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Text suitable for NCEA Levels 2–3. 
Trigger warnings for suicide, violence and mental illness.

FOX SPIRIT ON A DISTANT CLOUD BY LEE MURRAY

PUBLISHED BY THE CUBA PRESS, WELLINGTON

Wellington, 1923, and a sixty-year-old woman hangs herself in a scullery; ten years later another 
woman ‘falls’ from the second floor of a Taranaki tobacconist; soon afterwards a young mother in 
Taumarunui slices the throat of her newborn with a cleaver. All are women of the Chinese diaspora, 
who came to Aotearoa for a new life and suffered isolation and prejudice in silence. Chinese Pākehā 
writer Lee Murray has taken the nine-tailed fox spirit húli jīng as her narrator to inhabit the skulls 
of these women and others like them and tell their stories. Winner of the NZSA Laura Solomon 
Cuba Press Prize, Fox Spirit on a Distant Cloud is an audacious blend of biography, mythology, 
horror and poetry that transcends genre to illuminate lives in the shadowlands of our history.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Lee Murray is New Zealand-born Pākehā Chinese. She grew up at the intersection of cultures, 
never seeing her experience represented in stories or books. She realised that sometimes, if 
something doesn’t exist, you have to roll up your sleeves and create it yourself, which is why she 
is the author-editor of around forty mainly speculative titles, including several books for children, 
mostly set here in Aotearoa. She is a multi-award-winning author, editor, poet and essayist, and 
Fox Spirit on a Distant Cloud is her first poetry collection. Lee lives in Tauranga with her husband 
and son, and a naughty dog. Read more at www.leemurray.info and www.thecubapress.nz

https://www.leemurray.info
www.thecubapress.nz
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Lee Murray and The Cuba Press would like to thank Piper Mejia 
 for her kind assistance in the development of these teaching notes. 



FRONT AND BACK MATTER

TITLE AND COVER

Cover art by Kim Lowe. Cover design by Christine Ling.
Titles are selected to convey something of the theme, genre, plot or even the mood of the text and 
to offer readers insights into the content of the book. Consider the title of the book, Fox Spirit on a 
Distant Cloud. What does the title reveal to you about the content of the book? How does the cover 
design reinforce these notions? List any cultural symbols or clues you observe in the cover design.

TASK

Choose an imaginary book title from a selection provided by your teacher. Using your title as a 
guide, plot a story idea that resonates with you.

FOREWORD (PAGES 7–10)

Forewords are an endorsement of a text offered by someone with a critical reputation. Fox Spirit on 
a Distant Cloud includes a powerful lyrical essay by multi-award-winning author and poet, Geneve 
Flynn, an Australian of Malay-Chinese descent. For teachers, forewords or introductory essays 
provide a deeper understanding of the purpose of the work and its proposed audience and should 
be treated as equally important texts.

TASK

Read Geneve Flynn’s foreword and discuss the information and insights provided in the essay. Does 
this essay help to prepare the reader about the purpose and theme of the book? What technique 
does Flynn use to alert readers to the book’s unusual character and structure?

AUTHOR NOTE, ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS AND BIOGRAPHY (PAGES 129–137)

Often material included at the back of a book—such as the author note, acknowledgements and 
biography—provide important insights into the author’s inspiration for the book and the context 
in which it was written.

•	 Read the sections and consider what barriers, if any, the author faced when writing 
this book. What unexpected revelations did the author uncover while writing Fox 
Spirit on a Distant Cloud? Can you tell whether or not the author speaks Chinese? 

TASK 

Look up the Asian notion of ‘loss of face’. Do you think this term applies to other cultures? 
Describe an incident or moment where you felt you ‘lost face’ in your own life.


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FOX GIRL POEM (PAGE 13)
Fox Spirit on a Distant Cloud begins with a stand-alone terzanelle poem called ‘fox girl’. A terzanelle 
is a poem which has evolved from the Italian villanelle and terza rima poetry forms. The poem 
comprises several stanzas of three lines each, plus a final stanza of four lines, with specific lines 
repeating for impact.

