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1. What does this EMCdownload publication include?
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– A PDF called Coraline_Print. 

This PDF includes the full publication in a print-friendly form for your reference or to 
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– A PDF called Coraline_Screen. 

This PDF provides a screen-friendly version of the publication for showing on a 
whiteboard via your computer and data projector. 
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Teachers’ Notes
Overview 
A gothic fantasy adventure, Coraline is a rich novel, which offers many opportunities for active 
learning. This publication provides a pick and mix selection of activities for studying the novel 
with KS3 students. These include:

– activities to develop reading skills
– pre-reading activities
– activities on selected parts of the novel
– post-reading activities.

These notes also include ideas for exploring the film adaptation of the novel, written and 
directed by Henry Selick, 2009, which is readily available (see page 3).

Some ways to tackle the class reading
1. Skim reading
After reading a section or chapter, group students and ask them to skim read again with a 
specific focus. Example focus questions you could ask on Chapter 1 are given below.

• Group 1: What is our first impression of Miss Spink and Miss Forcible? Which words 
make us think this?

• Group 2: What is our first impression of the man upstairs? Which words make us think 
this?

• Group 3: What is our first impression of the garden? Which words make us think this?

• Group 4: How does Coraline feel about people getting her name wrong? Can you 
sympathise with her? What does this little detail imply?

2. Involving everyone in the reading
The following suggestions will help make class reading an enjoyable and purposeful activity 
for everyone. 

• At first, read round the class with each student reading in turn to the next full stop. 
Next time, each student reads two sentences each. The next time you are reading 
round the class, students choose whether to read one sentence, two sentences, or up 
to two paragraphs.

• The teacher reads the narrative while the students take the parts of the character by 
reading their dialogue. This keeps up the momentum of the reading, involves several 
students, and keeps people looking out for their cue. 

• When you get to the mice or rats, read as a class in suitably rodent voices! (pp 21, 42, 
135)

• Give preparation time: allocate passages from the next chapter (you can differentiate 
these by length) to be read in class and give students time at home or in class to 
practise before reading aloud.
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3. Extension work 
If you have students who have already read the novel, or who read ahead, you may want to 
set additional tasks for them, such as the ones suggested here. You could, for example, ask 
the students to:

• set questions on a chapter for the rest of the class. They should try to include some 
straightforward questions about the plot as well as more difficult questions, which 
require inference.

• look up unfamiliar vocabulary and write a definition in their own words, for example: 
‘nefarious’, ‘fiendish’, ‘knick-knacks’. Feedback findings to the class.

• find a simile and explain why the author used it, for example: ‘her other mother smiled 
brightly and the hair on her head drifted like plants under the sea’.

• read and review another Neil Gaiman novel, and encourage the rest of the class to try 
other books by him, or other novels in a similar genre.

Plot summary
For students who may find it difficult to follow the plot, a simple summary is provided at the 
end of this pack (pages 37-38). 

Note: all page numbers refer to the 2003 paperback edition, published by Bloomsbury.

Working with the film
An animated film version of Coraline is freely available at a reasonable price. 

Some examples of the kinds of questions students could be asked before and after watching 
the film are given below. You could also look at how a specific moment in the book has been 
adapted for the screen.

Before watching
• Are there films you have watched that have changed a book you liked? For example, 

the film versions of the Harry Potter novels. How did you feel about the changes?
• What can a film do that a novel can’t?
• What can a novel do that a film can’t?
• What do both forms have in common?
• What are the good points of each form? What are their limitations?

After watching
• Do the characters look as you imagined?
• What about their voices and accents?
• How has the plot been changed?
• Do the filmmakers create a scary atmosphere? How?
• Does animation work well as a medium for the story? Why/why not?
• Which is better, the film or the book? Why?
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Before Reading
1. First Impressions – Book Covers
Full page versions of the cover are provided in the screen-friendly PDF (Coraline_Screen.pdf), 
which can be shown on a whiteboard with a computer and data projector.

3. Other Worlds
A list of books for wider reading is provided at the end of the publication in the ‘Additional 
Resources’ section and could be used to prompt students if they are finding it difficult to think 
of books about other worlds. Extracts are given from some of these to give students a taste 
of the book. If you have access to YouTube you could follow the links below for film extracts 
in which characters enter another world.

