
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The Best Kept Secret 

By Emily Rodda  

Book Summary: 
Beckoning music, gleaming horses, the lure of the carousel. 

Cecilia says merry-go-rounds are for little kids, but Jo feels 

there's something mysterious and not at all childish about 

the carousel that has appeared overnight in Marley Street. 

There's something odd about the beckoning music, 

something strange about the gleaming horses. And why are 

certain people able to gain entrance to the carousel while 

others - try as they will - have to give up and turn away? Jo 

feels she must try to get in. She must buy a ticket - but will 

she be leading herself and Cecilia into danger? 
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Book Summary 
 
Beckoning music, gleaming horses, the lure of the carousel. Cecilia says merry-go-rounds are 

for little kids, but Jo feels there's something mysterious and not at all childish about the 

carousel that has appeared overnight in Marley Street. There's something odd about the 

beckoning music, something strange about the gleaming horses. And why are certain people 

able to gain entrance to the carousel while others - try as they will - have to give up and turn 

away? Jo feels she must try to get in. She must buy a ticket - but will she be leading herself and 

Cecilia into danger? 
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National Curriculum Learning Areas and Content Descriptions 
English 

Understand how different types of texts vary in use of language choices, depending on their 

purpose and context (for example, tense and types of sentences) (ACELA1478) 

Understand that paragraphs are a key organisational feature of written texts (ACELA1479) 

Understand that a clause is a unit of grammar usually containing a subject and a verb and that 

these need to be in agreement (ACELA1481) 

Understand that verbs represent different processes, for example doing, thinking, saying, and 

relating and that these processes are anchored in time through tense (ACELA1482) 

Identify the effect on audiences of techniques, for example shot size, vertical camera angle 

and lay out in picture books, advertisements and film segments (ACELA1483) 

Discuss texts in which characters, events and settings are portrayed in different ways, and 

speculate on the authors’ reasons (ACELT1594) 

Draw connections between personal experiences and the worlds of texts, and share responses 

with others (ACELT1596) 

Discuss how language is used to describe the settings in texts, and explore how the settings 

shape the events and influence the mood of the narrative (ACELT1599) 

Listen to and contribute to conversations and discussions to share information and ideas and 

negotiate in collaborative situations (ACELY1676) 

Read an increasing range of different types of texts by combining contextual, semantic, 

grammatical and phonic knowledge, using text processing strategies, for example monitoring, 

predicting, confirming, rereading, reading on and self-correcting (ACELY1679) 

Use comprehension strategies to build literal and inferred meaning and begin to evaluate texts 

by drawing on a growing knowledge of context, text structures and language features 

(ACELY1680) 

Plan, draft and publish imaginative, informative and persuasive texts containing key 

information and supporting details for a widening range of audiences, demonstrating increasing 

control over text structures and language features (ACELY1694) 

Re-read and edit for meaning by adding, deleting or moving words or word groups to improve 

content and structure (ACELY1695) 

Drama 

Explore ideas and narrative structures through roles and situations and use empathy in their 

own improvisations and devised drama (ACADRM031) 
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Use voice, body, movement and language to sustain role and relationships and create dramatic 

action with a sense of time and place (ACADRM032) 

Shape and perform dramatic action using narrative structures and tension in devised and 

scripted drama, including exploration of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

drama (ACADRM033) 

Visual Art 

Use materials, techniques and processes to explore visual conventions when making 

artworks (ACAVAM111) 

Present artworks and describe how they have used visual conventions to represent their 

ideas (ACAVAM112) 

Media Arts 

Use media technologies to create time and space through the manipulation of images, sounds 

and text to tell stories (ACAMAM059) 

Plan, create and present media artworks for specific purposes with awareness of responsible 

media practice (ACAMAM060) 

Digital Technologies 

Explain how student solutions and existing information systems meet common personal, school 

or community needs (ACTDIP012) 

Explain how student solutions and existing information systems meet common personal, school 

or community needs (ACTDIP012) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=TheArts&t=voice
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=TheArts&t=movement
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=TheArts&t=relationships+
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=TheArts&t=dramatic+action
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=TheArts&t=dramatic+action
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=TheArts&t=time
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/glossary/popup?a=TheArts&t=visual+conventions
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/curriculum/contentdescription/ACAVAM112
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Themes 

Change 

There are many instances of change in this book – Jo faces moving house, Mr Angelo 

and Jo change their outlook on the future, Jo changes her perception about Shark. 

