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Study guide 
 

 

Seminar 1—Introduction and The Paper Bag Princess 
 

For this seminar, please read Robert Munsch and Michel Martchenko’s The Paper Bag 

Princess, the article by Abigail Feely, and the Glossary (on Athena in the folder “Seminar 

1”). Use the Glossary to look up the literary terms and concepts assigned for this seminar (see 

below)  

 

 

Concepts 

 

Plot 

Characterization 

Narration 

Fairy Tale 

Theme 

 

Study questions for all 

 

1. What conflicts can you identify in the story and how are they resolved?  

2. Where is the climax or turning point in the story and what is the conclusion like? Is it 

closed or open?  

3. What are the roles of the characters: who is the protagonist, antagonist and helper, for 

instance? 

4. How do the characters relate to the ones from traditional fairy-tales? Are our 

expectations from traditional fairy-tales fulfilled? Why, Why not? 

5. What kind of narration do we have in this story (limited or omniscient, first, second, 

or third person)?  

6. What seems to be the general idea conveyed by the story – outside of the covers of the 

book, as it were? Does the protagonist discover something important that may help us 

identify a theme?  

 

 

Given time, we might also consider other parodies in class, which are available online if you 

want to have a look at them before the seminar: 

 

• Babette Cole’s Princess Smartypants -

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hl6jIUz0e4o 

• Jon Scieszka’s "The True Story of the Three Little Pigs" 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m75aEhm-BYw 

  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hl6jIUz0e4o
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m75aEhm-BYw
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Seminar 2—The King of the Golden River 
 

Read John Ruskin’s The King of the Golden River and chapters 1, 2 and 3 in Introducing 

Children’s Literature. (Chapters 1 and 2 should be read with particular attention.) 

 

Group 1 prepares a presentation on setting in The Golden River that considers how, and to 

what effect, Romantic ideas on natural landscape reflects moral positions in the text: 

 What are the different settings in the story and how do they change? 

 How important are the settings to the story? 

 How are the different settings connected to the characters? 

 Are there contrasts between some settings, and if so, are these contrasts 

meaningful? 

The group is given 10 minutes for the presentation, followed by a 10-minute discussion. 

Please use a power-point, a hand-out, or a document that you can show on the doc cam. 

 

Concepts: 

Setting 

Plot 

Convention 

Allusion 

Sublime 

 

Study questions for all: 

1. How does the contrast between the natural landscape and the social spaces of the city 

highlight moral oppositions?  

2. Can you identify any biblical allusions in The King of the Golden River? How are they 

shaped by the Romantic imagination?  

3. Can you identify any fairy-tale conventions in The King of the Golden River?  

4. Introducing Children’s Literature repeatedly describes Romantic ideas of the child and 

reading by referring to the word “sublime.” Describe how the term “sublime” is relevant in 

The King of the Golden River, especially in connection to “innocence” and the “recapturing” 

of knowledge and truth.  

5. Introducing Children’s Literature states that in The King of the Golden River childhood “is 

perceived as a site of innocence, where the child learns by experience,” (26) yet most of 

Gluck’s early experiences are based on violence and exclusion. How do you read this 

seeming contradiction?  

6. What do you think is the purpose of imbuing material objects with life and human-like 

expression in The King of the Golden River? How are these expressions read and valued? 

 

Passage to close read 

In the below passage, find details to develop a close reading around. Develop your findings 

around themes or other patterns – such as metaphor, or narrative form – and contextualize 

these in relation to the text as a whole, as well as to historical context.  

 
“Gluck stood watching for some time, very much disappointed, because not only the river was not 

turned into gold, but its waters seemed much diminished in quantity. Yet he obeyed his friend the 

dwarf, and descended the other side of the mountains, towards the Treasure Valley: and as he went he 

thought he heard the noise of water working its way under the ground. And when he came in sight of 

the Treasure Valley, behold, a river like the Golden River was springing from a new cleft of the rocks 

above it, and was flowing in innumerable streams among the dry heaps of red sand. And, as Gluck 
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gazed, fresh grass sprang beside the new streams, and creeping plants grew, and climbed among the 

moistening soil. Young flowers opened suddenly along the river sides, as stars leap out when twilight 

is deepening, and thickets of myrtle and tendrils of vine cast lengthening shadows over the valley as 

they grew. And thus the Treasure Valley became a garden again, and the inheritance, which had been 

lost by cruelty, was regained by love” (p. 47). 
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Seminar 3—Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland. Oral Exam 

(Pass or Fail). 
 

