The Silver Stream

Written and illustrated by Robert Roennfeldt

TEACHERS NOTES

By Janet McLean

The Silver Stream is the first picture storybook to be both written and illustrated by Robert Roennfeldt, although he has illustrated a number of books with other authors. This book sees his welcome return to children’s books after a break of six years.

Young children will love this delightful, warm story about two young platypuses – Platypea and Platypie. The gentle and imaginative narrative follows them from their birth, deep and safe in a warm riverbank nesting chamber, to their ventures into the vast and unknown world of the silver stream. The story beautifully captures how the two young platypuses approach life’s challenges in different ways – Platypie is adventurous and bold while Platypea, more cautious, just needs a little encouragement from an understanding parent. The story reaches a satisfying conclusion with both young platypuses in the silver stream, exploring, catching their own food, and playing about just like they’ve ‘been here before.’ And Mother Platypus then knows that they will soon be ready to leave her ‘forever.’

The book provides a wonderful blend of fiction and non-fiction, and is an excellent starting point for children to explore the life and habitat of the strange and unique platypus. The well-crafted combination of words and pictures beautifully evokes the emotional impact of the platypuses’ journey, while at the same time providing accurate factual information. 

SHARING THE BOOK WITH CHILDREN 

Before reading the book with children

· Have a talk about platypuses. Find out what children already know.

· What do platypuses look like?

· What is unusual about them?

· Where would you find or see platypuses?

· Encourage the children to collect more information, pictures, books, etc, using a variety of sources – the library, the zoo, the museum, wildlife sanctuary, the Internet -  and set up an on-going display for reference.

· Look for Aboriginal stories about the platypus. If possible, find an Aboriginal story about how the platypus was created and read it or tell it to the children.

Reading the story with children

· Show the children the book and tell them the title.

· Look at the cover. What is the platypus doing on the front and back covers?

· Look out for pictures like these in the book. Were the children’s predictions right? 

· Read the story. Allow time for the children to make comments and to ask questions about the story and the pictures.

· As you read the story draw attention to the pictures. Help the children to ‘read’ the pictures. For example: On the first page draw the children’s attention to the burrow, which may be hard to see at first. 

· Talk about how some illustrations are cut-aways that show the inside of the burrows, tunnels, etc

· When reading the story use your voice and facial expressions to highlight the difference between the way Platypea and Platypie approach their venture into the world outside the nest. 

After reading the story

Children will be drawn into the story of the silver stream by the warm and descriptive narrative, and the appealing illustrations that evoke the world of Mother Platypus, Platypea and Platypie 

LANGUAGE

Discussion with children about characters, setting and plot

· Help the children understand the role of each character, and the setting in the story. 

· How does Mother Platypus prepare for the birth of her young? 

· How does she keep them warm and safe?

· Why does she leave the nest after they are born?

· How does she comfort them when she returns? 

· What does Platypie do when he is big enough to leave the nest? 

· Why is Platypea afraid?

· How does Mother Platypus help Platypea overcome her fear of leaving the nest?

· How does Platypea feel when she finally dives into the silver stream?

· How do the three characters feel at the end of the story?

· What will happen next?

Vocabulary

· While reading The Silver Stream ask children to give the meanings of unusual words and /or phrases, and let children ask about words that they don’t understand. For example: ‘seal up’, ‘soothes’, ‘Just do it afraid’, ‘frantically’ 

· Talk about words and phrases: 

· That Robert Roennfeldt uses to describe the platypuses. For example: ‘eggs like tiny round pebbles’.

· That show the different ways the platypuses move. For example: crawl, bump, plunge, paddle.

· That describe the platypuses’ habitat – ‘the dark tunnel’, ‘soft dark plants’.

· That describe endearment and belonging. For example: ‘my little Platypie and Platypea’, she wraps her body around them’, ‘soothes her babies with stories’, 

Language Activities

· Imagine you are Platypie. In your own words tell a story about how you feel when it is time to venture out and dive into the silver stream.

· Imagine you are Platypea. In your own words tell a story about how you feel when it is time to leave the warm, safe nest.

