
If I’m Discovered with This Book: 
Reading, Writing, and Annual 2

I spend a good part of my working year visiting schools around the 
country to talk about reading and lead creative writing workshops. 
Some years ago, I began asking students why they think reading is 
important, or more accurately, why it is that their teachers, parents, 
caregivers, librarians – and visiting writers – bang on about it. The 
primacy of literacy and literature is both implicit and explicit in their 
daily schooling but oddly enough, not often discussed. 
Depending on the age and stage of the students – and their varying 
exposure outside school to story and language – the answers to this 
question range from the purely functional (reading teaches you how to 
spell, gives you ideas for your own stories, means you can read signs 
and official letters) to more nuanced reflections on fiction’s ability to 
provide escape, entertainment, and comfort. Nearly always, though, 
at some stage in this discussion, a particularly thoughtful student (and 
one who’s read wide and deep) will say something like this: reading 
helps us understand the world; it explores what it means to be human; 
it encourages us to think about other people and their lives. Bingo. This 
insight seems an important one to hit upon at the start of a creative 
writing workshop, not the least because relating to others is identified 
in the New Zealand Curriculum as a key competency for learning. 

Articulating the benefits of reading validates its place beyond the 
classroom and the curriculum. More importantly, students come to 
understand that to write well, one must first be a reader. Reading, I 
tell students, is writing’s conjoined twin. Creative writing classes are 
helpful, but first and foremost, it is reading that will provide – in the 
most pleasant way possible – the necessary lessons in writing craft: the 
architecture of story, the building of vocabulary, the shape and rhythm 
of sentences, the subtleties of tense and narrative voice. A steady 
reading habit will lay the DNA of writing deep in the reader – without 
their noticing. And reading widely, including a variety of texts (fiction, 
poetry, screenplay, non-fiction, journalism, instruction manuals, visual 
story) will accustom a developing writer to the mechanics of different 
forms and the range of effects possible in register, tone, and layout. 

It’s true, too, as any experienced writer will tell you, that writing, like 
reading (like all education) is fundamentally an exploration. We write 
to find out said the American short story writer Grace Paley. How do I 
know what I think until I see what I say? wrote E.M. Forster, famously. 
Both are ways of saying that writing is a means of understanding and 
expressing ourselves and the complex world we move in. When we 
write imaginatively, we are trying to distill some aspect of that world 
and communicate it in a singular way to our reader – in just the same 
way that the authors we love are fixing their unique lens on the world 
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and trying to communicate their way of seeing.
This knitting together of reading and writing seems, on the one hand, 
thoroughly obvious. It’s at the base of the New Zealand curriculum. On 
the other hand, the notion of good creative writing taking its spur and 
inspiration directly from reading – that is, using other writers’ texts as 
models and exemplars – isn’t as widespread in the classroom as one 
might expect. 

Classroom time is precious, and it’s tempting to see the crafting of 
a poem or dialogue between characters as less useful than working 
on grammatically correct sentences and logical text structure to 
communicate information or persuade. But my many invitations to 
schools over the years is testament to the fact that teachers greatly 
value creative writing. They understand that imaginative writing 
demands many of the same skills as transactional writing, it’s just that 
other elements are at work as well. 

The fly in the ointment is that many teachers feel ill-equipped to teach 
imaginative writing – completely understandable given that most 
are not writers themselves. (Plumbing, after all, is surely difficult to 
teach unless you’ve been down a good few drains or had intimate 
experience of an S-bend pipe.) I’ve been writing for thirty years, but 
my first stories and novels were driven largely by instinct (honed by 
reading). It took years of writing practice before I could decode exactly 
how it was I did what I did; before I could confidently articulate that 
process to students, helping them to understand the relationship 
between observation, lived experience, the urge to write, and the 
translation of all this to the page. It took me a good few workshops 
to conclude that the most effective way to teach the craft of writing 
to students of all ages was to use the examples from the masters – 
poets, novelists, and non-fiction writers. I needed to read and unpack 
these exemplars with students, then encourage them to inhabit those 
models so they could imitate the ideas, forms, and voices – try on the 
writers’ clothing, as it were, to see how it fitted. 