YouTube Links: Other Worlds

– Harry Potter enters Diagon Alley:  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9d2Ood7aGuY&feature=related

– Lucy goes through the wardrobe into Narnia:  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ed_qmcoQNaY

– Alice falls down the rabbit hole:  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pHte24GGHD4

– Pan’s Labyrinth (trailer):  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EqYiSlkvRuw

– Spirited Away (trailer): http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h2BM6ACeiVs

– The Spiderwick Chronicles (trailer):  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3lEyBXBObqY

4. Imagine...
Read the prompts one at a time. Pause between each one to allow students enough time to 
imagine, but don’t read too slowly or the exercise will flag.



http://www.emcdownload.co.uk                © English & Media Centre 2012                EMC Approaches to Coraline   5

During Reading
Chapter 1
Spooky – After Reading Chapter 1

This activity focuses on a close reading of the text from pp19-21. If you want to repeat a 
similar activity later in the novel to consolidate these skills, you could take another chapter, 
for example Chapter 11, from the bottom of p155 (‘Coraline turned her back on the door 
and began to run…’) to the end of p156 (‘She knew that if she fell in that corridor she might 
never get up again.’) asking the question ‘How has the writer made the reader feel a sense of 
disgust?’

Chapter 2
Hints and Clues – Before Reading Chapter 2

You could get students to create their own ‘teacup’ with a warning shape in the tea leaves by 
drawing a circle and applying glue; then scattering tea leaves from a teabag carefully onto the 
shape. 

Chapter 7
Voices from the Past – Before Reading Chapter 7

Origin and dates of quotations:

A. Rani and Sukh by Bali Rai, 2004

B. Doctor Faustus by Christopher Marlow, c.1588

C. Oliver Twist by Charles Dickens, 1838

D. Cold Comfort Farm by Stella Gibbons, 1932

E. The Owl Service by Alan Garner, 1967

Chapter 12
The Young Oxford Book of Nasty Endings, edited by Dennis Peppe (out of print, but available 
secondhand on Amazon.co.uk) would be a good additional resource to use in discussing 
endings.

Chapter 13
Question Box – After Reading Chapter 13

You will need slips of paper and a shoebox or a large envelope for students’ questions.
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After Reading
1. I am Neil Gaiman
The full interview can be found at http://bookwrapcentral.com/bw.asp?isbn=0380977788

4. Story box
This works best if there are actual objects to place in a story box, for example: marbles; a 
snow globe; a key; a black button; a stone with a hole. You could gather a range of these 
in advance for students to choose from, or set the collection of some suitable objects as a 
homework task. Most shoe shops will happily give away shoeboxes.

5. Scary soundscape
This activity works particularly well when linked to exploration of the film (see page 3) and the 
creation of a mood board (see page 34).

Additional resources
Coraline Plot Summary
Students could: 

– annotate the summary to show patterns and connections
– use the summary to investigate structure or suspense (for example, by looking at what 

is revealed when, how seeds are sown for something that happens later, turning points, 
or moments of tension)

– investigate pace by grouping chapters into different phases and giving them titles (The 
Door, Danger etc) and then thinking about how long is spent on each element of the 
story

– use the plot summary to create a tension graph, like the one below.

Some students may also find the chapter summaries a useful aid to comprehension.
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Before Reading
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1. First Impressions – Book Covers
n	 In a group of 3-4, work on one of the book covers and try the activities that follow.

– Think of five questions you could ask about the cover, for example ‘Why is she holding 
a key?’

– Come up with five points you could make about the cover image, for example: what 
colours have been used and what impression do they create. Does the image remind 
you of anything? What can you say about the way the text looks and what impression 
that creates? 

n	 As a class, share your ideas about all nine covers and then discuss the questions that 
follow.

– What do the covers have in common?
– What do you expect from the novel based on the three covers? Be prepared to explain 

what clues you used. 
– What genre do you think the novel will be? Why?

8

Cover 1 Cover 2
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During Reading



http://www.emcdownload.co.uk                © English & Media Centre 2012                EMC Approaches to Coraline   15

Chapter 1
Spooky – After Reading Chapter 1
n	 On your own, re-read the extracts below, which all come from the end of Chapter 1. 

n	 With a partner, give each one a rating out of 10 for spookiness, with 1 meaning you do 
not find it at all spooky, and 10 meaning you find it extremely spooky.

n	 Now re-read the passage that you found the most spooky. Be prepared to tell the class 
what rating you gave it and explain why. Try to comment on how the extract made you 
feel and what you think the writer did to make you feel this way. Some examples of 
literary techniques the writer has used include: 

– onomatopoeia (words which sound like the sound they describe, such as ‘slap’)
– interesting adjectives, verbs or adverbs
– using the senses (what can be seen, smelt, felt, tasted or heard) 
– similes (comparisons using ‘like’ or ‘as’, for example ‘as smooth as a pebble’)
– short sentences.