TASK 

Read ‘fox girl’ and discuss why you think the author chose to begin her book with this poem.

TASK

Open the book at the poem and following the same pattern of repeating lines, write your own 
terzanelle. It can be about anything you like. Consider how repetition of the lines can offer new 
meaning as well as a change in intensity. 
Note: each line of your terzanelle should be around the same length (or have the same number of 
syllables) but they don’t have to rhyme. Read stanza one and two and count the syllables on each 
line.



HAIKU/SENRYU
Fox Spirit on a Distant Cloud comprises 100 haiku or senryu poems inserted into the prose-poetry 
text. These are Japanese short-form poems comprising up to three lines with less than seventeen 
syllables in total. You may have been taught that haiku and senryu poems comprise three lines of 
strictly 5/7/5 syllables, but not all poets adhere to this formula. Typically, haiku address topics 
such as nature and the seasons, while senryu examine aspects of human nature and everyday life. 
In Fox Spirit on a Distant Cloud, these small poems offer a new way of looking at the story, or they 
are intended to contribute to the mood, setting or theme of the tale.

LANGUAGE

•	 Highlight and find definitions for new words found in the haiku/senryu.
•	 Puns occur when a particular word or phrase has two or more meanings. Find 

examples of puns in the haiku or senryu in the collection. Explain the dual meanings.

TASK

Select one or two haiku or senryu from the collection which resonate with you and explain why 
you chose them. How do your selected haiku enhance your understanding of the overall text? 
Write a series of three or four linked haiku or senryu that when read together tell a story. 


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GIRL (PAGES 18–28)

BEFORE YOU READ

From 1880 onwards, when the first Chinese arrived in Aotearoa-New Zealand, many townships 
had a fruit and vegetable store owned and/or operated by a Chinese family. Market gardening 
and fruit and vegetable retail were key occupations for Chinese New Zealanders, many of whom 
brought horticultural and business skills with them from China. Working in a fruit shop was hard 
work, often demanding long hours and physical labour. A moving personal account by Gilbert 
Wong, The Fruit Shop: A Story of Growing up as a Chinese New Zealander can be found on 
Stuff, 2018.

LANGUAGE

•	 Highlight and find definitions for new words found in the text.
•	 Highlight all the times the author mentions sonatas. In the text, sonatas are symbols 

of desires and dreams, and when an author repeats a symbol, it is called a ‘motif ’. Can 
you name other repeated symbols (motifs) in this text? 

•	 What does ‘This is no place for building pyramids’ mean here?
•	 Onomatopoeia is a term for words that sound like their meaning, such as a thud 

or murmur. Find examples of onomatopoeia in the text. How do these examples 
contribute to the way the text makes you feel?

CHARACTER

Describe the relationship between the unnamed narrator and the other characters: her mother, 
father, brother, husband, daughter and wider society. How do these relationships influence the 
narrator’s behaviour?

INCIDENTS

•	 What is the significance of the girl’s hem in this story? 
•	 What is the significance of the apron?
•	 Why does the girl take care not to ‘step on a crack’?
•	 Why does the character go back to work in the fruit shop after her parents die?
•	 What does the character’s daughter dream of being one day?

IDEAS

The main ideas explored in this text are oppression and traditional expectations.
•	 Find examples from the text that reveal how the narrator conforms to traditional 

expectations for Chinese girls. What happens to girls who don’t conform?
•	 Do you think these constraints still exist? Why or why not?

EXTENSION TASKS

Personal response: Summarise the text of ‘girl’ in your own words and explain the author’s audience 
and purpose.
Creative writing: Write a manifesto about your future goals. Include some obstacles you might face 
in achieving those goals and ways you might overcome those barriers.
Formal writing: Brainstorm issues that only impact on one section of society, for example, women, 
Māori or LGBTQIA2+. Perhaps focus on how this issue is important in your school or in Aotearoa. 
Write a letter to your principal or the prime minister, outlining why you think this issue needs to 
be addressed, and provide some suggested solutions. It is best practice to focus on an issue where 
you are a part of the group being disadvantaged. Otherwise, clearly explain your role as an ally. 

https://www.stuff.co.nz/life-style/life/98615039/the-fruit-shop-a-story-of-growing-up-as-a-chinese-new-zealander
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WOMAN (PAGES 31–42)

BEFORE YOU READ

Some groups face significant barriers to gaining appropriate healthcare. They may have limited 
knowledge of our healthcare system, language and/or literacy barriers, financial constraints, or 
there may be cultural stigma associated with going to a New Zealand doctor or hospital compared 
to traditional cultural approaches to medicine, for example accupuncture. 