You present as groups but you need to make sure that each and every one speaks for about 5 

minutes. You must clock yourselves when you practice (as you know, some have a tendency 

to speak more than others). However, also keep an eye on how the whole of the presentation 

works (links between topics etc.). Each and every student will get a grade, pass or fail, for 

their contribution, thus there will be no grade for the group as a whole. Your tasks below will 

overlap somewhat, but that does not matter, since this is also an occasion to learn from each 

other. 

 

 

Oral presentations 
 

 

A  

 

TASK: Focus on the author, Charles Dodgson, and the ‘real’ Alice Liddle. Here is a very 

comprehensive website about the book: http://www.alice-in-wonderland.net/alice1a.html. 

You should focus on how the biographical background has contributed in shaping the work. 

You may also include something about the original illustrations by John Tenniel. How do 

they affect the reading more generally? 

 

 

B 

 

TASK: Tell the class about the historical background of the tale. What was the Victorian era 

like? Especially consider the situation for children. You probably want to explore BBC’s 

educational site for primary school, since it contains a great deal of useful information: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/primaryhistory/victorian_britain/. Or explore this educational 

website about Victorian children, with a special section, for instance, about Victorian 

schools: http://www.victorianchildren.org/ 

 

If time allows, we will all discuss the themes of the book: One of the main fantastic features 

of the book is Alice’s growing and shrinking. What may be the meaning of it? Can you see 

this from a child reader’s point of view? Give your view of one theme of the book and 

provide examples. 

 

 

C 

 

TASK: Examine views of childhood and pedagogy. This book was written in 1862, and is 

bound to reflect some of the views of children and childhood at the time. Much of children’s 

literature in the Victorian period was strongly didactic1, aiming to teach children moral 

lessons about how to behave.  

                                                 
1 This term has negative connotations in this use. It means ordering children what to do and what to think. 

http://www.alice-in-wonderland.net/alice1a.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/primaryhistory/victorian_britain/
http://www.victorianchildren.org/
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Lewis Carroll, however, mocks Victorian didacticism, most clearly in some of the verses, 

which readers at the time would immediately recognize. Identify some of the parodies 

(especially verses) in the story and prepare to explain the norms that are mocked in class. 

 

Victorian children’s literature also tended to reinforce the gender norms of the time. While 

boys were often depicted as adventurous and violent, girl characters were often sensible, 

quiet, innocent and angelic. Does Alice’s character fit the Victorian representation of girls, or 

not? Form an opinion and choose quotations to support your view. 

 

 

D 

 

TASK: You are to analyse Alice as a character. How do we get to know Alice: through her 

action, her thoughts, or dialogues with other characters? Choose one example from the book 

for each of these literary elements, and be prepared to present them in class.  

 

Alice is the round character of this book, the human-like character that has more than one 

personality trait. In fact, she has contrasting traits. She is, for instance, both childish and 

mature. Look for examples in the book of such contrasts in Alice, and provide quotations as 

illustrations.  

 

 

E 

 

TASK: You are to analyse elements of nonsense in the novel. Nonsense is a common feature 

of children’s literature, especially children’s verse. In Swedish, Lennart Hellsing is the main 

writer of nonsense verse, in English Edward Lear. However, Carroll’s wonderland is 

nonsensical, too. 

 

Read about nonsense verse in Alice on the internet and tell the class about it. Try to explain 

the mixture of rational and irrational in nonsense verse, and quote the book as much as 

possible to illustrate your points. 
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Seminar 4 —Charlotte’s Web 
 

 

Read E.B. White’s Charlotte’s Web and chapters 10, 11 and 12 in Introducing Children’s 

Literature. (Pay particular attention to chapters 10 and 12.) 