To use a different analogy – just as a carpenter acquires their skills 
through observation and imitation, so too can the student writer be 
a kind of apprentice to first-class writers and their texts. There is not 
so much difference between crafting a poem and crafting a piece of 
furniture. Both need good materials and sturdy structures, both aim to 
be functional and enduring, often uplifting. Good chairs and poems 
come from constant practice and close observation of the very good 
chairs and poems already in the world.  
      *

In 2015 Susan Paris, long-term editor of the School Journal, and I 
conceived the idea of an annual for young New Zealand readers. 
Like the annuals of old (Girls’ Crystal, Boy’s Own, Bunty, et al) this 
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publication would be a miscellany of writing and illustration across 
many forms – fiction, poetry, non-fiction, how-tos, games, jokes, 
puzzles. We were also influenced by the Puffin Annuals of the early 
seventies, which brought together work by the cream of Puffin’s 
writers and illustrators – think all the great names of late 20th century 
children’s writing. Like those annuals, and the School Journal (also a 
miscellany), our annual would contain work commissioned from the 
best of New Zealand writers and artists. We thought of our annual 
as a kind of School Journal unplugged – a publication that offered 
a wide variety of forms but was free from curriculum and Ministry 
requirements, a publication that had room for more than a little 
attitude. We had been feeling for some time that young New Zealand 
readers were under-served by local trade publishers – that this visually 
sophisticated, media-savvy generation was hungry for spirited and 
sophisticated reading material across a range of forms and moods.  
A century and a half of New Zealand publishing for children has seen 
plenty of anthologies and intermittent magazines, but Annual – and its 
companion, Annual 2 – was the first of its kind.

Annual and Annual 2 have been bestsellers. Both have appealed to 
readers across a wide age spectrum. Adults enjoy them as much as 
younger readers – no surprise to us because we’d long believed that 
the very best writing and art for children would always communicate 
beyond its designated audience. Similarly, while we wanted work 
from known writers and illustrators for children, we were also keen for 
contributions from those who hadn’t previously written for a younger 
audience, both new writers and those generally regarded as ‘adult’ 
writers. Good material for children, we believed, need not come only 
from a designated gene pool.

We also expanded the miscellany idea to include written responses 
to pieces of New Zealand art – not a form commonly provided for 
young readers. This was an excellent ‘twofor’. Featuring New Zealand 
artwork (Mark Adam’s photograph of a Samoan tatau ceremony in an 
Auckland living room, Wongi Wilson’s graffiti art in the ruins of central 
Christchurch, ‘Rangimatua’ by Rawiri Arapere) meant the annuals 
could represent many different artistic responses to New Zealand 
culture and experience. And commissioning personal responses to 
this artwork gave readers another perspective again.

We wanted to blur the boundaries between different forms, too, 
using illustration, words, and design in such a way that a piece such 
as ‘A box of birds: a collection of odd words to take on a road trip’ 
by Kirsten McDougall and Giselle Clarkson is not quite a satirical 
dictionary extract, a story, or a prose-poem but a work that combines 
all those elements to make something new and enchanting. Greg 
O’Brien’s ‘Get rid of Fetu Fotofoto Day’ shakes up assumptions about 
story, verse, and visual art. Is it a series of instructions? A reflection on 
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the Crown of Thorns Starfish that predates coral reefs? Is it a pen-and-
ink drawing of Pasifika symbols or a map complete with navigational 
coordinates. It is all of those things and more – a sumptuous visual 
and lexical mash up that invites wonder and imaginative adventure. 
And what about Gavin Mouldey’s ‘Aotearoa Out of Joint’? By way of 
detailed, densely populated settings and minimal text across four 
double spreads, the artist spins a complex time-travel narrative in 
which iconic characters from Aotearoa’s myth and history have gone 
rogue and sparked a nation-wide civil defense emergency.

The response to Annual and Annual 2 has been very encouraging. 
There was an appetite out there for multiple reading forms for young 
readers. There was certainly an appetite for rich reading experiences, 
ones that challenged and surprised. Other hunches were confirmed, 
too. Miscellanies can offer something for everybody, adept and 
reluctant readers alike, readers with a visual bent, readers who want 
the propulsion of narrative and those who relish the heightened 
language of poetry, readers who want their funny bones tickled, those 
in contemplative mood, those who want the diversion of a game or 
puzzle. Moreover, unlike a novel, a miscellany is not a confronting 
or onerous prospect for the reluctant reader. These readers can 
commit to short reading times but still experience the satisfaction 
of completion – a story here, an article there – and come back later 
for more. Additionally, as generations of readers reared on the 
classic annuals well know, an annual can be a mysteriously elastic 
compendium, accommodating a reader as they grow. A piece you 
may have passed over as a ten-year-old becomes suddenly attractive 
to your thirteen-year-old self. Or a piece enjoyed well enough a year 
ago seems to have a new dimension when you revisit it twelve months 
later. As the self evolves through learning and experience, so does 
reading inclination and understanding. 

