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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Author:
Nette Hilton was born in Traralgon, Victoria and completed her teacher-training at the Wollongong Teachers' College.  She has won several awards for her books, which range from early childhood stories to novels for older readers.  Her books include Proper Little Lady, Square Pegs, The Friday Card, Hiccups, Four Eyes, and the first book about the smallest bilby, The Smallest Bilby and the Midnight Star. Nette lives with four children, a husband, and many furred and feathered friends in northern NSW.  She splits her time between her work as a teacher and her writing. 

Illustrator: 
Bruce Whatley is the illustrator of many popular and award-winning children's books, including Diary of a Wombat.  Other titles include, Too Many Pears! Little White Dogs Can’t Jump, Looking for Crabs, and the first of Nette Hilton’s stories about the smallest bilby, The Smallest Bilby and the Midnight Star.  Bruce was born in South Australia, but after ten years his family moved to the UK where he studied visual communications and later worked in the advertising industry. He returned to Australia with his family in the 1980's, and later spent some years working in the US. He now lives with his wife and collaborator, Rosie Smith, in a NSW country town where he works as a full time writer and illustrator.

SYNOPSIS

The Easter rabbits have a meeting and decide they’ve had enough of delivering Easter eggs. It’s time for someone else to take over. All the bush animals want to be chosen for this very important job - “Pick me! Pick me!” they cry. Of course they can’t all do it, so the rabbits decide to hold The Easter Games. One by one, after each game, the animals are “put out”.  When it comes down to the last four animals, the biggest rabbit must choose the new Easter Bunny. Will it be the smallest bilby?
WRITING STYLE



The Smallest Bilby and the Easter Games, told in the third person, has a simple narrative structure. At the beginning of the story a problem is introduced - no more Easter Rabbit!  A replacement must be found in time to deliver the Easter eggs. The solution - The Easter Games - provides a simple but effective structure to convey the passing of time and the elimination of choices. Finally the anticipated solution - the choice of the smallest bilby as the new Easter Bunny - provides a warm and satisfying ending. 


A variety of language forms are used in the text. Dialogue helps to move the story forward. The biggest rabbit begins each new game with the phrase: “If you want to be the Easter Bunny you have to be …”.  And at the end of each game some of the animals are eliminated: “Sorry, Snake! Sorry, Goanna,! And you too Turtle! You’re out.” Dialogue also helps the reader to identify with the characters’ thoughts and feelings: A disappointed Turtle grumbles, “ I’d make a good Easter Bunny”. When the smallest bilby recalls how special he felt when he received an Easter egg, Billy Bilby says, “You give them to someone. To make them feel special.” 


Lyrical descriptive language is used to evoke humour, and underlying meanings and emotions. When the animals hear the disturbing news about the Easter Bunny Nette Hilton uses language which captures their anxiety. ‘… the news spread like wildfire. All the bush animals hurried to the river bank.’ As each animal is eliminated from the Easter Games the language used suggests that they still feel a sense of well-being despite being ‘put out’. ‘But (turtle) left with Snake and Goanna, feeling just a little bit fluffier than when he arrived’.  The description of the first star appearing introduces an element of tension.  ‘The first star appeared on the edge of the evening sky “We’ll have to hurry,” said the lop-eared rabbit.’  At the end of the story the description of Billy reveals his pride and pleasure to be chosen as the new Easter Bunny. Billy Bilby blushed till the tips of his toes and the ends of his ears turned pink and warm. 
ILLUSTRATIONS 

For The Smallest Bilby and the Easter Games Bruce Whatley has created delightful characters and setting using delicate pen and ink wash illustrations on watercolour paper. The illustrations are drawn with an old nib drawing pen in Indian ink which is waterproof once dry. The colour is then applied with washes of ink which are more vibrant than water-colour. He says he enjoyed the opportunity to use the same illustration style he had created for The Smallest Bilby and the Midnight Star. Bruce Whatley created this style specifically for the Bilby series and was influenced by early illustrations of Wind in the Willows and Peter Rabbit. He says:

“What was interesting and challenging in this book was keeping the style and the feel consistent with the first book, The Smallest Bilby and the Midnight Star. It was challenging in that the story had a lot more characters and instances of humour than the previous story. It was important to keep the style and feel consistent and while I knew how to draw a bilby I was unsure how to go about drawing a koala or snake for instance in this style.”
The way the illustrations are presented helps to pace the story – several pages showing a tiny vignette opposite a single page illustration framed with a thin ink line, followed by a broad double page, ink-line framed spread. The space and colour used in the illustrations capture the hues of the Australian desert. The Easter games provide the illustrator with many opportunities to portray the mood and feeling of the characters through body language and facial expressions. 