 

 

 

Study questions for all: 

Genre: 

 

Does this book belong to the genre of low or high fantasy? Explain your choice. Where /How 

does the story go from a realistic mode to a fantasy mode? Can you identify any portals? At 

what point does Fern begin to understand the language of animals? 

 

 

Plot: 

 

What kind of a plot structure does this story have? (Plots can be thought of in terms of 7 

different models: Overcoming the monster; rags to riches; the quest; voyage and return; 

comedy; tragedy; rebirth) 

 

Chapters 1-2 are quite different from chapters 3-22. If you read only chapters 1-2, how would 

you complete the story? If we see chapters 1-2 and 3-22 as two separate plots, what is the 

similarity between them? What is the relationship between them? 

 

Narration: 

 

Notice how the perspective or point of view shifts between different characters: when do we 

see through Charlotte’s eyes, when through Fern’s or Wilbur’s?  

 

In this story, we are often shown familiar things from unusual perspectives. What things do 

we see differently from different points of view? Is there some humor in it? Give one or two 

examples. 

 

 

Characterization: 

 

Who is the protagonist? What heroic qualities does s/he possess? Fern understands the 

animals but does not seem to be able to communicate with them. Neither does she participate 

in their schemes. Why, do you think? What is the meaning of Fern's gradual “fading away”? 

 

 

Style: 

 

It has been said that one of the main stylistic features of this book is lists (listing many things 

in order to describe or explain something). Find three examples of lists in the text. What is 

the effect (or effects) of this stylistic device? 
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Themes: 

 

Some critics agree that one of the main themes in this book is that of acceptance of the 

underlying complexity and ambiguity of life. This involves a more mature and nuanced view 

of life that a growing child develops when s/he understands that things are not always clear-

cut, and good and bad are not easily separated. Give three examples of the appearance of this 

theme. 

 

Meanings: 

 

Charlotte’s weaving brings attention to the meaning and importance of words. Can this be 

related to children’s experiences or development? 

 

Nature and the change of seasons are often mentioned. Why? How does it affect the meaning 

of the story? 

 

How does the meaning of “quite a pig” change between the below two episodes in chapters 3 

“Escape” and chapter 11 “The Miracle”? What is ironic here? 

 

Episode 1: 

“While Wilbur ate, Lurvy fetched a hammer and some 8-penny nails and nailed the board in 

place. Then he and Mr. Zuckerman leaned lazily on the fence and Mr. Zuckerman scratched 

Wilbur's back with a stick. 

He's quite a pig, said Lurvy. 

-Yes, he'll make a good pig, said Mr. Zuckerman. 

Wilbur heard the words of praise. He felt the warm milk inside his stomach. He felt the 

pleasant rubbing of the stick along his itchy back. He felt peaceful and happy and sleepy.” 

 

Episode 2: 

“-You know, [Mr. Zuckerman] said, in an important voice, “I've thought all along that that 

pig of ours was an extra good one. He's a solid pig. That pig is as solid as they come. You 

notice how solid he is around the shoulders, Lurvy? 

Sure. Sure I do, said Lurvy. I've always noticed that pig. He's quite a pig. 

He's long, and he's smooth, said Zuckerman. 

That's right, agreed Lurvy. He's as smooth as they come. He's some pig.” 

 

 

Reader's Response: 

 

What would be the main differences between the adult's and child's readings of this story? 
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Seminar 5 —The Secret Garden 
 

 

Read Frances Hodgson Burnett’s The Secret Garden and chapters 7, 8 and 9 in Introducing 

Children’s Literature. (Chapters 7 and 9 should be read with particular attention.) 

 

Group 2 prepares a presentation on point of view in The Secret Garden that considers how, 

and to what effect, the third-person omniscient narrator explores and contrasts the children’s 

actions and thoughts to those of the adults (parents as well as staff). The group is given 10 

minutes for the presentation, followed by a 10-minute discussion. Please use a power-point, a 

hand-out, or a document that you can show on the doc cam. 