Perhaps the most gratifying aspect of the response to our annuals 
has been teachers’ recognition of its possibilities in the classroom. It 
was an attractive object, for sure, but the abundance of pieces, the 
rich visual imagery, and the variety of subjects and moods gave it 
cachet with both avid readers and those who found reading a chore. 
One teacher made a hut with blankets in her classroom – a reading 
cubby where students could retire with the annuals for both reward 
and comfort. Another reported eight-year-old boys gathered around 
the ‘Spot the similarities’ spread, vying to locate the commonalities 
between two lavish illustrations of friends’ bedrooms. Several teachers 
spoke of the conversation and writing opportunities opened up 
by the art responses. ‘Immigrant Mind’ by Andy Leleisi‘uao, an ink 
and watercolour of a young Samoan New Zealander coupled with a 
powerful response from Kurdish New Zealander Rez Gardi provoked 
robust discussions in many classrooms.
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When we began compiling Annual 2, we began to think about how 
its contents could be used not only for pleasurable reading in the 
classroom but also as a springboard for creative writing. Here was an 
opportunity to make solid the link between reading and writing. The 
obvious next move was to provide teacher notes. It seemed that our 
second annual’s content was going to be even more diverse; teachers 
probably needed some kind of road map to find a route through.
As with the Annual, we commissioned work in order to achieve a 
balance across gender and ethnicity, contemporary and historic New 
Zealand, rural and urban experience, the comic and the reflective, 
the instructive and the entertaining. We also commissioned forms 
that are new to a younger readership. Though creative non-fiction 
(memoirs, travel writing, personal essays, and the like) has been a 
burgeoning form in adult publishing over the last two decades, it has 
barely touched children’s books. This perhaps says something about 
a persistent underestimation of the contemporary child. Children are 
not an undifferentiated readership with an appetite only for imagined 
worlds, nor does their individual reading always comply with age-
banded targeting. 

As well as essays, we were keen to have shorter pieces (‘flash’ non-
fiction, we called it). These would take the form of true stories crafted 
with all the armory of fiction: vivid characterization and setting, 
varied sentence music and narrative perspective, evocative tone 
and imagery. In ‘Geef me een Kusje’ by Catharina van Bohemen, a 
daughter’s tender appreciation of her immigrant father’s nostalgia 
for his country of birth and fierce pride in his New Zealand family is 
heightened by the use of second-person perspective and beautifully 
judged rhythm: You listen to his papery voice and follow his pointing 
finger … He piped pink-petalled roses and daisies with silver eyes 
… This snatch of memoir – along with Sam Duckor-Jones’s cunningly 
faceted text about his crocheted beanies and Eve Armstrong’s comical 
narration of her five-year-old self’s shop-lifting escapade – would offer 
fresh, accessible models of a form that has great potential for creative 
writing in the classroom.

Our notions of story also expanded further with Annual 2. As well 
as five rich but essentially ‘straight’ short fictions, there are stories 
shaped by interview, a story composed around a community 
noticeboard, a story told entirely in dialogue, and (a master-class in 
fictional economy) a story masquerading as a board game. These 
varied approaches would, we hoped, stir the less confident classroom 
writer, those whose imaginative facility might be better suited to 
story forms that relied on less straight narrative and a more inventive 
super-structure. These boundary-riding stories are fun, too – for both 
the writer and the reader – because we wanted models that offered 
entertainment as well as instruction.
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The 32-page teacher resource that accompanies Annual 2 is shaped 
by our faith in the writing philosophy outlined at the beginning of 
this article. The resource is divided into seven chapters, each of which 
uses content from Annual 2 as a means of exploring form, generating 
ideas, writing for different audiences, language use, the structure of 
text, the diverse ways of presenting story, and visual story-telling. The 
chapters follow a simple formula: students and their teacher read 
texts closely to examine and discuss how writers generate ideas, 
shape their texts, and make decisions about language. Then, using 
the text as a guide, students (and the teacher … why not?) become 
the writer, experimenting and innovating as much as they want. Each 
text discussed has suggestions for supporting and stretching writers 
working at different levels, allowing you to accommodate numerous 
learning needs in the classroom. Finally, each chapter ends on a 
section titled “Extending the conversation”. This references other texts 
in the annual that have craft aspects pertinent to that chapter’s theme, 
allowing teachers to revisit the purpose of a writing lesson using 
different example.

The imitation-experimentation-innovation approach has a number 
of benefits. Firstly, using existing text as a model brings the exercise 
down to a manageable size. Faced with a limitless writing vista, a 
student – particularly one who is apprehensive about creative writing 
– can feel paralysed by infinite possibility. Parameters give a student 
coordinates by which to navigate the writing. They are freed from 
having to originate everything and can relax into their writing, being 
inventive with other aspects of the exercise. Parameters offer a kind of 
security.
Paradoxically, having to work within limits can also prompt students 
to a new inventiveness. Imposed boundaries may have to be skirted 
around in order for the writer to achieve what they want. Being 
obliged to accommodate limits inevitably shakes a writer out of 
their usual furrow, preventing them from falling back on old, often 
exhausted, habits. This way comes development. 

