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Story Summary
Nine beautifully evocative short stories from the pen of Governor 
General’s Award finalist Michelle Kadarusman 

On islands around the world—from Manhattan to Georgian Bay 
to Komodo Island and beyond—nine children face life-changing 
moments: escaping a flood; embracing their identity; discovering that 
they do not stand alone. And although each child couldn’t be more 
different, one thing connects them all: a turtle swam into each of their 
lives at a critical moment, and left them changed. 

Author Michelle Kadarusman has lived and travelled all around the 
world, and her elegant writing captures the spirit of the places that have 

left their mark on her. In We the Sea Turtles, she explores relevant themes like eco-anxiety, 
natural disaster, and how people ground themselves when they’ve been uprooted. One way, as 
this collection shows, is to tell ourselves stories: stories that make sense of life. 

Michelle Kadarusman grew up in Melbourne, Australia, and also lived many years 
throughout her father’s homeland of Indonesia before moving to Canada in the year 2000. 
Her books have earned numerous nominations, including for the Governor General’s Literary 
Award, the Ontario Library Association Silver Birch Award, and the Green Earth Book Award. 
Her highly acclaimed novels include The Theory of Hummingbirds, Girl of the Southern Sea, 
Music for Tigers, and Berani. Her first picture book, Room for More, was published in 2022. 
Michelle now lives in Towronto, Canada and Byron Bay, Australia. 

Juvenile Fiction Ages 8–12 | ISBN: 978-1-77278-285-1 | Pages: 224

BISAC Codes 
JUV029010 JUVENILE FICTION / Science & Nature / Environment
JUV002240 JUVENILE FICTION / Animals / Turtles & Tortoises
JUV074000 JUVENILE FICTION / Diversity & Multicultural
JUV063000 JUVENILE FICTION / Recycling & Green Living
JUV039050 JUVENILE FICTION / Social Themes / Emotions & Feelings

This Teacher’s Guide was written by award-winning author and middle-school teacher, Colleen 
Nelson. Colleen Nelson earned her Bachelor of Education from the University of Manitoba. She 
is the author of the award-winning middle-grade novels Harvey Holds His Own, The Undercover 

Booklist, and The Umbrella House. 
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Book Clubs

This reading guide can be used in a classroom to study We the Sea Turtles:

•	 as a whole class read aloud.

•	 for individual reading.

•	 in a small group book club.

•	 as part of an author study (please see Michelle Kadarusman’s other books on the Pajama Press 
website. Both Berani and Music for Tigers have a similar environmental focus). 

An additional resource page has been provided if you wish to use We the Sea Turtles as a ‘One Book, 
One School’ selection.

Pre-reading Suggestions

1.	 We the Sea Turtles is a collection of short stories that follow a unifying theme. Within each story 
you will find a message related to the theme. As you read, keep a chart to track the message of 
each story. Example:

Story Theme Message

2.	 Use the following headings to identify the main character, setting (location), problem, and 
solution in each story. (You could also add ‘message’ to this chart as well.) Example:

Story Main Character Setting Problem Solution

3.	 What does adventurous mean? What are synonyms for this word?

4.	 Before some of the stories in the book, the author included a land acknowledgement. Why did 
she do this? What impact does including a land acknowledgement have on your understanding 
of the story?
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During Reading

“Fox Bones” (p. 15-38)

1.	 In what ways does Selma’s character 
change through the story? You may wish to 
make a chart that compares her character 
from the beginning to the end using quotes 
to support your ideas.

2.	 Make a chart with the five senses (sight, 
taste, hearing, touch, and smell). Find an 
example in the text that appeals to each of 
these senses.

“Heart Troubles” (p. 41-54)

1.	 Why is Chapter 2 called “Heart Troubles”?

2.	 With a partner, brainstorm for some 
common issues that bother people 
your age. Choose the issue that is most 
important or relevant to your community. 
Develop a list of actions that could be 
taken. 

3.	 Why does talking with Mrs. Romano settle 
Markus?

4.	 When you are bothered about something, 
who do you turn to?

“Lost on Komodo Island” (p. 57-79)

1.	 What lessons does Edi learn while tracking 
with his father? What lessons does his 
father learn?

2.	 What is the significance of the kura kura 
turtle’s appearance? Why is it the turning 
point in the story?

“Turtle Shell Island” (p. 81-97)

1.	 In this story, Anise loses everything, but 
simultaneously finds something too. 
Expand on this idea in a short, written 

paragraph.

2.	 Anise has a special place where she goes to 
think (p. 95). If you have a special place, 
describe it. If you don’t, imagine one and 
write about it. Try to use sensory language 
that appeals to all five senses.

“Fast Fashion” (p. 99-113)

1.	 What is eco-anxiety?

2.	 What is fast fashion?

3.	 “Sasha felt a big responsibility for the 
environmental debts he and his family were 
making. In his mind, the simple way to 
counter them was to keep track, so he could 
even them out with positive actions of his 
own” (p 103). Is this a good idea? What are 
the dangers of thinking this way?

“Only for Ariel” (p. 115-128)

1.	 Research some organizations in your 
community that keep waterways clean. 

2.	 Veronica says she avoids “looking at sad 
things. That way you can pretend they 
aren’t happening” (p. 126). What are the 
pros and cons of thinking this way? In your 
opinion, which is better?

3.	 On page 119, Aunt Cynthia tells Veronica, “I 
think you might learn a lot on this trip.” Is 
this a good prediction? What does Veronica 
learn?

“Home of the Little Penguins” (p. 131-149)

1.	 Using only what is written 
on page 133, what are three 
words you’d use to describe 
Angus? What information 
is provided in the text to 
support your ideas?