Friendship 

We could say that Jo and Cecilia are very different people. Find evidence from the 

passage to support this claim. Yet even though they are quite different, they are good 

friends. Why do you think this is so? 

Integrity 

Different people use the opportunity to see seven years into the future differently. How 

did Mr. Angelo and the man in the brown trousers use their time in the future? How 

does this give us a glimpse into the type of person they are? 

Time Travel 

There have been so many books and movies written about time travel. As a class, make 

a list of all the different books and movies which talk about travel forwards, or 

backwards, in time. Why do you think time travel is something we are fascinated with? 

On page 101, Mrs D refers to complications that can arise if the riders remember what 

they saw when they visited the future. What complications are raised in the books and 

movies you know? How do they get around these complications? Do you think that 

time travel will happen in your life time? Why/why not? 

Learning Experiences – Chapter Study 

Chapter One - Windy Day on Marley Street 

Chapter One has an amazing collection of verbs. Make a list of all the interesting verbs 

you find. 

Page 1: walked, skidded, scratching, pushed, thinking, puffing, standing, warned 

Page 2: bounced, nodded, gestured, hurried, giggled, sneaked, muttered, 

imagine, working 

Page 3: shrugged, wished, hissed, smothering, bristling, slouched, shaking 

Page 4: stared, pounding, robbing, stealing, tinkering, backed, turned, expected, 

glanced, eating 
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Choose five verbs from your list and write a sentence for each verb, in each verb tense. 

Be sure to underline the verb in each sentence. For example, if you chose the verb 

‘walked’ you might write the following sentences; 

Past tense: Yesterday, I walked to the shops. 

Present tense: I walk to school. 

Future tense: I will walk to the bus stop tomorrow morning. 

Following are several examples of descriptive language in the first chapter; 

Page 2 

Excited by the wild weather they screamed and ran around madly like puppies 

let out for exercise, pretending to jump against the wind, falling hysterically and 

rolling round in the fallen leaves. 

Their shouts bounced against the shop fronts opposite, echoing across the road 

and making people turn and look. 

Page 5 

She stared back at home fascinated, feeling like a little bird hypnotized by a 

snake. 

Q. What types of imagery are there in these passages? 

Q. Write two similes of your own. You could describe a friend, your teacher, a relative, 

or even children playing at lunchtime. Think carefully about how they look, sound and 

move. Use this as a guide to choose what you will liken them to. 

Page 4 

Cecilia had it all worked out. She’d been like that ever since Jo met her in 

kindergarten, when she’d had a blonde fringe and short fair plaits, a plump, 

placid little face and a neat pink suitcase with Holly Hobbie on it. Even then she’d 

been able to sum up the world and its people without any trouble. People, to 

Cecilia, were “nice” – that is, like Cecilia and her family – or they were “weird”. It 

made life very uncomplicated. Jo had always wished that she could be as sure of 

herself as Cecilia was. 

Q. This is a very short description of Jo’s friend Cecilia. Yet, even though it is quite short, 

we are given a very clear picture of Cecilia’s personality. Paying even closer attention, 

we can see that some of Cecilia’s personality is described by what she looks like (in that 



 
These notes may be reproduced free of charge for use and study within schools but they may not be 

reproduced (either in whole or in part) and offered for commercial sale. 