LANGUAGE

•	 Highlight and find definitions for new words found in the text.
•	 Find an example of each of the following language features: repetition, symbolism, 

assonance, simile, alliteration, puns, lists and emotive language.

A metaphor is a word or phrase in which two unrelated things are compared. For example ‘silk-
pink skies’ is a metaphor comparing the colour and texture of the sky to silk. Metaphors can be 
used to create vivid imagery, exaggerate a characteristic or action, or express a complex idea. How 
does the author use animal/creature metaphors? What is she implying when she uses them? What 
does the author mean when she says, ‘your humours lack harmony’?

SETTING

•	 When is the text set? Where is the text set? Why is this setting important?

CHARACTER

Describe the relationship between the narrator and other characters: her husband, the doctors, 
the nurses, the society they live in. How do these relationships influence the narrator’s behaviour?

INCIDENTS

•	 Why is the husband disappointed with his wife?
•	 Highlight five ways the hospital visit feels alien to the woman.
•	 Why can’t the woman scream?
•	 What is the significance of the newspaper clipping at the end of the story?

IDEAS

Key ideas explored in this text are racism, isolation and cultural beliefs. Find examples from the 
text that:

•	 suggest the character has been treated differently because of her race/culture.
•	 show how the character feels isolated.
•	 show where the character reveals her Chinese cultural beliefs/understanding about 

what is happening to her.

EXTENSION TASKS

Personal response: Summarise the text of ‘Woman’ in your own words and explain the author’s 
audience and purpose.
Creative writing: Choose a historic event and use it as a setting for a character experiencing racism. 
You might want to include details of how the historic event impacts your character’s life. For 
example, they could be a part of a protest, be watching the event on TV, or it could be the cause 
of the racism they are experiencing.
Formal writing: Propose an alternative way to deal with racism/bullying in schools. You will have to 
research your school’s current procedures, and maybe create a focus group to discuss what works 
and what doesn’t work. Present your proposal to your principal.
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DAUGHTER (PAGES 45–48)

BEFORE YOU READ

Social and cultural alienation can mean a person feels caught between the culture of their family 
and the culture they are growing up in. For many migrant children, or children born in Aotearoa 
to one or more migrant parents, this feeling of alienation may include a reluctance to speak the 
language of their parents or practise their cultural traditions for fear of not being accepted by their 
peers, which leads to isolation.

•	 Define ‘culture’ and what it means to you.
•	 Explain cultural traditions your family practises that others might not.
•	 Define what makes a New Zealander a ‘Kiwi’.

LANGUAGE

•	 Highlight and find definitions for new words found in the text.
•	 Find an example of each of the following language features: repetition, symbolism, 

puns, irony and emotive language. 
•	 What is the significance of the ‘red garland’ in the context of this story? 

SETTING/TIME

•	 When is the text set?
•	 Why is this particular moment important in this text?

CHARACTER

Describe the relationship between the unnamed narrator and the other characters: her mother, her 
father, the society she lives in. How do these relationships impact the narrator?

INCIDENTS

•	 Why does the father rush home from the pub?
•	 What is the mother’s reaction to the quarrel?
•	 What is implied by the last line, ‘The doctors all say you should recover’?
•	 What are the outcomes for the mother, father, child, friend? 

IDEAS

Key ideas explored in this text are cultural alienation and powerlessness. 
•	 Find examples from the text that suggest characters in the story have been subject to 

cultural alienation. 
•	 Find examples from the text that show how characters react to feeling powerless.
•	 Describe a situation in which you felt powerless. What did you do to overcome those 

feelings?