Take Lynley Edmeades’s ‘Island’, a poem based on observation, as an 
example. The exercise in the teacher notes outlines some preparatory 
steps for writers (imagine a setting; look closely at its detail; list four 
observations). It then suggests writing a short stanza describing each 
of these observations, paying attention to word play, rhythm, and line 
breaks (just like Edmeades). This exercise allows for wide observation 
but requires selection; it stipulates the number of stanzas and their 
length. Furthermore, by keeping the poem’s lens on the material 
world, the writer is encouraged to hone their observational skills, 
evaluate the results for use, then focus on the quality of language and 
structural devices. The exercise is disciplined to a degree but allows 
room, too, for autonomy and thus the writer’s own voice to assert itself.
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It’s important to remember that the texts in Annual 2 are only guides, 
and the teacher notes treat them as such. Trying on another writer’s 
linguistic and formal clothing can be exhilarating and instructive, but of 
course sometimes the clothes are ill-fitting, and the student may want 
to slough them off, go their own way. Fine – but you need to try first to 
find out. Not every exercise works for every student. Which is where 
Annual 2 is particularly helpful. There really is something for everyone.

A good exercise for prose is the one that uses ‘Joy’ by Lloyd Jones. 
In this personal essay, the writer takes the reader by the hand to 
walk them through the art of body surfing. The essay talks directly 
to the reader in a genial tone, though the ease of the narrative 
voice disguises a complex structure. This is essentially a set of 
instructions – but by utilising an intimate voice, powerful imagery, and 
personification of the sea, Jones’s conveys more than the utilitarian, 
evoking as well the sensory pleasure of water sport … of ‘shooting 
across the face of a wave’. There are many writing lessons offered in 
this text, not least that an essay is at its most persuasive when a writer is 
explaining an activity they love, be it skateboarding, dancing, gaming, 
watching Survivor, playing football or the kazoo.

The success of the writing exercises in the annual’s teacher notes 
depends a good deal on the preparatory reading and discussion of 
the texts. Helping students to think about the way a text works, to be 
able to identify how and why a writer does what they do, to be able 
to cite reasons for why a text does or does not appeal is money in 
the bank for a developing writer. They begin to understand reading – 
and by extension, writing – from the inside out. A critical eye and ear 
are brought into being, which in turn enables a student to be more 
conscious about their own writing, to understand the tools available 
to them, to be more deliberate about the choices they make when 
crafting a piece. The teacher notes encourage (and provide) questions: 
Why has this writer chosen a first-person narrative?
What effect does it have on you, the reader? 
What tense does the writer use for this poem? Why, do you think? 
Are there any adjectives in this piece? Why not? 
This writer asks questions of the reader. Why? 
What senses are used in this poem? 
This writer likes making lists? How are they useful? 
You say this is a sad story. Why? What vocabulary suggests that 
sadness? What other ways does the writer evoke sadness? 

But first comes the reading, and we reckon that as well as students 
enjoying texts for themselves, they should first have the pleasure of 
hearing them aloud. What about ‘Emergency Haiku’ by Kate Camp. 
Poetry is as much for the ear as the heart and mind. Or perhaps the 
students need a laugh. Wrap your tongue around the nonsense words 
in Bill Manhire’s dialogue story ‘Fnplfnp’. There’s nothing quite like 
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the narcotic of a story heard aloud in the classroom, when everyone 
relaxes into their seats, or heads go down on desks, or hands doodle 
happily while conscious thought recedes and the imagination opens 
out on a new universe. Try Barry Faville’s dystopian novel The Keeper, 
given a classic comic treatment by Susan Paris and Henry Christian-
Slane. Appropriately, the hero and narrator of the story is a writer, and 
one on whose shoulders rests the survival of a fragile civilization.
‘If I’m discovered with this book, I will be punished. I have no idea 
how it has survived for so long. Someone from a collecting expedition 
must have mislaid it. I found it under a bridge, near the remains of a 
campfire, carefully wrapped in plastic sheeting. I should have handed 
it in to the bookkeeper, but I wanted it for myself …’

Kate De Goldi with Susan Paris

Visit www.annualannual.com to learn more about the annuals and the 
contributors (and download the teacher notes for free).
Annual 2 can be purchased from: www.edify.co.nz/shop/primary
Or order from your local bookshop.
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