       
Page 7 

her look never changes); the adjectives used to describe other aspects about herself, 

such as her face; and how Cecilia views the word. Why would the author have chosen 

to describe Cecilia like this, instead of simply telling us what she was like, e.g. that she 

was opinionated or that she was judgmental? What is achieved by allowing us to infer 

Cecilia’s personality from what is written about her? 

Chapter Two - What’s Happening? 

Page 9 

She didn’t need this just now. She didn’t want it. Home was one thing that had 

never changed. That was important, but she couldn’t explain it, somehow … 

Page 10 

Cecilia would think that she, Jo, was weird too, not wanting to move house. 

Weird and babyish, wanting to cling on to a life she knew and was sure of, like a 

fluffy toy. Weird to think that moving away from this house was some sort of 

step out of the safe circle of childhood, already shrinking too fast for comfort. All 

those familiar places gone – all those little routines changed … 

Q. Make a list of all the pros and cons about moving house. 

Q. Why do you think some people are skeptical of change? Can you think of a time 

where something in your life changed? Perhaps you moved school, got a new teacher, 

started a new sport, or maybe you moved house. How did you feel about it? Were you 

nervous? What made you feel this way? How do you feel about it now? 

Chapter Three - The Vacant Block 

Q. Write all the different times the music is referred to in Chapters Two and Three. 

Page 13 

Jo sighed and shut her eyes. And just as she felt her thoughts starting to drift 

into dreams, just at that moment between waking and sleeping, too late to turn 

back, she heard, or thought she heard, far away up Marley Street, the sound of 

music. 

Page 15 

It was coming from further up Marley Street – a piping, waltzing melody, 

strange and inviting. 

Page 16 
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It’s very loud. It must be some sort of advertising thing. Maybe they’re giving ice-

cream away, or something … 

Page 18 

The strange music rose in the distance, and Simon, Jo and Cecilia glanced quickly 

up the road. 

Q. While we soon learn the music belongs to a carousel, what else could’ve made the 

music? Make sure your ideas fit with the description of the music found in the book. 

 

Chapter Four - Riders: Walk In 

Page 20 

Close up, the merry-go-round was a bewildering, a magnificent, sight. It was the 

biggest Jo had ever seen, and the brightest. The horses were huge, and from 

their shiny hooves to the tips of their ears they gleamed. Their heads seemed to 

toss impatiently to the music as Jo looked, and their painted eyes seemed to 

scan the crowd boldly, as if they were looking for riders. 

She leaned over the little fence and peered up at the shining mirrors, the 

fantastic painted scenes that decorated the centre of the merry-go-round. 

 

Research:  

Using the internet, search for traditional merry-go-rounds that fit the description given 

in the passage. Collect pictures for a display. 

How did carousels originate? 

When did the modern carousels we know of today, with fixed platform floors, come 

into existence? How were they powered? How are they powered today? 

 

Extension:  

Draw a picture of a carousel horse you’d like to ride. Use the images collected for this 

question as your inspiration. 

Page 25 



 
These notes may be reproduced free of charge for use and study within schools but they may not be 

reproduced (either in whole or in part) and offered for commercial sale. 

       
Page 9 

People pressed forward towards the tent. One by one they tried to get in. Mostly 

they failed. Pull and tug as they might, they had no more success than Cecilia 

and Mrs Pickering had had, and they were forced to stand back and let others 

try their luck. 

But then, every so often, someone would touch the tent flap, flick it aside and 

slip through the opening without the slightest fuss. 

Q. Why do you think only some people can go through the tent? Do you think you’d get 

through the ten? Would you even want to go through the tent? 

 

Chapter Five - “The Time of Your Life” 

Page 31  

According to by-law no. 5 a (i), this carousel may not exceed its prescribed time 

limit of 7 years into future time under any circumstances. 

Task:  

As a class have a ‘walking debate’ to the following prompts. 

(A walking debate is when three signs – Not Sure, Agree, Disagree - are pinned in 

different locations. Children then walk to the sign that matches their answer to a 

question. Children are given the opportunity to explain why they chose that answer.) 