EXTENSION TASKS

Personal response: Summarise the text of ‘Daughter’ in your own words and explain the author’s 
audience and purpose.
Creative writing: Holidays and special occasions are important time for families, but sometimes 
these same events can make us feel alone and different. Write a story about a real or imaginary 
holiday event that doesn’t turn out the way we expect it to.
Formal writing: Write a letter to your principal suggesting that the school pānui should feature 
students from different countries or interview a migrant or international student and write an 
editorial for the school pānui about their experiences in Aotearoa and or at school.
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WOMAN (PAGES 50–59)

BEFORE YOU READ

The idea of ‘otherness’ stems from the feeling that we are different from the people who surround 
us. Children of mixed heritage often experience this when one side is more accepted than the other. 
Migrant children also feel otherness when the language and culture of their new home country is 
at odds with the language and culture of their parents’ country. This feeling of ‘otherness’ can also 
be felt by people of other groups, such as those belonging to the LGBTQIA2+ community, whose 
homes are not accepting of their identity/self-image.

•	 In what ways are you similar or different to members of your family and frienship 
group? How do you embrace or struggle with your ‘otherness’?

LANGUAGE

•	 Highlight and find definitions for new words found in the text.
•	 Find an example of each of the following language features: repetition, symbolism 

assonance, metaphor, puns, onomatopoeia and emotive language.
•	 Find a neologism (a made-up word). Explain why you think the author chose to 

include this term. What other words might she have chosen?
•	 What does the author mean when she says ‘a rotten foot in a silk slipper is still rotten’?
•	 What does the author mean when she says ‘you can be smaller’.
•	 Where is the Middle Kingdom referred to in this story?
•	 Explain the terms ‘alien’ and ‘unnatural’ in the context of the story.

SETTING/TIME

•	 When is the text set? Where is the text set? How does New Zealand’s introduction of 
the Poll Tax on Chinese citizens impact this story? 

CHARACTER

Describe the relationship between the narrator and the other characters: husband, sons, daughter 
and the society she lives in. How do these relationships impact the narrator? 

INCIDENTS

•	 Why does the husband wish to take the baby to China?
•	 Why isn’t the woman included in the trip?
•	 What are the outcomes for the woman, the husband, the child? 

IDEAS

Key ideas in this text are otherness and oppression. Find examples from the text that:
•	 suggest the main character feels otherness. 
•	 show how the character feels oppressed.

Consider the metaphor of the penjing (bonsai) tree. What is the author implying in using it?

EXTENSION TASKS

Personal response: Summarise the text of ‘Woman’ in your own words and explain the author’s 
audience and purpose.
Creative writing: Throughout the ‘Woman’ text, the poet uses the word ‘kindness’ but it is clear 
that the things that are happening in the story are not always kind. Write a poem or story using 
irony (language that signifies the opposite of what is happening). Some good word prompts might 
be ‘small’, ‘generous’, ‘cruel’ or ‘hilarious’.
Formal writing: Read Toshiko Kishida’s famous 1883 speech ‘Daughters in Boxes’ in translation. 
Compare and contrast the speech with the text of ‘Woman’. Can you see any similarities? Any 
differences? Write a short speech on a topic you feel strongly about. 

https://www.ethniccommunities.govt.nz/resources/research-and-reports/chinese-poll-tax/
https://documents.alexanderstreet.com/d/1001325826
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WIFE (PAGES 62–71)

BEFORE YOU READ

Suicide is a key health issue in New Zealand and people who are isolated and who lack support, 
including culturally appropriate support, are often at higher risk. 

LANGUAGE

•	 Highlight and find definitions for new words found in the text.
•	 Find an example of each of the following language features: repetition, symbolism 

assonance, metaphor, puns, onomatopoeia and emotive language.
•	 Magical realism is when magical or fantastic events are treated as if they are real. Find 

an example of magical realism in the text (Note: It is not the rooster!)
•	 What is the significance of the term, ‘He speaks the King’s English’?
•	 Explain the terms ‘sojourner’ and ‘Gold Mountain’ in the context of the story.

SETTING/TIME

•	 When is the text set?
•	 Where is the text set?
•	 What technique does the author use to show the passage of time?