 

Concepts: 

Imagery  

Plot  

Point of view  

Theme 

Anthropomorphism  

Character, static and dynamic 

 

 

Study questions for all: 

1. The Secret Garden is rich in imagery, especially when the narrator describes the children’s 

experiences in the garden. How is this done, and what do you think is the indented effect on 

the reader? 

2. Describe the central characters in The Secret Garden and determine what function they 

have. Also determine if and in that case how, they develop throughout the narrative. 

3. What is the connection between physical appearance and mental health in The Secret 

Garden? 

4. The robin who lives in the secret garden is anthropomorphized by Mary. How is this 

significant in the story? Does the opposite happen, in some way, to Mary?  

5. There is an undeniable strain of racism throughout the story. Contextualize these aspects of 

the story with the help of the discussion of British Imperialism in chapter 9. Do you agree 

with the reading that the authors offer?  

6. One of the story’s main themes is neglect, taking its expression in several ways. Find 

textual evidence of how Mary’s own experiences of neglect helps her identify and remedy its 

effects on Colin.  

7. Another theme is “magic.” Trace the development of this magic from its earliest inceptions 

to Colin’s declaration of his intentions to describe it scientifically, and trace its religious 

allusions and connotations.  
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Seminar 6 —The Borrowers 
 

 

Read Mary Norton’s The Borrowers and chapter 13 in Introducing Children’s Literature. 

 

Group 3 prepares a presentation on time in The Borrowers that considers how, and to what 

effect, the novel’s different time frames (author time, narrator time, plot time, and reader 

time) and frequent references to clocks together work to establish and de-establish meaning. 

See pages 131 and 133 in the course book for inspiration. The group is given 10 minutes for 

the presentation, followed by a 10-minute discussion. Please use a power-point, a hand-out, 

or a document that you can show on the doc cam. 

 

Concepts: 

Time  

Metafiction  

Metaphor  

Protagonist  

Antagonist  

Frame narrative  

 

Study questions for all: 

1. What are the implications of being able to read in The Borrowers? How do you understand 

Arrietty’s ability to read in connection to the act of reading the novel itself?  

2. The course book interprets The Borrowers as a metaphor for rationing during the Second 

World War (130). Based on textual evidence, describe how it is also possible to read the 

novel as a metaphor of grief.  

3. With the help of chapters 10 and 13, identify modernist elements in The Borrowers.  

4. In the light of modernist narratives and post-war anxieties, describe the devastating effects 

of Mrs. Driver’s actions on Arrietty’s and the boy’s world-building efforts.   

5. Why do you think the reader loses access to the borrowers’ points of view after the failed 

escape to the upstairs doll house?  

 

Passage to close read 

In the below passage, find details to develop a close reading around. Develop your findings 

around themes or other patterns – such as symbols, or narrative form – and contextualize 

these in relation to the text as a whole, as well as to historical context.  

 

“In the meantime, in payment for these riches, Arrietty would read to the boy – every 

afternoon in the long grass beyond the cherry tree. He would lie on his back and she would 

stand beside his shoulder and tell him when to turn the page. They were happy days to look 

back on afterwards, with the blue sky beyond the cherry boughs, the grasses softly stirring, 

and the boy’s great ear listening beside her. She grew to know that ear quite well, with its 

curves and shadows and sunlit pinks and gold. Sometimes, as she grew bolder, she would 

lean against his shoulder. He was very still while she read to him and always grateful. What 

worlds they would explore together – strange worlds of to Arrietty. She learned a lot and 

some of the things she learned were hard to accept. She was made to realize once and for all 

that this earth on which they lived turning about in space did not revolve, as she had believed, 

for the sake of little people, ‘Nor for big people either,’ she reminded the boy when she saw 

his secret smile” (139). 
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Seminar 7—Clockwork 
 

Read Philip Pullman’s Clockwork or All Wound Up and chapters 14, 15, and 16 in 

Introducing Children’s Literature. 

