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Synopsis: Marley’s dream cloth reminds her of the people she loves, 

and of safe and happy times. When times get tough and the cloth rips in two, 
those memories begin to slide away. Marley must make new loving memories 
before she can bring back the old ones and begin to imagine the future anew. 
___________________________________________________________________ 

Before reading 
About Peter O’Connor, Author 

Professor O’Connor’s work focuses on how the arts can help create more 
socially just and equitable worlds. An internationally recognised expert, 
Professor O’Connor has made theatre in prisons, psychiatric hospitals, 
earthquake zones and with the homeless. He is the author of several 
academic books but admits that writing a picture book is the hardest piece of 
writing he’s ever done. A Teaspoon of Light was inspired by his work with 
children after major earthquakes in Christchurch and Mexico City. See more 
detail on the Centre for Arts and Social Transformation website. 

About Nisaluk Chantanakom, Illustrator 

Nisaluk (Nis) Chantanakom is a Thai-born, Australian artist and illustrator. Nis 
grew up in New York and has a Bachelor’s degree in Fine Arts (Painting) from 
Boston University and a Master’s degree in Fine Arts from University of 
Pennsylvania. She has been a landscape painter as well as a web and graphic 
designer. Nis has now turned her skills to picture-book illustration, and A 
Teaspoon of Light is her first book as an illustrator. Nis won a 
WestWords/Pinerolo Emerging Illustrators’ Residency in 2021 and had the 
opportunity to work with the wonderful Margaret Hamilton AM. She now divides 
her time between working part-time in learning support in schools and her 
studio too.  See more detail on Nis’ website. 
___________________________________________________________________ 

Background to the Illustrations 
As soon as Nis read the manuscript she knew she really wanted to work on 
the illustrations. They took more than 18 months and lots of iterations to 
complete. Nis began with many pencil and some charcoal sketches before 
using watercolour and photoshop.. Initially she thought she would use a 
New Zealand setting but over time decided that, because the story was 
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universal, she would open up the story and depict  a more general setting 
given it could happen anywhere in the world. She was inspired by an 
ancient Portuguese well and arched windows that can represent 
memories. She worked hard to capture both the essence of light and dark . 

___________________________________________________________________ 

Background to A Teaspoon of Light:  
‘the possibility of light and love in dark times’ (Peter O’Connor) 

A Teaspoon of Light has a wonderful story behind the story. After the 22 February 2011 
earthquake in Christchurch, Peter worked with schools as they reopened. He planned drama 
workshops for children aged 5-9 where he modelled using the arts with children. Teachers 
observed him work so they could implement the process in their own classrooms. He began 
the workshop with the beginning of a story about a little girl who had woken to find her 
cloth of dreams torn. Peter asked the children if they’d like to her help this little girl. In 
Peter’s words: 

 I asked the children if they would like to help the little girl in the story. One little girl 
suggested that if we loaned her our dreams she could use those until she got her cloth 
fixed. The children sat on a large piece of muslin cloth and drew the dreams they were 
willing to share. Another child who had lost family in the quake drew herself on a unicorn 
flying over the Land of Everything that is Good. A teacher who was present drew a giant 
oak tree, with deep and richly drawn roots that ran right to the edges of the cloth. 
Following the workshop she explained how, after the quake, she had gone to Hagley Park 
to stand beneath the oak trees because they had been there a hundred years and she 
knew she would be safe there. When she arrived, however, she saw they had been tipped 
upside down and their roots were facing to the heavens. She told me she couldn’t resist 
the opportunity to put the trees back where they belonged. 

After we had looked at our shared dreams, the children decided that they could fix the 
cloth by mixing together ingredients in a cloud bowl. We stood around a pretend bowl 
and I asked the children to add the things that would make thread strong enough to 
mend a broken dream cloth. First, three bales of belief were offered, and I was told that 
they are so heavy we must haul them into our bowl. Then we added cups of love, and 
giggles with our mothers at bedtime; and finally one little girl offered a teaspoon of light 
from the darkest tunnel. I asked her how we would add that, and she stood on tiptoes 
looking into our pretend bowl and whispered:  
‘You sprinkle it in. See? The light goes through everything.’  
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With UNESCO funding, Peter developed the Teaspoon of Light Theatre Company, and for 

three years his team worked with children throughout Christchurch’s eastern suburbs. 