CHARACTER

Describe the relationship between the narrator and the other characters: her husband, her mother-
in-law, First-Wife, the husband’s friends and the rooster. How do these relationships impact the 
narrator? 

INCIDENTS

•	 What does the wife learn about her husband? How does she achieve this?
•	 What does the woman regret at the end of the story? 

IDEAS

Key ideas in this text are isolation and betrayal.
•	 Find examples from the text that suggest the main character feels isolated and lonely.
•	 Find examples from the text that show how the character feels betrayed.
•	 Consider a time when you may have been betrayed by a friend or family member. 

How did that make you feel? How did you overcome those feelings? What did this 
episode teach you about yourself ?

EXTENSION TASKS

Personal response: Summarise the text of ‘Wife’ in your own words and explain the author’s audience 
and purpose.
Creative writing: Write a story or poem using the term ‘A Woman’s Act’ as a title or prompt. 
Research project: Research wedding and marriage customs in a culture that interests you. What food 
is served? What rituals take place and why? What does the couple wear? Are gifts exchanged? 
Write an editorial or article for your school pānui based on your research. 
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MOTHER (PAGES 74–80)

BEFORE YOU READ

Traditionally, families in China live in intergenerational households, with elderly grandparents, 
parents and children all living together in one home. For Chinese families in Aotearoa this happens 
less often, especially in immigrant families where some members may still live overseas, but many 
families still like to have several generations living under one roof.

•	 What does the term ‘family’ mean to you?
•	 What advantages arise from having extended family, including grandparents, living in 

one home? What are the disadvantages? 

LANGUAGE

•	 Highlight and find definitions for new words found in the text.
•	 Find an example of each of the following language features: repetition, symbolism 

assonance, metaphor and emotive language.
•	 Find an example of a cliché (an overused term). Why do you think the author chose to 

use a cliché over something fresh here?
•	 What is the significance of the Chinese expression ‘talk does not cook rice’?

SETTING/TIME

•	 When is the text set?
•	 Where is the text set?
•	 What other events have been happening in the community at the time of the story? 

CHARACTER

Describe the relationship between the narrator and the other characters: her daughter, 
granddaughter, son-in-law and attacker. How do these relationships impact the narrator? 

INCIDENTS

•	 What important event is happening? How does the narrator feel about it?
•	 Why does the woman open the door?
•	 What is the woman’s attitude to flowers? Why do you think this is?
•	 What motivates the woman to awaken? 

IDEAS

Key ideas in this text are ageing and violence.
•	 Find examples from the text that suggest the main character is ageing.
•	 Find examples of violence in the text (actual and implied).
•	 Is the story more or less shocking because the victim is old? Explain your answer.

EXTENSION TASKS

Personal response: Summarise the text of ‘Mother’ in your own words and explain the author’s 
audience and purpose.
Creative writing: Write a memory of one of your grandparents. You might want to reflect on a 
story they told you or describe an incident that helped you understand them better.
Research project: Different colours have special significance in certain cultures. For example, in 
Europe since Roman times, the colour purple has been associated with royalty and status. For 
Chinese people, red and gold are associated with prosperity and good luck, whereas white denotes 
funeral rites and death. Select your favourite colour and investigate the symbolism or meaning 
associated with that colour across two or three cultures or countries. Write a short report to share 
with your classmates.
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WOMAN (PAGES 83–90)

BEFORE YOU READ

Manatū Wāhine Ministry for Women website includes the following statement: ‘Violence against 
women comes in many different forms and is any pattern of behaviour that is used to gain or 
maintain power and control over women. It can be physical, sexual, emotional, economic, and 
psychological actions, or threats of actions, that influence and potentially harm another person 
… In Aotearoa New Zealand, one-third of women have experienced physical, sexual, or coercive 
violence from an intimate partner in their lifetimes. This is even higher for wāhine Māori, Pacific 
women, disabled women, and the rainbow community.’
While the Prostitution Reform Act 2003 decriminalised sex work in New Zealand and improved 
the safety of women working in this profession, stigma and violence still persist. 