- I would be nervous to walk into the tent. 

- If given the chance, I would walk into the tent. 

- I would like to travel into the future. 

- I would like to travel into the past. 

Chapter Six – “I Want to Get Off!” 

On page 38 Jo notices time is moving forward. 

Q. List the indicators given in the book, which tell us that time is moving forward seven 

years. 

Chapter Seven – No Time to Waste 

“Now you can get off here, and have a look around. But,” he held up his hands 

as a few people began to chatter and exclaim, “but you’ve got to make sure you 

understand a few things.” 
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“Number one: sixty minutes we’ve got here, from the moment we stop. And 

that’s all we’ve got. One hour maximum. When you hear the whistle go, you’ve 

got ten minutes to get back here.” 

(cont.) “Number two: you don’t really exist here. That is, no one can see you. Not 

people, anyhow.” 

Q. Given what you’ve just read, make a list of all the things that could go wrong in this 

story. What might happen that could cause problems? 

Q. Would you get off the carousel to have a look? Why/why not? What would you want 

to find out? 

 

Chapter Eight – Mr Angelo Finds Out 

Q. Why was Mr Angelo so happy? What did he find out? 

 

Chapter Nine – The Best-kept Secret 

Q. List all the ways Jo knew that it wasn’t her house any longer. 

Q. On page 58 Jo learns what she thinks is the best kept secret in history. What is it? 

 

Chapter Ten – Stowaway 

Q. Why do you think Jo grabbed the little boy and pulled him onto the carousel? 

Q. What was the consequence of Jo pulling the little boy onto the carousel? 

 

Chapter Eleven – The Shark to the Rescue 

There are two puzzling things that happen in this chapter. 

Page 72-73 

And in paralysed silence they did watch, as he leapt over the side of the carousel. 

They saw him walk steadily away, the only moving thing in the blurred, silent 

landscape. Soon he was just a hazy dot, and then they could see him no more. 

(cont.) “They should never’ve given the grade twos between-zone travel capacity 

…” 
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Page 74-75 

“I’m good with cars. I like old machines.” The Shark brought out the words 

hesitantly, almost as if her were shy. 

The old woman looked into his eyes for a few seconds, the nodded as if satisfied. 

“Very good,” she said briskly. “I should not have doubted. I must confess I 

wondered why you came. Now my question is answered. Please come with me.” 

 

Q. Choose one of the situations and answer the following; 

 - Who is involved? 

- What has happened? 

 - What problem has been caused/solved? 

 - How might this affect the story? 

Chapter Twelve – Waiting 

Page 78  

“Once I’m home, see,” he said, “bang, into the safe goes this little lot.” He pulled 

out the yellow sheets of paper from his pocket and waved them under Mr 

Angelo’s nose. “Seven years later – bang, out the come again, see? I use the info 

to make a few bets, and bang for the third and last time – I’m a millionaire. Get 

the picture?” 

“Ah – is that allowed?” said Mr Angelo, after a short silence. 

Q. Do you think it’s right to use information you found in the future to make money for 

yourself? Why/why not? 

 

Chapter Thirteen – The Riders Decide 

In this chapter the riders must decide if they will go back into the past to drop Davy 

back in the time he belongs, but risk not being able to get back to their own time 

themselves, or to go back to their own time and risk Davy vanishing into nothing. 

Q. Think, pair, share. How would you vote? 
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Q. What did Mr Angelo say that made people reconsider? Why do you think what he 

said was so powerful? 

Chapter Fourteen – “Won’t I See You Any More?”   

Q. In this chapter, Jo comes to an important realization. What did she realise? What 

evidence from the passage supports your answer? 