Different   YouTube clips of children show them working with the story: 

 

Peter was invited to bring the Teaspoon of Light to Mexico following a series of deadly 

quakes where the team worked with more than a hundred different artists in some of the 

most badly affected schools. In 2020 Teaspoon of Light came to New South Wales to work 

with teachers after the bushfires.  

Peter led the creation of Te Rito Toi, an online resource to help teachers use the arts as 

they returned after lockdown.  This site has had hundreds of thousands of downloads and 

been used by teachers in more than a hundred countries as children return to school after 

disasters or crises.  Here   is the 2011 workshop. 

Introduction 
These teacher notes have been written for children between 5 and 9 (Foundation to Year 3, 
Australian Curriculum) and Levell I of the New Zealand curriculum, although the content can 
easily be expanded and adapted to suit other years/stages. Each of the suggested activities 
are layered and can be easily extended and elaborated if the unit is developed for later 
stages. They are based on the belief that deep understanding of the themes in this book can 
be enhanced through initial enactment and embodiment followed by talking and listening 
activities, visual representation of ideas, and finally by, writing. Any of the suggested 
activities may be recorded and used as assessment strategies.  While these learning 
experiences are loosely sequential and aim to deeply engage learners by using arts 
processes to richly explore the content and themes of the text, the sequence may of course 
be varied according to teacher purposes and learners’ interests and engagement.  

___________________________________________________________________ 

Themes:  
dreams, special memories, emotions, friendship, hope in difficult times, collaboration 

Aims of the Unit:  

These workshops aim to: 

Ø encourage learners that ‘there is always the possibility of light and love in dark 
times’ (O’Connor, 2022)  
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Ø explore literature as an art form as well as a multimodal text 
Ø interpret key themes in the story and draw implications for our own contexts  
Ø enhance the development of imaginative writing 
Ø foster collaboration and the development of strong peer relationships   
Ø engender empathy for others 
Ø encourage close study of descriptive language 
Ø provide opportunities for students to demonstrate their creativity by responding 

imaginatively to the story through drama, dance, creative writing, visual arts 

Curriculum Links  

These lessons are suitable for both the Australian Curriculum and New Zealand Curriculum. 
They could span 3-4 weeks with 1-2 lessons each week. The times suggested are only 
indicative. 

Australian Curriculum General Capabilities: Critical and creative thinking, Literacy, 
Personal and Social Capability. 

New Zealand Curriculum Key Competencies: Thinking, Relating to others, Using 
language, symbols and texts, Managing self, Participating and Contributing 

Resources: 
Several copies of A Teaspoon of Light;  a long piece of fabric; a collection of artefacts (eg 
shiny ribbon, shell, candle, photo, large key); a collection of picture books with similar 
themes (see list, p. _); A4 art paper, oil pastels 

Literature 
Getting ready for the text 

#1 Lesson  

Aim:  to engage learners through beginning to make connections with the text. 

Evidence of Learning: Students make text-to-world or text-to-self connections. 
Time: 30 mins. 

Learning activities: 

• Warming up our imaginations 

• Discussion about dreams 

Teacher may share a recent dream with learners. Do you ever wake up remembering 
your dreams? Do you ever discuss your dream with someone if you can remember it? 
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What do you dream about?  

If you had a magic wand, what is one thing you would do to make the world a better 
place? 

• Special memories. Teacher uses an artefact (eg. a photo, shiny ribbon, shell, candle…) 
to share a special memory. Learners select an artefact that reminds them on a special 
memory and share with a partner. In a small circle (4-6), learners then share their 
partner’s memory. 

• The teacher shares the front cover of the book. Learners make predictions about what 
the story might be about. Teacher can record any observations, wonderings or 
predictions. 

