Paka Mdogo – Little Cat

Literacy Study Unit for Years 4-6

Notes for Teachers
Here is a sample chapter from Paka Mdogo - Little Cat by H. S. Toshack, together with its Strategies-based literacy tasks. It is designed to be used as
a stand-alone resource (children don’t need to have read the book), demonstrating how the reading of a novel in class can be supplemented, and the
experience deepened for children, by the used of carefully-constructed and challenging questions taking readers further into the text, on a page-bypage and then a whole-chapter basis.
Teachers wishing to use the resource will need to make a single copy for themselves, and a class set of the sample chapter and pupil worksheets.
It is strongly recommended that teachers read at least the opening pages to the class in order to get them into the story (read a page, ask them to
answer the linked question, and so on). The class can then read the remainder of the chapter themselves, and complete the study tasks.
Questions can be asked, and short answers given, either orally or in writing (in workbooks or in the spaces provided on the worksheets); longer written
answers can be continued on the reverse of the worksheets, if they are single-side printed.
An alternative, of course, if the class has easy computer access, is to present the chapter and study tasks on-screen, and allow children to answer in a
separate on-screen document, in workbooks, or orally.
All the class need know about ‘the story so far’ is that Sheena is a clever and cheeky little black-and-white cat who has stowed away in
the Allen Family’s Land Rover when they set off on a safari into Baragandiri National Park, in Africa.
Sheena becomes separated from the family, and learns to her horror that Nyanya, an old but ferocious lioness, is planning to attack Amy
and Thomas (the Allen children) while they are asleep in their tent.
She secretly follows Nyanya, hoping to find a way of interfering with her plans; but then something goes wrong…

For more resources, and more information about the Paka Mdogo series, go to http://www.litworks.com/childrens.php
We’d be pleased to have teacher comments on the unit, as either a classroom or a home study resource: wordsmith@clix.pt

Chapter Thirteen: Chatu
Sheena did not sleep. There was too much at stake. She did not
know for certain that Nyanya wouldn’t leave the acacia tree
before morning: old animals, like old people, don’t like to sleep a
lot, as if that’s a waste of whatever time they have left; and The
Old One might prefer to wander through the later part of the
night.
So she was ready when, just as the line of the plains to the
East was beginning to show against a brightening sky, Nyanya got
up slowly and stiffly, shook herself and walked over to the driedup pool.
Sheena knew she too would have to drink there before they
set off, even if the water wasn’t much more than runny mud and
she would have to suck it in through her teeth to keep the worst
of the grit out of her mouth.
She had no idea how far they would be travelling that day.
That was up to Nyanya. Everything was up to Nyanya…for the
moment.
She moved down to ground level – with care, so as not to
attract Nyanya’s attention. She then peered cautiously round the
tree trunk. Nyanya was still drinking. Watching her made Sheena
thirsty. She crept two trees nearer to the pool.
Then, ‘Crash!’ something very heavy fell on her from above,
flattening her to the ground and pinning her there so that she
couldn’t move. It felt as if she was underneath a thick tree branch
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The breath had been knocked from her body and she had to gasp
once, twice, then three times before she could start to wriggle
free.
Wriggle she did, and succeed she nearly did also, squirming
out backwards from beneath the crushing weight. But, ‘Crash!’
again, and another branch fell on her.
‘Is the tree coming down bit by bit?’ she thought desperately.
She continued to struggle, and kicked out with her back legs;
but then she felt herself seized by the hind quarters, just past her
bob of a tail. Sharp teeth, although small, penetrated her skin
through the fur. Then they took hold further along her body and
her back legs too were gripped so that she could no longer kick.
There was something awful and slow about this bite, as though
the creature that held her was in no hurry.
Her face had been forced down into the dust so that she could
see out of only one eye. Part of what was on top of her lay
directly in front of that eye. It didn’t look like a tree branch at all.
It was olive-green with brown patches outlined in yellow. And it
moved, rolling and sliding past her and then partly over her so
that she felt its great heaviness once more.
What with the weight pressing down on her and the grip on
her back half she could barely move. She managed to twist
around slightly and look down her body. Then she knew.
She was being held tight in the jaws of a massive snake.
It was a python.
Pythons live mainly in holes in the ground. but sometimes
climb trees and drop down on unsuspecting animals underneath.
Sheena had been unsuspecting and now she was certainly
underneath – underneath the snake…and partly inside it already.
This was very different from the other encounters she had had
in the Park. This was much more serious – and also more painful:
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although the teeth had not gone far into her flesh, she was being
squeezed by the jaws. As if that wasn’t bad enough she now felt
herself being rolled over, and a scaly and heavy coil wrapped itself
around her upper body.
She couldn’t run away because she was already caught. She
couldn’t wriggle out of the snake’s coils because she couldn’t
wriggle. She probably wouldn’t be able to talk her way out of
things either, since conversation with her captor would be
difficult – she had hardly any breath in her body and the python
had a cat stuffed half way into its mouth.
At least her head was up off the ground now, and she could
see more clearly. Not that that helped; in fact it frightened her
even more.
The head that held her in its grip was square and scaly. She
was looking directly into its eyes, which were cold and gleaming.
A diamond-shaped marking covered its head, with the point
touching its nose (no more than two small holes in the bony
snout). Sheena was terrified to see the bottom half of her body,
of which she was very fond, disappearing down a throat that
seemed to be stretching to receive her as she was dragged slowly
into the smooth, clammy tunnel of the snake’s insides by muscles
she could feel working in ripples down her legs.
At the same time the coil around her chest began to tighten,
and she remembered that pythons are what are called
constrictors: they kill their prey not by biting them (they aren’t
poisonous) but by squeezing them to death. Then they squeeze
them some more to crush their bones so that they’re easier to
swallow.
‘Well, well.’
Sheena knew the voice, slightly quavering, slightly sneering. It
was Nyanya’s. The old lion was standing very close, muddy slime
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still dripping from her jaws.