LANGUAGE

•	 Highlight and find definitions for new words found in the text.
•	 Find an example of each of the following language features: repetition, symbolism 

assonance, metaphor, puns, irony and emotive language.
•	 Explain the terms ‘yellow peril’ and ‘foxy lady’ in the context of this text.
•	 What does the term ‘good Kiwi bloke’ mean to you? What qualities do you associate 

with this expression? Does the woman in the story share your view?

SETTING/TIME

•	 When is the text set?
•	 Where is the text set?

CHARACTER

Describe the relationship between the narrator and the other characters: her husband, her lover, her 
employees, her clients and the police/authorities. How do these relationships impact the narrator? 

INCIDENTS

•	 Why has the narrator come to New Zealand?
•	 Why is the narrator leaving work at 2am?
•	 What is the significance of the lover calling the woman by her real name?

IDEAS

A key idea in this text is violence against women.
•	 Find examples of violence in the text (actual and implied).

EXTENSION TASKS

Personal response: Summarise the text of ‘woman’ in your own words and explain the author’s 
audience and purpose.
Creative writing: Dreams are a great way of getting writing ideas. For a week, keep a dream diary by 
your bed and as soon as you wake up write down what you dreamed about, no matter how strange. 
Share your dreams and see if you can work out what your brain was thinking during the night. 
You can also use your dreams to write a longer piece of fiction.
Formal writing: Write a safety policy for an activity or event that takes place at your school. It could 
be a list of instructions for the use of a specific piece of equipment or venue, or a set of guidelines 
for a particular event (planned or unexpected), such as a theatre production or a storm.

https://www.women.govt.nz/womens-safety
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WOMAN (PAGES 94–104)

BEFORE YOU READ

Just as in Western societies it can be bad luck if a black cat crosses your path or if you break a 
mirror, Chinese people can also be guided by superstitions in their daily life. For example, the 
number four is considered very unlucky and a portent of misfortune, so much so that many 
Chinese buildings have no fourth floor. This is because the number four is a homonym for the 
word death. Homonyms are sound-alike words with different meanings, such as rows and rose or 
hoarse and horse. 

•	 Define the term superstition and what it means to you.
•	 What common superstitions have influenced your behaviour?
•	 What common superstitions influence New Zealand society? 
•	 Why do you think superstitions persist? 

LANGUAGE

•	 Highlight and find definitions for new words found in the text.
•	 Find an example of each of the following language features: repetition, symbolism 

assonance, metaphor, irony, and emotive language.
•	 Explain the terms ‘waste of rice’ and ‘Old Country’ and ‘wrapped you in cotton’ in 

the context of this text.
•	 Highlight uses of the spider metaphor in this story. Discuss the author’s intent in 

employing this metaphor.

SETTING/TIME

•	 When is the text set? Where is the text set?
•	 Could the story have been set in a different place and time? Would it matter? 

CHARACTER

Describe the relationship between the narrator and the other characters: her adopted parents, the 
tailor, the customer, the widower, and the son. How do these relationships impact the narrator? 

INCIDENTS

•	 What series of events brought the main character to New Zealand?
•	 Why doesn’t the narrator go to the police? 
•	 What observation finally motivates the character to act? 

IDEAS

Key ideas in this text include second chances and loss of power.
•	 Find examples of second chances in the text.
•	 Find examples in the text where the main character feels powerless. What are the 

reasons for her lack of power?

EXTENSION TASKS

Personal Response: Summarise the text of ‘woman’ in your own words and explain the author’s 
audience and purpose.
Creative Writing: Write a recipe-poem for something that isn’t food. For example, a recipe for 
adventure, a recipe for overcoming boredom, or a recipe for dealing with a problem. 
Research Project: In the story, the main character loses something of her identity and her culture 
when she is given an English name by her well-meaning adopted parents. Research the origins and 
meanings of your own name(s). How does your name reflect (or not reflect) the way you perceive 
or identify yourself ? 
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GIRL (PAGES 108–124)

BEFORE YOU READ

In Chinese mythology, a hungry ghost is the spirit of a person (often a woman) who is driven 
by greed and desire. These pitiful beings are often represented with bulging stomachs and thin 
emaciated bodies.