 

Concepts  

 

Metaphor 

Metafiction 

Unreliable narrator 

Intertextuality 

Postmodernism 

 

 

Group 1 prepares a presentation on the fairy tale elements of the story. Look at the fairy tale 

characteristics of this novella and expand on that. How does Pullman make use of the fairy 

tale genre and how does he manipulate or/and change it? Use the functions and characteristics 

of the genre we have discussed earlier in the course, make use of the assigned chapters 

(especially chapter 15 from Introducing Children’s Literature), and feel free to use other 

scholarly sources if necessary for your presentation. The group is given 10 minutes for the 

presentation, followed by a 10-minute discussion. Please use a power-point, a hand-out, or a 

document that you can show on the doc cam. 

 

Group 2 prepares a presentation on postmodernism and Pullman’s novella. What are some 

of the main characteristics of postmodern literature? Identify at least three characteristics in 

connection to Pullman’s novella and explain how Pullman uses them. Refer to relevant 

passages and sections from the story to illustrate your points. Make use of the assigned 

chapters (especially chapter 14 from Introducing Children’s Literature) and feel free to use 

other scholarly sources if necessary for your presentation. The group is given 10 minutes for 

the presentation, followed by a 10-minute discussion. Please use a power-point, a hand-out, 

or a document that you can show on the doc cam. 

 

Group 3 prepares a presentation on narration and metafiction in Pullman’s novella. 

Describe the various narrative layers and /or the narrators, beginning with the preface (a part 

usually penned by the author and usually outside the fiction of a novel!), and also elaborate 

on what relations the different voices/narrators have to each other. Do you find the narrators 

reliable or unreliable?  

In your presentation, also consider metafiction in the novella: As the story begins (part one) 

that narrator immediately refers back to the preface: “Once upon a time (when time ran by 

clockwork)”. This is an example of metafiction, which means that the text is overtly 

conscious of itself and comments upon itself. What is the effect of the metafiction here? 

The group is given 10 minutes for the presentation, followed by a 10-minute discussion. 

Please use a power-point, a hand-out, or a document that you can show on the doc cam. 

 

 

Study Questions for all 

 

1. What do you think might be the metaphorical function of the clockwork in the story? 

How is it connected to storytelling? 



12 

 

2. What is the moral dimension of the story? How does the story as a whole comment on 

and/or critique society? Identify relevant passages for discussion. 

3. Consider how the novella makes use of intertextuality, the interconnection between 

similar or related works of literature: “It is the shaping of a literary text’s meaning by 

another text.” Authors make use of intertextuality by referring to other stories and/or 

books, through allusion, quotation, translation etc. Can you identify such references in 

Pullman’s novella? Select one example and discuss how Pullman uses intertextuality 

in the story. 

 

 

Passage to close read 

In the below passage, find details to develop a close reading around. Develop your findings 

around themes or other patterns – such as metaphor, or narrative form – and contextualize 

these in relation to the text as a whole, as well as to historical context.  

 

 

“You've got to finish the story properly. What happens next?” “I don't know!” he cried. “I 

dreamed the first part of it, and it was so strange and horrible that I couldn't resist writing it 

down and pretending it was mine ... But I couldn't think of any more!” “But what were you 

going to do when you got to that part?” she said. “Make it up, of course!” he said. “I've done 

that before. I often do it. I enjoy the risk, you see. I start telling a story with no idea what's 

going to happen at the end, and I make it up when I get there. Sometimes it's even better than 

writing it down first. I was sure I could do it with this one. But when the door opened and the 

old man came in, I must have panicked ... Oh, I wish I'd never begun! I'll never tell a story 

again!” “You must tell the end of this one, though,” said Gretl, “or something bad will happen. 

You've got to.” “I can't!” “You must.” “I couldn't!” “You have to.” “Impossible,” he said. “I 

can't control it any more. I wound it up and set it and it'll have to work itself out. I wash my 

hands of it. I'm off!” “But you can't! Where are going?” “Anywhere! Berlin, Vienna, Prague — 

as far away as I can get!” And he poured himself another glass of plum brandy and swallowed 

it all in one go. (75-77) 

 


