to them; Teddy being separated from his mother and then his grandfather). 
· How does the idea of the goldfish bowl link to separation?
· How is Matthew separated from the other characters? To what degree?
· In what ways do other characters experience separation?
· What impact has separation had on different characters’ lives?
· Which characters do you think are lonely? Why do you think that?
· What is the difference between privacy and secrecy? 
· Do different characters separate themselves due to privacy or secrecy? 
· Could it be argued that Matthew is invading privacy by observing his neghbours so closely?

Hope & Fear – Much of Matthew’s OCD came from places of fear after the death of his brother, Callum. As the story is tolf in the 1st person from Matthew’s perspective, we come to understand what he fears and why. However, as the story goes on, it is interesting to explore the fears of the other characters and how this affects their actions.
· What is Matthew’s biggest fear?
· How are hope and fear intertwined in Matthew’s mind?
· Carry out a character study of a character other than Matthew, and explore what fears they have, why they have them and how it affects the choices they make. 
· Who do you think is the most fearful character and why?
· Who do you think is the most hopeful character and why?
· How do different characters overcome their fears in the story?

OCD – The author, Lisa Thompson, worked closely with professionals to ensure the depiction of OCD in the story is accurate and realistic. This story can therefore, be a good starting point from which pupils can find out more about the realities of living with OCD.
· What are your perceptions of OCD?
· What questions do you have about OCD?
· How does living with OCD impact Matthew’s life?
· Use the research websites suggested below to bust myths about OCD, and to find answers to the questions they have.
· Carry out a character study of Matthew’s obsessions and compulsions in order to help his parents understand what he’s going through.
· Why are phrases such as, ‘I’m a bit OCD’ damaging?
· How is OCD linked to all the other themes of the story?

Symbolism:

· Explore the significance and/or symbolism of the following features of the story, and how they relate to the themes discussed:
· The cul-de-sac
· E.g., Could be seen as a dead end, closed off, one way out, going round in circles etc. 
· Separation – it’s enclosed yet everyone is overlooked
· ‘Normality’ – 6 look the same and 1 is very different
· Hope & fear – it would probably be seen as safe and yet a tragedy occurred 
· Water
· Examples in the story – hand-washing, showering, the pond, Mr Charles’ garden hose, the wallpaper steamer
· Separation – many would find comfort in showers etc, but it’s not comforting for Matthew
· ‘Normality’ – it’s part of everyone’s daily life, but OCD takes it to an extreme level
· Hope & Fear – what does each character hope for and fear when they use water in the different examples? 
· Writing
· Examples in the story – Matthew’s lists, emails, funeral flower cards, Teddy’s scribbling in the catalogue
· Separation – how is writing used to create connection in the story?
· ‘Normality’ – which examples of writing in the story are considered normal and which are rejected?
· Hope & Fear – how does each example link to a character’s hope or fear? 
· Wallpaper Lion
· General questions:What does it represent? What would it say to Matthew if it could talk? Is it malevolent or benevolent? Why does Matthew save it? Why does he then throw it away?
· Separation – why does Matthew talk to the lion? How does it help him?
· ‘Normality’ – Matthew quotes a book which says it is a normal occurrence to talk to objects after being alone for a long time. Why does Matthew keep it hidden?
· Hope & Fear – why is Matthew upset when his Dad steams the wallpaper off the wall?

After reading: Look again at the front and back cover of the book and revisit the inferences pupils made before reading it. Which inferences were accurate? Repeat the activity from the start of the unit, but this time, ask pupils to do so through the lens of the discussed themes, and see if they notice different things now they’ve read the whole story.

	How will we know if our children have learnt what we have taught them?

Pupils talk about emotions and the experiences of others with sensitivity and respect.
Pupils understand what OCD can look like and how it can impact people.




Additional resources:

Information about OCD

· OCD UK 
· Rethink
· The Mix
· Mind
· Young Minds

Lisa Thompson

· Interview 
· Author website 
                                                                [image: Shape

Description automatically generated with medium confidence] 

image1.png
The

Teachers’
Collection