DISCUSSION POINTS AND FOLLOW-UP ACTIVITIES
· Introduce the story to the children. Show them the front cover. You could ask, “What do you think this story is about? Do you know what kind of animal this is? What is he holding? I wonder what he is going to do with the Easter egg? 
· Give the children a brief synopsis of the story. You may say, “This is a story about what happened when the rabbits decided they needed a rest from delivering Easter eggs, and they decided to hold the Easter games so they could choose a new Easter Bunny. I wonder who will be chosen? Be ready for children’s responses and their own Easter egg stories. This helps them to understand that their own experiences are related to the story they will be hearing / reading. 
· Read the story expressively, using voice, facial expression and body language to convey the nuances of the meaning of the text and the feelings of the characters. 
· Help the children recognise and understand why the author chose to use particular forms of language, for example: dialogue, description, structure (What happened in the beginning? Was there a problem to be solved? How did the characters try to solve the problem? What happened in the end? Was this a good resolution?) 
· Also, help the children to recognise and understand why the illustrator chose particular styles of drawing, how he depicts the characters personalities and emotions, and how the pictures complement and extend the text. 
· For example: As you read the story point out how text and the illustrations work. On the page where the animals have to make themselves fluffy, the meaning of the simple sentence, ‘Everybody fluffed up’, is expanded by the way each of the characters is depicted. They are all trying so hard! In particular, you could draw the children’s attention to Snake. You could say, “Look at Snake. She is trying so hard to fluff herself up. Look at her cheeks. I think she’s holding her breath, like this. But however hard she tries she won’t ever be fluffy. Why?The idea of Snake trying to be fluffy is funny. However, on the next page, through both the text and the picture, the reader’s attention is drawn to how disappointed Snake, Goanna and Turtle are at being eliminated from the games. ‘“I’d make a good Easter Bunny,” Turtle grumbled.’ But we are left with the feeling that he was glad to have taken part: ‘He left …feeling just a little bit fluffier than when he arrived.’ 
· Point out how the illustrator uses simple down-turned lines (mouth, eyebrows, and even Snake’s tongue) and ‘hang-dog’ body language  to show the animals’ disappointment. 
· Look for further examples of how the text and the illustrations work, and use a similar form of discussion to help children understand how the book works - the stages of the narrative (beginning, middle and end), the use of direct language and dialogue to tell the story and portray the characters, the use of the illustrations to extend the text. 
· There are many different characters in this book. Find out more about each of  the animals, birds and reptiles. Use the library, the Internet, talk to a keeper at the zoo. What is their habitat – where do they live, what do they eat, are they nocturnal, (maybe this could be another reason for choosing the Easter Bunny - that they sleep during the day and are awake at night).
· Talk about why the smallest bilby was finally chosen to be the new Easter Bunny - he has fur, he can run fast, and he is small and quiet. Talk about why are all of these characteristics necessary for delivering Easter eggs?
· Look carefully at Bruce Whatley’s illustrations. Talk about the techniques he has used to create the delightful characters - simple pen and ink lines. Talk about how he portrays the humour of different situations that arise in the story. 
· Ask the children to draw pictures of the animal characters in this  story using pen and ink, or fine line markers. Make a mural, or create an information book.
· Talk about how the illustrator depicted the change from day to night - using different colours of blue for the sky, and adding the stars. Use colour wash to make pictures using different shades to depict the different times of the day - sunrise, dawn, daytime, sunset, twilight, night time. 
· Nette Hilton says, “I loved the game of Giants Treasure when I was at school and I still love watching kids play versions of it now. The best bit was when you were in and you got to be the boss who called everyone out. The idea of a rabbit saying, 'You're out!' made me laugh even before I wrote it.” Hold your own Easter games. Use the games from the story. Add some new games, like The Giant’s Treasure, What’s the Time Mr Wolf?
· Nette Hilton also says, “I love telling this story too - and acting like the rabbit when he chooses the animals who just don't quite make it.” Dramatise the story.
· Ask the children to make up their own Easter stories to illustrate and dramatise. 
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