• Teacher reads the first few openings with the whole class, ’From in the 
mornings’…to…’the day ahead’. Learners are asked to think about a special object or 
favourite toy /imaginary friend they loved as a younger child. What did it look like? 
Sound like? Smell like? Feel like? Do you remember any stories about this toy/imaginary 
friend? Share some stories. 

FOLLOW UP 

• Learners draw a favourite object or toy of their own as a younger child. They can 
annotate to describe the features. 
 

___________________________________________________________________ 

Literature and Context 
Getting into the text 

#2 Lesson  

Aim: to extend connections further and think about the significance of the torn dream cloth. 

Evidence of Learning: Students make text-to-world or text-to-self connections. 

Time: 45 minutes 

 

Learning activities: 

• Teacher reads from the beginning and shares the next two openings, from ‘One 
night…’ to ‘…became bare.’ 

• Freeze Frame:  Learners use their bodies to make a frozen image/freeze frame of how 
Marley felt when she saw her torn dream cloth. 

• Learners draw their image of Marley with her torn cloth. 
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• Adjective call out: Teacher groups the whole class in a circle facing outward. Learners 
will think of a word that encapsulates what the dream cloth means to Marley (or a 
word that describes how they would feel if they lost their special object or toy). In 
turns around the circle they share their word and try to convey its meaning through 
voice and movement. 

FOLLOW UP 

Learners write a few sentences about what they think might happen next now the cloth of 
dreams is torn. 

 

#3 Lesson  

Aim:  To imagine possible ways to respond to Marley’s loss. 

Evidence of Learning: Learners are able to represent a dream and share it with others. 

Time: 1 hour 

Learning activities: 

• The whole class shares the text up to ‘became bare’ again. Learners enact the  words 
and phrases that describe the dreams as they ‘slip’, ‘slide,’ away and ‘disappear’.  

• Teacher suggests the class might like to create a new cloth of dreams for Marley 
until her own dream cloth is repaired.  

• Teacher lays out a large piece of fabric so all learners can find a place to draw. 
Learners (and teacher) draw dreams they believe would be on the dream cloth. 
When finished learners can share their dreams and what they mean. 

• Place the dream cloth in an designated space in the classroom or over a learner  
sleeping in role as Marley or in a designated space in the classroom.  

• Learners can sculpt each other to show how Marley might feels when she wakes up 
and finds the dream cloth.  

FOLLOW UP 
Learners write a few sentences in role as Marley. 

#4 Lesson  
Aim: To further enable learners to imagine a resolution for Marley through mantle of the 
expert. 

Evidence of learning: Learners contribute to finding a resolution and write a recipe. 

Time: 45 minutes 

Learning activities: 

• Teacher reminds the children that Marley’s dream cloth still needs to be repaired.  
• In pairs, learners can discuss a way to repair it. Whole class discussion follows. 

Teacher selects a suggestion that includes the idea of sewing it back together. 
Teacher suggests that to repair the cloth we will all need to become dream makers 
and use magic thread and that a magic thread needs to include different kinds of 
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ingredients to those we use in cooking. Teacher makes a suggestion (eg. laughter). 
Teacher asks learners for suggestions and makes a list.  

• Children are en-roled as dream makers and are asked to list ingredients and think 
about the quantities of the ingredients needed.  

• Learners write a recipe to make magic thread. 
• When ready, the class make a drama circle and the teacher indicates the big mixing 

bowl in the centre of the circle. Teacher asks questions about how their ingredient 
will go into the bowl. Is it heavy/light? Is it slippery/in small pieces etc. In turn, 
learners walk to the centre and names the ingredient and place in the bowl. The 
class repeats the ingredient and the action. 

FOLLOW UP 

Each learner writes their own magic thread recipe and contributes to a class book of these 
recipes. 