Extract 1

That night, Coraline lay awake in her bed. The rain had stopped and she was almost asleep 
when something went t-t-t-t-t-t-. She sat up in bed. 
Something went kreeee…
	 	 	 	 …aaaak.

Extract 2

Something moved.
It was little more than a shadow, and it scuttled down the darkened hall fast, like a little patch 
of night.
She hoped it wasn’t a spider. Spiders made Coraline intensely uncomfortable.

Extract 3

She was sure that her mother had shut the door, but now it was ever so slightly open. Just a 
crack. Coraline went over to it and looked in. There was nothing there – just a wall, built of 
red bricks. 

Extract 4

They started to sing:
	 	 	 	 We are small, but we are many
	 	 	 	 We are many, we are small
	 	 	 	 We were here before you rose
	 	 	 	 We will be here when you fall.
Their voices were high and whispery and slightly whiny. They made Coraline feel 
uncomfortable.
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Chapter 3
A Sinister Task 
Part 1
‘Etymology’ means the origin and history of words. Sometimes words have changed their 
meanings several times and some dictionaries give you not only the definition of the word but 
also its etymology.

n	 The word ‘sinister’ is used a number of times in the novel. For homework, find out what 
the word means and its etymology. Try to look it up in at least two different places, for 
example, a print dictionary, Wikipedia or www.etymonline.com.

n	 In the following lesson, present your findings to a small group – you could do this as a 
word map, like the example below for the word ‘prejudice’. 

n	 In your group, discuss the questions that follow. 

– Did all your sources give the same origin and history for the word? If there were 
differences, why do you think this might be?

– Based on what you have read so far, why do you think this word crops up several times 
in Coraline? Do any of the original meanings of the word seem particularly relevant to 
the novel?

Word map example:

Part 2
In Chapter 3 the ‘other’ flat looks very similar to Coraline’s flat but there are differences. 

n	 In your small group, make a list of all the things you notice that are different, and say 
briefly how they are different.

n	 Discuss which things on your list seem better in the other world and which seem sinister. 
Try to explain why.

 

	  

Prejudice 

	  

Prejudicial = harmful to someone 
or something 

Judge = form an opinion 
about 

Prejudge = form a judgement 
without having enough information 

Pre = prefix meaning 
‘before’ 

Judex = Latin for 
‘judge’ 

Prejudice = Old 
French for 
‘contempt’ 
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After Reading
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4. Story Box
Sometimes a teacher will give students a ‘story box’ before they start reading a text. In the 
story box are objects and short extracts from the text that get you interested in reading the 
book, without giving away too much.

n	 You are going to create a box for the next class to open before they start to read 
Coraline. You could use a shoebox.

n	 Remember, you are aiming to interest the reader, but without giving away too much. 
Discuss which 3-4 objects you could put in your box. Draw them or, if you have time, 
collect real objects, or photographs of them, to put in your box.

n	 Now choose 3-5 short extracts from the text that would make someone intrigued to find 
out what happens in the novel. Type or write them on slips of paper and add these to 
your box.

n	 Swap boxes with another small group. Have a look at what they have put in their box and 
prepare some positive feedback for them: what did you like about their choices? Did they 
succeed in creating interest without giving too much away? Would their box have made 
you want to read the novel?

n	 If another class is preparing to read the book, you could let them use your story boxes 
and get some feedback from them too.

5. Scary Soundscape
n	 Work in small groups to create a soundscape that reflects the novel. You could choose 

one episode in the book, or one chapter that you think would work well, or try to 
represent the whole book.

n	 To create your soundscape, think about: which noises to create; what order to put them 
in; where to stand in the room; how many people should make each noise; how to create 
the noise. Noises you might need include: a creak; the mice; footsteps; the cat; scream; 
silence; running; the hand moving. If you have enough time, you could bring in objects to 
help you to make your sound effects.

n	 Practise in your group and then perform your soundscape to the class. The rest of the 
class should close their eyes and listen carefully. Afterwards, the audience should explain 
what they think they heard and how well the soundscape reflects the novel. If groups 
worked on different sections of the novel, see if you can guess which section the group is 
performing.