‘So Chatu’s got you. That’s what comes of snooping. Don’t
think I didn’t know you were behind me last night. But I can’t
imagine why you’d want to trail around after me. It’s not as if I
was going to be catching juicy impala and leaving bits lying round
for you to scavenge. What did you want?’
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Sheena wasn’t very happy to hear Nyanya use the past tense,
did, as if all Sheena’s wanting was now over.
‘Sorry, can’t talk,’ she gasped. Every time she breathed out, the
coil around her chest tightened a little, so that when she tried to
breathe in again her lungs wouldn’t expand as far as they had the
time before. Soon she wouldn’t be able to breathe at all.
‘Need help.’
Gasp.
‘Sorry, can’t give you any!’ said Nyanya. ‘You’re well on your
way down to Chatu’s little mottled sock. And even if I could have
helped you I would have been more likely to help myself to you:
you look as if you might have been quite a tasty little snack.’
Lots of past tenses again: ‘could have helped’, ‘might have
been’, and so on. Nyanya needed some grammar lessons; or
lessons in how to assist relatives in distress; or lessons in how
little cats don’t give up easily.
‘But…’
‘Sorry again – got to go: I’m having some people for supper.’
At those words Sheena began struggling again, even more
violently. Nyanya was getting away; and Sheena knew who ‘some
people’ were.
The lion walked steadily off, out of Sheena’s line of vision.
Sheena stretched her neck to watch her go. That was a bad move,
because it elongated her body slightly, and the coils tightened
once more.
‘Got to…get out of…this.’
Sheena gasped again. Cats might have nine lives – but how
many gasps would she be allowed before she used up one of the
nine?
First of all she had to stop the slide: she wanted to go NO
further into the python.
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She remembered an old riddle Amy had had difficulty in
understanding since she’d never lived in a house with a chimney:
‘What can go up a chimney down but not down a chimney up?’
She forced her back legs to straighten against the squeeze from
the python’s throat, and locked her joints like the spokes of an
umbrella. At the same time she dug into the sides of the throat
with her back claws.
Now the bottom half of her body couldn’t be drawn in any
further. But the top half was still being crushed, without mercy.
Then she saw two more lengths of the snake’s body sliding
slowly past her, in opposite directions. The one closer to her head
came to a pointed end. It was the python’s tail.
Sheena knew that if a python manages to wrap its tail around
something solid, it can squeeze with much more force. Maybe the
python was reaching out with its tail towards the trunk of the
tree, and her problem was about to get even worse.
So she twisted her head sideways until she could get her
mouth around the last few inches of the tail. Then she bit.
The snake writhed. What that meant as far as Sheena was
concerned was that she was rolled over and over in the snake’s
coils until she was dizzy; and when the writhing stopped she was
upside down. The coils hadn’t got any tighter; but they hadn’t
slackened at all either.
She had managed to hold onto the tail with her teeth. She took
more of it into her mouth and bit again, more deeply this time.
More writhing. Now she was the right way up, but still held
tightly.
The mouthful of tail didn’t stop her from talking. She found it
was possible, by turning her head sideways, to speak out of the
corner of her mouth. She might be about to be transferred from
the Department of Espionage to the Mincery of the Interior, but
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she was going to give the python a problem or two of its own
first.
‘Hello! Hello Out There!’
(There was enough of her In to make ‘Out There’ quite