Chapter Fifteen – The Fine Print 

Page 101 

Mrs D shook her head. “The sign makes it perfectly clear that they should not 

expect to remember with their conscious minds. After all, they must realise 

what complications and difficulties that would cause …” 

Q. What does Mrs D mean by this statement? If this is the case, what is the point of 

them being able to see seven years into the future? 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen – “I Just Have This Feeling…” 

Page 106 

“I always somehow pictured you as the age you are now. It was as though I’d 

seen you, grown up, before you were even born. Isn’t that strange?” 

Q. Now having read the book, do you think what Jo’s mum said is strange? Why/why 

not? What might have happened to Jo’s mum? 

Q. Why did a ‘some idea danced at the fringes of her (Jo’s) mind’? 

Chapter Seventeen – Kid’s Stuff? 

Draw a web showing how what happened seven years in the future connects with what 

is happening in this chapter and the different people involved. Be sure to include the 

bank, the manager of the bank, Jo, Davy and Simon (as a minimum). 

 

 

 

 



 
These notes may be reproduced free of charge for use and study within schools but they may not be 

reproduced (either in whole or in part) and offered for commercial sale. 

       
Page 13 

Research Task 

Biography 

For this task you will be using a computer to find information on the internet. 

Open discussion: How do you know if a website is a trustworthy website? 

Research who Emily Rodda is. As a class, or in small groups, brainstorm what sort of 

information you should find when writing a short biography on someone. 

Q. Why do you think she chose to write adult fiction under her own name, but 

children’s fiction under a pseudonym? 

 

 

 

Subject Specific Tasks 

Visual Literacy 

Analysing height and angles 

Look at the picture on page 3 and answer 

the following questions. 

Q. From what height are we viewing the 

picture? Are we viewing the picture from 

the air? From the ground? From Jo’s height? 

Q. What angle are we viewing the picture? 

From the side? From straight on?  

Now go back to your answers and think why 

those choices were made. What effect do 

they create?  
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Analysing movement 

Look at the picture on page 37. List at least three ways movement is shown in the 

picture. 
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Analysing picture composition 

Look at the picture on page 53. Where is Mr Angelo standing? Where are the other 

people standing? Who are the main two subjects of the picture? How do we know? (Mr 

Angelo is relatively larger and in the foreground, he is the same height as the entire 

picture, so we know he is important. His daughter is the focus of most people’s gaze, so 

as we follow where everyone is looking, we too are drawn to look at her.) 
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Analysing meaning 

Look at the picture on page 79. Pay particular attention to the way the two people are 

standing, where their arms are, where they are looking, their facial expressions. What 

does this tell us about what is happening and how they are feeling? 

 

 

 

Challenge! 

Put what you have learnt about picture composition into practice. Create a picture to 

represent one of you favourite passages from the text. Remember to use height, angle, 

movement and composition to help convey the mood and what is happening. 
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Digital Technology, Drama and Visual Art 

Create either a book review or a book advertisement for The Best Kept Secret. 

Questions to consider; 

What do you need to do, before filming? (e.g. write a script, collect props, choose 

location) 

What camera angle would be best to use? Do you need more than one camera angle? 

Consider lighting. Is natural lighting better, or should you film indoors? 

How will you limit unnecessary background noise? 

What software will you use to edit your video? 

Will you use music in your video? What are the copyright laws around using music? 

 

Digital Technology 

Twitter can be great ways to connect with other readers. Together with your teacher, 

or your parents, create a conversation about what you’ve read or follow the thread 

that others have generated, by using the hastags #emilyrodda #harpercollinsaustralia 

or the tags @EmilyRodda @harpercolins.au  

 

 

NOTES PREPARED BY  

Nadia McCallum completed a Bachelor of Arts majoring in Psychology and Sociology, 
before going on to complete a Masters of Teaching which she finished with Honours. 
She has taught in the Catholic, Government and Independent school systems at a 
Primary School level. Nadia has a special interest in the explicit teaching of thinking 
skills in order to develop critical thinkers who actively explore, engage with and learn 
about the world around them and themselves. Nadia works as an education consultant 
advising schools and speaking at conferences on curriculum differentiation and 
assessment. 