Context 
Exploring purpose 

#5 Lesson  
Aim to consider the major themes that emerged in the story and continue to develop 
vocabulary 
 
Time: 1 hour 

Learning activities: 

Word Bank: Write the following words on six large pieces of butcher’s paper: Friendship, 
Fear, Courage, Joy, Trust, Hope 
In small groups students rotate to each piece of paper and write words, phrases and/or 
pictures that relate to the theme words.  
Each group returns to their first word and examines the extra ideas that have been added. 
Each group shares what resonates and what surprises them 

Teacher reads the rest of the story. 

Class explores the meaning of any unfamiliar words. Create a ‘WOW words chart’ for the 
wall.  

Learners discuss what happens in the story and how they feel about the way the story is 
resolved. 

• Frozen images/Freeze frames 
Model a still image with the whole class first (for information about still or frozen 
images, see below).In small groups of 3-4 learners choose a key moment in the text to 
depict as a still image. Key moments in the text could include when Marley finds the 
dream cloth is torn, when different friends try to help with ways to make new 
memories, when Marley feels lost,…) 
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• Enact image. Once each group has chosen a key moment and decided on how they 
will depict it, all groups enact their still image at the same time. If time some of the 
still images can be viewed at this point and the others at another time.  

• Tapping in: Teacher can tap in to how some of the characters are feeling at this 
moment in time.  

• Still images can be sequenced to represent the key images in the story. 

The still images can be captured on camera and used later as a springboard to writing.  

FOLLOW UP  

• Learners can draw the still image they depicted and add thought or speech bubbles, a 
caption to describe the image and/ or a sentence or two about what was happening in 
this moment. 

#6 Lesson  
Aim: Exploring character through embodiment, words and illustrations 

Evidence of Learning: Learners identify similarities and differences, embody and explore 
characters’ feelings at different points in the story. 

Time: 45 mins.  

Learning activities: 

• Teacher shares the story again, asking learners to focus on the characters and how they 
are depicted.  

• Look closely at the illustrations as a class. Discuss what the learners  infer from the 
illustrations about each character. Notice the images and words – discuss how is each 
character depicted ?  

• Turn and talk. What questions would you like to ask the characters? Each pair thinks 
about some questions they would like to ask the characters. 

• Hot seat Three learners agree to be in role as Marley, Zephyr and Hana. The rest of the 
class ask them a question. After they have answered one or two questions, other 
learners can take their places. 

• Conversations/Gossip: in pairs, children as Marley and one of the characters have a 
brief (30second) conversation. These conversations can be shared  around the drama 
circle and recorded if desired. 

FOLLOW UP  

Learners choose one of characters to sketch using pencil, 

Teacher demonstrates how to use watercolour and learners can then experiment with 
watercolours. 

 

#7 Lesson  
Aim: Visual literacy: to explore the beautiful images in the text 

Learning activities: 
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• Teacher and learners spend time as a class closely examining how the visual 
narrative has been created. Does it influence how we see the characters? How?  

• Do the images create hope or despair at different points in the story? If so, how? 
Where? What features of the artwork suggest these different feelings? 

• In small groups learners look closely at different features to explore how the artist 
depicts narrative. How are the images different at the start of the story, during the 
story and at the end of the text. For example, different groups could focus on: 
o colour 
o shape 
o perspective 
o the endpapers   

• Learners bring their observations back to the whole class circle and share their 
observations. 

Examining Literature 
Going beyond the text 

#7 Lesson  

Aim: Exploring connections to other texts 

Rich assessment task 

In small groups of 3-4 learners enjoy a SHARED READING of a picture book suggested by the 
teacher, one that has similar or resonant  themes to A Teaspoon of Light.  
Examples could include:  
Two blankets (Kobald & Blackwood) 
Amy and Louis (Gleeson & Blackwood) 
Lost and found.(Jeffers) 
The Boy and the Elephant (Blackwood) 
Once there was a Boy (Leffler) 
The Duck and the Darklings (Millard & King) 
Bear and Rat (Cheng & King) 
Wilfrid Gordon McDonald Partridge (Fox & Vivas) 
The Very Best of Friends (Wild & Vivas) 
  
Students read the book together and discuss similar and different language, images, themes, 
symbols etc and if they see resonance with A Teaspoon of Light. They then choose three 
critical moments from their text to portray as freeze frames to the other class members, 
discuss why these moments are criticall to the story and how the story resonates with A 
Teaspoon of Light.. 
 