appropriate.)
‘Hello! Hiss if you can hear me!’
What with her shortage of breath and the contortions of her
mouth Sheena wasn’t sure she was making any intelligible sounds.
But the snake hissed. Sheena felt the rush of cold air along her
sides.
‘Ssssssss.’
‘Ok. Now we’re going to talk. Hiss once for yes and twice for
no. Do you understand?’
‘Ssssssss.’
That’s no good! I can’t tell whether that’s one hiss or two! Try
one again!’
‘Sssssssss.’
‘Now try two. Remember your full stops and capitals.’
‘Ssss. Ssss.’
There was some hope here. Sheena felt as if she was beginning
to take control; and the python was doing what it was told.
Maybe its tail was very tender.
‘Good. So let’s try a little test. Does this hurt?’
She bit hard. There were lots of loud hisses, all running into
each other.
‘Sorry, that confused the hissue.
‘But now you know where we lie: half way into each other.
That means we can hurt each other if we want.
‘We can also eat each other if we want. You can swallow me
and I can swallow you until we meet in the middle, eye to eye. All
we’ll be able to do after that is roll around in the grass until we’re
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stepped on by an elephant.’
This was all nonsense, she knew; but pythons weren’t very
smart – she’d heard them described as very primitive snakes –
and she’d much rather this one swallowed her nonsense than
swallowed her. So to prove her point she grabbed the tail an inch
further along. She had to open her throat to do so, but as a cat
she was able to do that so that she could swallow birds and mice
whole.
‘This is a classic tails I lose, tails you lose situation,
understand?’
‘Ssssssss.’
‘So why don’t we just both let go?’
‘Can’t.’
The snake’s voice was very gurgly and strangled; but at least it
was managing to speak.
‘Why not?’
‘One-way throat. Got to swallow you all the way and digest
you before I can bring your bones back up.’
That was a journey, and a transformation, Sheena did not at all
fancy.
‘One-way throat? Turn the sign around,’ she suggested.
‘Can’t. Got to wait for my digestive juices to do their job first.’
Then Sheena had an idea. Jamming her back legs across the
python’s throat had taken some of the pressure off her hind
quarters. She found she could move her tail. For once she was
glad it was only a stump with a furry fuzz on it. She was
remembering the monitor lizard’s trick with the millipede.
She began to move her tail gently as if it was a brush and she
was painting the python’s throat with delicate strokes. Stroke,
stroke, stroke.
She felt the python’s muscles begin to relax.
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Stroke, stroke, stroke, stroke.
The muscles began to ripple once more, but this time up
rather than down.
Stroke, stroke, stroke, stroke, stroke, stroke.
Sheena found that her whole body was being urged forward,
carried out of the python’s mouth until she flopped out onto the
ground, slightly slimy, slightly crushed and with a few punctures
in her bum, but otherwise fine.
She had no time to waste. It seemed a lifetime (and nearly had
been) since Nyanya had disappeared. But with her natural cat
politeness (which if you understand cats you will know is never
very far away from cat unpoliteness) she felt she should formalise
her farewell to the snake. She wanted to bring closure to what
had been a most unpleasant experience.
‘Very squeezed to meet you. Had an absolutely gripping time.’
‘My pressure,’ replied the python, with more wit than Sheena
had expected.
And so they parted, like two animals – or people for that
matter – who have met and matched each other and hope never
to meet again.
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Chapter Thirteen: Chatu – Study Tasks (Class Copy)
Page by Page (Strand 7 – Understand and interpret texts):
Page
139

