
Overview
Esther and her coach work really hard on her swimming performance, 
aiming at her participation in the Paralympics. Esther wants to be 
independent, and often rejects offers of help. When Esther uses her ability  
to help someone in need, she learns that at different times everyone  
needs help.

Words to watch for
fragile	 independence	 threatening	 personal	 propelled	
selected	 streaming	 teeter	 parapet	 sluggish	
wrenched	 beckoned	 gripped	 leverage	 paraplegic

Learning outcomes
During this unit the students will:

gather information from illustrations and words
predict the path of a story before reading it
understand some of the reasons people behave in the ways they do
compare several books dealing with the same themes
compare a true story with a fictional story that is based on it.

Introducing the book
Have the students look at the front cover and ask, With a title like Swimming 
for Gold, what do you expect this book to be about?
Ask, When do you hear about gold medals? What other games do athletes compete 
in besides the Olympics? If necessary, explain about the Paralympics.
Ask, How might the vehicles on the bridge fit into that idea?
Ask, What do you know about how swimmers train? What do they do besides swim?
Read the first paragraph of From the author to the students. If they have read 
one of the other Small Town titles, review how it showed bravery, learning, or 
helping each other.
Read the back cover blurb. Ask, What questions do you have about Esther?

Before reading
Ask the students to look at the title page. Ask, What extra information does this 
give you about Esther? How would that make a difference to her?
Have the students read the contents page, and make predictions about the 
contents of each chapter. Then ask them to look at the illustrations at the 
beginning of each chapter. Ask, What extra information do the illustrations give 
the reader?
Ask, What predictions can you make about the story?  What are you basing your 
predictions on?

•
•
•
•
•

•

•

•
•
•

•

•

•

•

1  Swimming for Gold  Teacher’s Notes  © Clean Slate Press Ltd 2008

Swimming 
forGold



Reading the text: Comprehension
Pages 1–2

Have the students read page 1. Ask, Why does 
Esther sigh? What does she want her coach and her 
father to do? Why don’t they do that?
Ask, What do you think will happen next?
Say, Read page 2 to find out how Esther’s coach says 
he will behave from now on.

Pages 3–5
Discuss the heading for Chapter 2. Ask, What do 
you think this chapter will describe?
When the students have read the chapter, 
ask, What does Esther think about while she is 
swimming? What does her coach say she should be 
thinking of? How does Esther show she wants to be 
as independent as she can?

Pages 6–8
Have the students read page 6. Ask, How does 
Esther’s father make a joke about the rain?
Say, Read page 7 to find out why Esther’s father 
stopped the car. Have the students read page 8 to 
find out what happened next.

Pages 9–11
Ask, What do you think is going to happen now? 
Have the students read the chapter to confirm or 
alter their predictions.

Pages 12–14
Ask, How does the title of Chapter 5 give you a clue 
about what will happen? Read pages 12 to 14 to 
check.
Ask, Why would the bystanders be pleased that the 
man started to cough?

Pages 15–18
Say, Read pages 15 and 16 to find out what Esther 
learns. Why is the policeman surprised?
Have the students read page 17, From the author. 
Ask, Why did Joy Cowley write this story? Did she 
achieve her aim?
Ask the students to read page 18 to find how the 
illustrator felt about Esther.
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After reading
Ask, How did Esther feel about people helping her? 
Why didn’t she like it? Where does it explain that in 
the story?
Have the students reread the first sentence on 
page 3. Ask, What does this mean? Why would it be 
important to an athlete?
Discuss the really big lesson that Esther learned. 
Have the students find the sentences on pages 13 
and 15 that show what she learned.
Discuss why the coach treated Esther the way he 
did.
Discuss the Words to watch for. Explain any that 
are unfamiliar to the students.
Compare the true story that the book was based 
on with the fictional story. Which parts were the 
same, which were different?

Independent activities
The students could try these activities:

Complete the BLM at the end of these notes.
Find and list five words that are used to describe 
people in the book. Think of other descriptive 
words that are used to identify people and add 
them to the list.
Find out about different swimming strokes and 
the times that are swum by world champions in 
each. These could be recorded as a chart.
Research the Paralympics. Include such topics 
as when and where they are held, the categories 
of competitors, Australian and New Zealand 
competitors at the most recent games, and so on.
Form groups to change a chapter of the story 
into a play, and then read the characters’ parts.

Series features
This story is part of the series of Small Town 
books. If students have read the other two books 
(Blackberry Patch, Drum), ask them to identify:

the main characters
the similarities between the stories
differences between the stories
the sequence of stories (where applicable).

They could also say which one in the series they 
like the best, and why.
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Imagine you are an illustrator. Create a storyboard that retells Swimming 
for Gold as a series of pictures. Plan which events you will illustrate, and 
which you will leave out. Display your finished work.
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