· Make up a story about the silver stream - that Mother Platypus could tell to her babies.

· Using The Silver Stream as a starting point 

· Make lists of words that describe movement, for example: crawl, swim, nestle

· Make lists of words that describe feelings, for example: shivers, soothes, 

· Make lists of words that describe the habitat, for example ‘silent world’

· From the illustrations, make a list of warm colours, and a list of cool colours.

· Display and read other books that feature platypuses
FINDING OUT MORE ABOUT PLATYPUSES

The Silver Stream is an excellent starting point for learning about the strange and unique Australian animal – the platypus – its habitat, how it looks, and its habits. Many facts can be gleaned from the words and pictures in this lovely book. 

· Talk about what makes the platypus unique. 

· Talk about its appearance - feet, bill, fur, eyes, ears, tail, venomous spur.

· Platypuses are mammals that lay eggs. 

· How many eggs? 

· Where does the mother lay the eggs?

· Where does she make the nesting burrow? 

· How does she make it ready and safe for her offspring?

· How does she incubate the eggs?

· What does the platypus look like when it breaks out of its egg? 

· Why is it pink?

· How do the babies feed? 

· When are they old enough to leave the nesting chamber?

· At what time of the day do platypuses come out of the nest to search for food?

· Where do they find their food? 

· What do they eat?

· Platypuses close their eyes when they go underwater. How do they find food?

ILLUSTRATIONS

Robert Roennfeldt’s illustrations beautifully complement the story of the platypuses and the silver stream.

· Look carefully at the illustrations in the book. What materials were used to do the drawings? 

· Talk about how different colours are used to depict the burrow, and the silver stream. 

· Look at the ‘burrow’ pictures. How is a sense of stillness created? How do these pictures make you feel?

· Look at the pictures of the silver stream. How is a sense of light and exuberance created? How do these pictures make you feel?

· Talk about the use of space, shapes, close-ups, and vistas. 

· Talk about how the text and pictures work together

· Some pictures show details that are not in the text. For example: the newly born pink platypuses are not described in the text.

· Sometimes the text gives details that are not seen in the pictures. For example: ‘Soon she lays two, soft, small eggs’. 

· On the same page the shape of the burrow echoes the shape of the eggs. Why? How does this picture make you feel? 

· Why did the artist choose these combinations of words and pictures?

· Talk about how the illustrations help to create the rhythm of the story.          

· For example: the picture of Platypie pausing at the edge of the burrow provides a transition between the stillness of inside the burrow and the bright, exuberance outside.

· Look at the last few pages. Talk about how the story is drawn to a satisfying conclusion, and how the pictures reflect this - Platypea and Platypie frolicking around under the water, then resting (and reflecting) on the surface before returning to their warm burrow, where the story ends.

· Talk about why the story is called The Silver Stream and look for clues in the pictures. Remember that platypuses are nocturnal animals.  

Art Activities

· Look at other books that have been illustrated by Robert Roennfeldt.

· Have children draw or paint warm, quiet pictures and/or bright, boisterous pictures. 

· Have the children draw different scenes from the book. Display these sequentially as a frieze, or make them into a picture book.

· Make a wall mural using the artistic technique of the cut-away, showing the inside of the platypuses’ tunnels and burrows. 

· Have a look at other books that feature the platypus. Compare and discuss different visual interpretations of the same subject.

· Discuss the uniqueness of the children’s pictures.

FOLLOW-UP 

Find out more about the platypus, and other Australian animals.

· The platypus is an egg-laying mammal. 

· How many eggs does a platypus lay? 

· How big are the eggs?

· Are there any other egg-laying mammals?

· What is a mammal? Name some other mammals.

· The platypus is a monotreme. What is a monotreme? 

· Which other Australian animal is a monotreme?

· What does the platypus use its feet for besides swimming?

· How long can a platypus stay under water?

· The Latin name for the platypus is Ornithorynchus anatinus. Why?


· Talk in more detail about the unusual appearance of the platypus, and the features and habits that resemble ducks, animals and amphibians.

· Why, in the past, did people think that no such creature could exist? 
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