140

141

142
143

144

Task
The sudden event at the end of this page comes as
even more of a shock because Sheena has just been
behaving so cautiously. In what ways has she been
doing that?
Explain why the fact that the bite is slow makes it
also seem ‘awful’.
Almost everything on this page suggests that things
are very bad for Sheena; one detail, however, near
the beginning of the page, notes something that
could have been even worse. What is it?
a) Where has Nyanya just come from?
b) Why do you think she has come?
Sheena thinks Nyanya needs lessons of one kind or
another. Which of the following is NOT a reason
why Sheena thinks that?
a) Because she needs to learn which animals make
tasty food and which don’t.
b) Because she is using lots of past tenses, as if
Sheena’s story is over (and Sheena thinks it isn’t,
yet).
c) Because she needs to learn that even little cats
have a great determination to survive.
d) Because although she is a Big Cat, she is still a
cat, and she should have been willing to help Sheena
for that reason alone.
What suggests that Sheena has managed to retain
something of her sense of humour (even if it’s grim
humour)?

Responses
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Why does Sheena tell the python to remember its
full stops and capitals?
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a) What journey, and b) what transformation,
do not appeal to Sheena?
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Both Sheena and the python play on words at the
end of the page. What other words do they have in
mind, when they use each of the following?
a) squeezed.
b) gripping.
c) pressure.

Whole Chapter (Other Strands):
Strands
Task
Responses
1. Speaking
In pairs or a group, stage an interview in
(You can use this space to make a list of the signals you have agreed on, to help
2. Listening and which one of you asks questions and the
you remember them.)
responding
other(s) respond(s), not with words but
with a set of signals agreed beforehand
(like Chatu’s ‘Ssssssss’ for ‘Yes’ and ‘Ssss.
Ssss’ for ‘No’). You can include signals for
more than those two words – for ‘Maybe’,
‘You’, ‘Me’ and so on – but the questioners
will have to make sure they ask questions
that can be answered with one of them.
6. Word
Pythons are ‘constrictors’ – they kill their
structure and
prey by constricting their breathing.
spelling
a) Can you see the root word from which it
is derived?
b) Use the root word, and any other related
words you can think of, in sentences of
your own.

9. Creating and
shaping texts

Throughout this page two opposing sets of
forces are in conflict: those that are trying
to keep Sheena from moving, and Sheena’s
own attempts to move.
a) Make a list of the words and phrases
that tell us she is being stopped from
moving.
b) Make a list of the words and phrases
telling us how she struggles.
The comparative length of the two lists
might suggest which side is likely to win in
the end.
c) Write a paragraph describing a struggle
between two opposing forces. Use two sets
of words and phrases to represent the two
sides, and intersperse them (mix them up,
taking one from one set then one from the
other) to show how the struggle moves
backwards and forwards.

10. Text
structure and
organisation

a) Examine the structure of the sentences
in the paragraph at the end of Page 140
(beginning ‘This was very different’). What
do you notice about how the sentences
begin?
b) Now examine the structure of the
sentences in the first complete paragraph
on Page 141. What do you notice about
how these sentences begin?
c) What is the overall effect of that?
d) Write a paragraph of your own, with
three or more sentences all beginning in
the same, or a similar, way. It can be about
anything you like, but you should try to
create a sense of climax and finality.

Questions on the illustrations:
Page
142

Task
Which details in this drawing make it horrifying?

Responses

Personal writing:
Task
Sheena helps herself out of this tricky situation by remembering two things. What are they? Write about a time when you were in a tricky
situation and got out of it by remembering something useful.