LANGUAGE

•	 Highlight and find definitions for new words found in the text.
•	 Find an example of each of the following language features: repetition, symbolism 

assonance, metaphor, irony and emotive language.
•	 Explain the terms ‘patchwork years’ and ‘frangipani wishes’ in the context of this text.
•	 Highlight uses of the hungry ghost metaphor in this story. Discuss the author’s intent 

in employing this metaphor.
•	 Consider the names: First Wife, Little Wife, Button, Rice Paper and Pot Pie. What 

is the significance of these names in the text? Why did the author choose to use these 
names rather than their proper names.

SETTING/TIME

•	 When is the text set? Where is the text set?

CHARACTER

Describe the relationship between the narrator and the other characters: Little Wife, her cousin, 
the laundry owner’s wife, the matchmaker, Button, Pot Pie, her husband and her new family. How 
do these relationships impact the narrator? 

INCIDENTS

•	 Why do First Wife’s irises bow their heads? 
•	 After she is banished from her home, how does the girl survive?
•	 What observation makes her seek out the matchmaker?
•	 What causes the girl to ‘become a typhoon’? What happens?

IDEAS

Key ideas in this text include mental illness and stigma.
•	 Find examples in the text which suggest the character might suffer from mental illness.
•	 Find examples in the text where the main character experiences stigma from the 

people around her. Discuss the various reasons for the stigma.
•	 Why are these important issues in Aotearoa? 

EXTENSION TASKS

Personal response: Summarise the text of ‘girl’ in your own words and explain the author’s audience 
and purpose.
Creative writing: Choose any sentence or phrase from the story and use it as a prompt to write 
your own poem. Or you might like to create a ‘found’ or ‘erasure’ poem by selecting a page of the 
text and blacking out words to form a new poem from the words that remain. You can try this 
technique using a page from any text, as long as you always remember to cite your source material.
Research project: In the story, a turning point occurs in 1963, when the character must stand in line 
for buckets of water during shortages in Hong Kong. Write a short text on ways in which we can 
conserve our local water resources at home and at school.
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FOX (PAGES 14–17, 29–30, 43–44, 49, 60–61, 72–73, 81–82, 91–93, 105–107, 125–127)

BEFORE YOU READ

The word ‘saga’ originated in the Middle Ages to describe the heroic and historic journeys of early 
settlers to Norway and Iceland and is often associated with family heritage and histories. Today the 
word can be used to describe a very complicated or detailed series of events. Give an example of a saga 
and discuss what the term means to you.

LANGUAGE

•	 Highlight and find definitions for new words found in the text.
•	 Find an example of each of the following language features: metaphor, repetition, 

symbolism, assonance, rhyme and animal imagery. 
•	 Can you find a pop culture reference?
•	 In what ways does the author reveal the passage of time?

SETTING

•	 Describe the various settings in the fox sections.
•	 Why are these settings important to the text?

CHARACTERS

•	 Why was the mythological fox character selected as the narrator for the work?
•	 Why do you think the author chose to use the second-person perspective?

IDEAS

Main ideas in the fox sections include otherness, displacement and enlightenment (a revelation of 
spiritual or rational truth).

•	 Find an example of otherness felt by the fox spirit.
•	 Find evidence of displacement of the fox spirit.
•	 Find a moment in the text in which the fox achieves enlightenment.
•	 Sometimes moments of enlightenment are called epiphanies, which occur when we 

suddenly discover something about ourselves or about a situation that we hadn’t realised 
previously. Have you ever experienced a personal epiphany?

•	 Is the fox’s story a saga? Explain why or why not.

EXTENSION TASKS

Personal response: Summarise the fox’s story arc in your own words and explain the author’s audience 
and purpose.
Creative writing: Choose an unexpected protagonist (main character) and plot your own saga. Have 
you ever felt out of place? Write a poem that describes those feelings.
Research project: Research a mythological creature from any culture that interests you. Write a short 
text which explains why that creature resonates for you and whether or not they are still relevant 
today.


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