2.	 In this story, Angus keeps 
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a secret and acts impulsively. He is a flawed 
character, but he learns some important 
lessons. What is the most important lesson 
he learns?

3.	 In order to develop Angus’s and Robbie’s 
voices, Michelle Kadarusman uses language 
appropriate for where they live. What are 
some examples of words or phrases that 
help you ‘hear’ their voices?

4.	 “Having a secret was a very powerful thing. 
It felt like the leatherback had given him a 
gift, and it was something he didn’t want 
to share” (p. 141). Explain the importance 
of this line and how it impacts Angus’s 
decision at the end of the story.

“Kura Kura” (p. 151-166)

1.	 Home means a lot of different things to 
people. Do a word splash with ‘home’ in the 
center. Come up with 20 words about your 
home. Compare it with a partner. What are 
three things you notice that are the same 
and different?

2.	 Create a poem called “Home Is…” Use 
sensory language to appeal to your reader’s 
five senses.

“The Hungry Turtle” (p. 169-183)

1.	 Budi’s parents give him some advice when 
he finds himself struggling to make the 
right choices. Find two examples of advice 
Budi gets. Find quotes to support your 
answer. 

2.	 What is a piece of advice you’ve been given 
or have given. Explain who gave it to you 
and if it was good advice. If you were the 
advice giver, explain the situation and 
whether your friend or family member used 
your advice.

3.	 “Be yourself. The world will adjust” (p. 
179) is a strong statement. What are 

other stories in We the Sea Turtles where 
the same advice would help the main 
character?

Post Reading Activities

1.	 Use a world map to locate where 
each story takes place. 

2.	 Make a list of similarities all the stories 
share. Consider location, character, theme, 
and author’s purpose.

3.	 Write your own story about sea turtles that 
could be included as a tenth story in this 
collection.

4.	 Investigate the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals at THE 17 GOALS | 
Sustainable Development (un.org). Which 
goals connect to each story?

5.	 At the end of the book (p. 196-201), 
Michelle Kadarusman is interviewed. Read 
the interview and choose one character 
from the book to interview. Write five 
open-ended questions (questions that can’t 
be answered with a yes or no answer) and 
respond to the questions from your chosen 
character’s perspective. 

6.	 Why did Michelle Kadarusman choose 
turtles as the unifying symbol in the book? 
Was this a good choice? Explain your 
opinion.

7.	 Of all the locations in the book, which one 
would you want to visit? Why?

8.	 Research one of the locations and make 
up a travel brochure to encourage people 
to visit. Include an introduction, location, 
geography, map, pictures, and what 
activities tourists can enjoy.  

9.	 Which story was your favorite and why?

https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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One Book, One School

Shared read-aloud experiences are an important 
part of developing literacy skills. It also: 

•	 Develops good listening habits.

•	 Supports auditory learners who might 
struggle with longer texts. (Read: The 
benefits of reading aloud: 6 reasons you 
should read aloud to your class | i-teachers)

•	 Supports reading for enjoyment. 

•	 Builds classroom community through a 
shared experience and discussions.

•	 Improves vocabulary.

•	 Provides formative assessment on 
comprehension.

The Why:

Imagine the impact of an entire school reading 
the same book! At my school in Winnipeg, 
we chose Michelle Kadarusman’s We the Sea 
Turtles as our ‘One Book, One School’ read aloud 
because: 

•	 It is a collection of short stories which 
allows multiple entry points for students.

•	 One of the nine stories could be read each 
day, making it manageable for teachers to 
fit into their programming.

•	 It connected with our school goals to 
prioritize land-based learning, UNESCO 
goals, cultivate engagement, and celebrate 
diversity through stories. 

•	 The book has an ecological focus which 
connected to our school theme of ‘Learning 
from the Land.’

•	 Michelle Kadarusman was available for a 
virtual (or in-person) visit once all classes 
finished reading the book.

The Who:

We the Sea Turtles is a middle grade novel. We 
decided it would be read aloud for grades 3-8. 
The early years classes would read Michelle 
Kadarusman’s picture book Room for More, 
which maintains environmental themes. Older 
grades could also read the picture book, or it 
could be shared during ‘reading buddy’ time.

The How To:

•	 Books are purchased for each classroom.

•	 Classes are given a date when the book 
needs to be completed. 

•	 Discussion questions provided in the 
Reading Guide can be used by teachers if 
they wish.

•	 Invite guest readers (teachers, admin, 
support staff etc.) from other classes to 
read a story.

Culminating Whole School Activities:

1.	 Match the main character to the story title 
and location. This can be a cross-grade 
activity.

2.	 Put a world map in a visible location and 
mark the locations of the stories from the 
book.

3.	 Write a letter to a student in another class 
with your thoughts about We the Sea 
Turtles. The recipient can write back.

4.	 Draw a giant outline of a turtle (big 
enough to fill a whole bulletin board). Each 
segment on its shell can be given to a class 
to decorate with a picture from the book.

5.	 Book a school visit (in-
person or virtual) with 
Michelle Kadarusman.

6.	 As a class, write 20 trivia 

https://www.i-teachers.com/the-benefits-of-reading-aloud-6-reasons-you-should-read-aloud-to-your-cla
https://www.i-teachers.com/the-benefits-of-reading-aloud-6-reasons-you-should-read-aloud-to-your-cla
https://www.i-teachers.com/the-benefits-of-reading-aloud-6-reasons-you-should-read-aloud-to-your-cla
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questions about the stories and give them 
to another class. They will do the same for 
you!

7.	 Since the book has an ecological focus, 
what is a project you can tackle with the 
help of other classes? 

8.	 Pick an environmental topic (for example, 
fast fashion) and create a presentation for a 
school assembly. 

This guide was created with support
from Ontario Creates


