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What is it about?
Exploring the theme of triumph even in the darkest of times, The duck and the darklings takes readers into 
Peterboy’s and Grandpapa’s dark world. Peterboy and his grandfather exist in a dystopian world where 
hardship and suffering are commonplace. His grandfather’s love is the only thing which makes their lives in  
an underground burrow bearable. Grandpapa holds onto memories or disrememberings, as Millard cleverly 
calls them, of the past that prevent him from seeing the beauty of the world. However, in stark contrast,  
young Peterboy and his precious find, Idaduck, represent hope and the regeneration of life. A. Gilligan,  
V. Valensise & M. Najdovska

Why is this important? Why does it matter?
Character, setting, language and plot work together coherently in this text to achieve its purpose. The themes 
of triumph through adversity or the coming of hope in dark days invite students to think philosophically 
about the moral and ethical issues presented in the story. Students in Stage 3 will understand that themes 
differ from ideas and topics which come about from the actions, feelings and ideas of people and characters. 
Representation is the depiction of a thing, person or idea. Within this text, darkness and hope are represented 
symbolically through the setting and the characters. The contrast of the silhouette and line drawings, 
illustrating light and dark, as well as the invented text allow for different interpretations and promote creative 
and critical thought. Rhythmical language, alliteration and made up words can be very enjoyable ways to  
tell a story. Students can experiment with these literary devices in their own writing.

Related texts:
• The dark by Lemony Snicket & Jon Klassen
• The red tree by Shaun Tan

Resources:
• Stephen Michael King (illustrator’s website)

Learning and teaching activities in this 
springboard are centred on outcomes and 
content from the NSW English K–10 syllabus  
and the English Textual Concepts resource.

See next page for teaching ideas.

http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/theme
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/representation
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/connotation-imagery-and-symbol
http://stephenmichaelking.com/bio.html
http://syllabus.bostes.nsw.edu.au/english/english-k10/
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/
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Interpretation of text
This picture book beautifully explores the concept of Representation. Show 
students the phrase: Dark was a sorry, spoiled place; a broken and battered place. 
With a partner, students analyse the statement. Ask them to consider what dark 
may represent. What place or events do students associate with that description 
of dark? e.g. being alone, a haunted house, war, famine, drought, homelessness, 
difficult friendships/relationships. (Engaging personally.)

EN3–6B
•  investigate how vocabulary choices, including evaluative language can express shades of

meaning, feeling and opinion (ACELA1525)
EN3–7C
•  explain own preferences for a particular interpretation of a text, referring to text details and own

knowledge and experience

Textual representations of light and dark
Millard experiments with invented language and 
creative wordplay that gives a sense of living in a 
magical world. This whimsical story invites more mature 
readers to think about their place in the world as they 
investigate the symbolic meaning of darkness and light 
that is cleverly represented throughout the text within 
the images and language choices. Draw two columns
on the board with the titles Light and Dark. Students 
read through the text and pull out the symbols and
language that are representative of light and dark. 

Ask students to justify why these symbols and language choices are representative of these two 
aspects. (Understanding.)

EN3–7C
•  explain own preferences for a particular interpretation of a text, referring to text details and

own knowledge and experience
EN3–5B
•  identify and explain characteristic text structures and language features used in imaginative,

informative and persuasive texts to meet the purpose of the text (ACELY1701)

Experimenting with the language of the text
Using the image on the last page and the text about the dark place on the first page, students 
examine the language and then, in small groups, use it as a stimulus to create their own description 
of light for the last page of the text. Students evaluate whether they think the Darklings’ future will 
be brighter from now on?

In preparation for this task, look at some examples of rhythmical language, alliteration and made 
up words to provide students with interesting ways of describing the light. (Experimenting.)

EN3–2A
•  understand, interpret and experiment with the use of imagery in imaginative texts, poetry

and songs, e.g. similes, metaphors, personification and sound devices such as alliteration
EN3–7C
•  create literary texts that adapt or combine aspects of texts students have experienced in 

innovative ways (ACELT1612, ACELT1618)
•  think imaginatively when engaging with texts, using prediction, for example, to imagine 

what happens to characters after the text

Light Dark

Idaduck a sorry and spoiled place

Peterboy gloomy burrows

the old ones

injured duck

ruined world

Rhythmical language Alliteration Made up words

Over heaps and 
hummocks of lost 
and lonely things 
they clambered, 
gathering fiddlesticks 
for firewood, filling 
billies with trickle and 
seeking crumbs and 
crusts of comfort to take home

fiddlesticks for firewood; 
crumbs of comfort; 
crept into cracks and 
crevices, 
corners and crannies
forbidden fondness

It had been that way 
for so long that sunups 
and sundowns, 
yesterdays and tomorrows 
and almost everything 
in them had been disremembered 
by each and by all…  
except grandpa.
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Using quality literature springboard

English

Stage 3
Years 5–6

How do I use the text to teach the textual concepts of theme and representation?

http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/representation
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/engaging-personally
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/connotation-imagery-and-symbol
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/understanding-0
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/experimenting-0
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Symbolic illustrations
Stephen Michael King’s unique drawing style is a perfect match for this extraordinary story. The 
mixture of pen, brush and ink, together with the wide angle shots, work beautifully together to 
exemplify the meaning of the story. Use the two annotated illustrations of the dark and the light 
provided in the springboard to help students examine elements, such as light, colour, tone and 
refinement in the illustrations that have changed. As a whole group, discuss what effect these 
changes have on the meaning and what they symbolise. Then, in pairs, students can compose a 
short response comparing the two illustrations. This activity will require more or less scaffolding, 
depending on the literacy needs of your students. Students could also experiment with Stephen 
Michael King’s style to compose their own symbolic illustration. (Experimenting and Understanding.)

          
Dark

EN3–7C
•  compare how composers and illustrators make stories exciting, moving and absorbing to hold 

readers’ interest
•  identify, describe, and discuss similarities and differences between texts, including those by the 

same author or illustrator, and evaluate characteristics that define an author’s individual style. 
(ACELT1616)

Light

Textuality
The representation 
of dark. Analyse the 
vocabulary used

Invented language. 
Why did the author 
need to do this?

What may have ruined 
their world?
Why did they not look 
at their ruined world?
What feelings would 
this evoke in the 
characters?

Illustrations
The simple but 
imaginative, refined and 
detailed line drawings 
of the Darklings are 
starkly juxtaposed 
with the dark shades 
of purple and black 
unrefined silhouettes 
symbolising the Dark 
place.  
A mixture of pen,  
brush and ink

Darkness and light are 
common metaphors 
used in stories. Is 
darkness being used 
as a metaphor in this 
story? If so, what could 
it be a metaphor for?

Dark shades 
of purple are 
replaced by a 
white sky and the 
silhouettes are 
now more refined 
and in tones of 
yellow and green, 
all symbolising 
the light. Still a 
mixture of pen 
and brush but 
much less black 
ink

The tree and the 
colour green are 
symbols of life

Since finding 
Idaduck, more 
and more light 
colours, such 
as white and 
tones of yellow, 
and other bright 
colours, such 
as red and 
orange, appear 
on each page 
symbolising  
love and hope

How have light 
and colour been 
used in the 
illustrations to 
convey what is 
happening?

The duck and the darklings (continued)
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http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/connotation-imagery-and-symbol
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/experimenting-0
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/understanding-0