____________________________________________________ 
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Responding to Literature through other 
artforms 
Rich assessment task 

Learners pick one of the key moments in the story  or one of the key emotions, They can 
imagine they are a character in the story or someone who is nearby watching what has 
happened (Marley’s parent or grandparent). They can draw/paint/model  a response. Invite 
students to share their ideas with each other and, once created, explain their choice of 
colour and shape and what they were thinking when creating the piece.  

Learners can explain their response and this can be recorded – or they can write their 
explanation. 

Display the artwork in the classroom, alongside the description.  

Creating and Celebrating  
Learners are given options to respond to the story either individually or in 
pairs.  

For example: 

1. Writing  
2. Watercolour 
3.  Drawing 
4. Collage  
5. Enacting 
6. Readers Theatre. 
7. Soundscape 
8. Dance   

 

Create an exhibition in which learners’ creative responses are presented. Include 
descriptions of the work and the students’ thinking as part of the display. 
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Other resources and connections 
 

Attachment 1: Drama Strategies 
Sculpting: Participants use the body of another as ‘thinking clay.’ They show or instruct the 
‘thinking clay’ to represent a character or concept, negotiating facial expressions, gesture, 
body position. 

Still image/Freeze frame/ Frozen moment: A particular dramatic moment is frozen to allow 
close study. (Also known as tableau and depiction). 

Conversations or Gossip: Brief impromptu conversations between characters. 

Hotseat or questioning in role: Selected learners seated at the front of the class group are 
questioned in role. Aimed at accepting each others’ offers and building understanding of 
character -not an interrogation. 

Role on the Wall: A character’s traits are recorded on a paper outline – internal qualities 
inside the outline and physical qualities on the outside. 

Mantle of the Expert: Learners are given high status roles as experts, those who can share 
their expertise. 

Readers Theatre: scripting a story to be read as a group storytelling. The emphasis is on 
voice, facial expression and limited gesture with readers interacting directly with the 
audience. 

Adapted from the Glossary in Ewing, R. & Simons, J. with Hertzberg, M. & Campbell, V. (2016). Beyond 
the script. Drama in the English and literacy classroom. 3rd edn. Newtown, Sydney: PETAA, p.133).  

Attachment 2: Curriculum Links 
Literature content descriptions below link to Australian Curriculum: Year 1 (English) 
and Year 2 (English)  

Engaging with and 
Responding to 
literature 

Year 1: Discuss literary texts and share responses by making 
connections with students’ own experiences (AC9E1LE02) 

Year 2: Identify features of literary texts, such as characters and 
settings, and give reasons for personal preferences  

AC9E2LE02 
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Examining 
literature 

Year 1: Discuss plot, character and setting, which are features of 
stories AC9E1LE03  

Year 2: Discuss the characters and settings of a range of texts 
and identify how language is used to present these features in 
different ways AC9E2LE03 

Creating literature Year 1: Orally retell or adapt a familiar story using plot and 
characters, language features including vocabulary, and 
structure of a familiar text, through role-play, writing, drawing 
or digital tools (AC9E1LE05) 

Year 2: Create and edit literary texts by adapting structures and 
language features of familiar literary texts through drawing, 
writing, performance and digital tools AC9E2LE05 

Source for content descriptions: Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting 
Authority (ACARA). 

 

 



Here’s Marley snuggling with her dream cloth. Because it rips, life gets tough 
for her. Can you help Marley feel better by sharing your own happy memories?

Draw a picture of your favorite memory and ask your parents to tell me the 
story behind it! I’d love to hear all about it!

A Teaspoon of Light

Written by Peter O’Connor
Illustrated by Nisaluk Chantanakom 

For more activites visit www.nisaluk.com.au/book
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