Chapter Thirteen: Chatu – Study Tasks (Teaching Copy)
The indicator in the ‘Level’ (= ‘Year Level’) column suggests an approximate measure of difficulty.
Page by Page (Strand 7 – Understand and interpret texts):
Page
139

Level
5

140

5

141

5

142

4

143

5

Task
The sudden event at the end of this page comes as
even more of a shock because Sheena has just been
behaving so cautiously. In what ways has she been
doing that?
Explain why the fact that the bite is slow makes it
also seem ‘awful’.
Almost everything on this page suggests that things
are very bad for Sheena; one detail, however, near
the beginning of the page, notes something that
could have been even worse. What is it?
a) Where has Nyanya just come from?
b) Why do you think she has come?

Suggested responses, teaching notes
She has not slept, but has kept watch instead.
She has climbed down carefully from the tree.
She has peered round the trunk.
She has crept closer to the pool.
The creature biting her is in no hurry, suggesting that it is confident
that she can not escape.
The python’s teeth have not gone a long way into her.





a) The muddy pool.
b)
 To find out why Sheena was following her.
 To gloat – make Sheena feel stupid for having been caught while
‘snooping’.

Sheena thinks Nyanya needs lessons of one kind or a) Because she needs to learn which animals make tasty food and
another. Which of the following is NOT a reason
which don’t.
why Sheena thinks that?
a) Because she needs to learn which animals make
tasty food and which don’t.
b) Because she is using lots of past tenses, as if
Sheena’s story is over (and Sheena thinks it isn’t,
yet).
c) Because she needs to learn that even little cats
have a great determination to survive.
d) Because although she is a Big Cat, she is still a
cat, and she should have been willing to help Sheena
for that reason alone.
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5

145

4

146

4
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6

What suggests that Sheena has managed to retain
something of her sense of humour (even if it’s grim
humour)?
Why does Sheena tell the python to remember its
full stops and capitals?

a) What journey, and b) what transformation,
do not appeal to Sheena?
Both Sheena and the python play on words at the
end of the page. What other words do they have in
mind, when they use each of the following?
a) squeezed b) gripping c) pressure.

Her joke at the end of the page. ‘The Mincery of the Interior’ is of
course a play (pun) on the similar-sounding phrase ‘The Ministry of
the Interior’.
Because it needs to break its long sounds into short ones to make
them easier to understand.
[Additional teaching opportunity: A reminder of how full stops and capitals work
– by separating a word or group of words (not only complete sentences) that make
sense on their own.]
a) The journey down into the python’s stomach and back again.
b) The transformation from a live animal into a collection of bones.
a) Pleased
b) Ripping
c) Pleasure

Whole Chapter (Other Strands):
Strands
1. Speaking
2. Listening and
responding

6. Word
structure and
spelling

Level
4

6

Task
In pairs or a group, stage an interview in
which one of you asks questions and the
other(s) respond(s), not with words but
with a set of signals agreed beforehand
(like Chatu’s ‘Ssssssss’ for ‘Yes’ and ‘Ssss.
Ssss’ for ‘No’). You can include signals for
more than those two words – for ‘Maybe’,
‘You’, ‘Me’ and so on – but the questioners
will have to make sure they ask questions
that can be answered with one of them.
Pythons are ‘constrictors’ – they kill their
prey by constricting their breathing.
a) Can you see the root word from which it
is derived?
b) Use the root word, and any other related
words you can think of, in sentences of
your own.

Suggested responses; additional teaching opportunities; notes

a) Strict (tight, narrow).
b) [Teaching examples]:
 His mother was very strict.
 His father treated him just as strictly.
 They placed lots of restrictions on what he could do at night.
 They laid down stringent rules about what time he had to come home.
 He was tired of his restrictive home environment.

9. Creating and
shaping texts

10. Text
structure and
organisation

5

6

Throughout this page two opposing sets of
forces are in conflict: those that are trying
to keep Sheena from moving, and Sheena’s
own attempts to move.
a) Make a list of the words and phrases
that tell us she is being stopped from
moving.
b) Make a list of the words and phrases
telling us how she struggles.
The comparative length of the two lists
might suggest which side is likely to win in
the end.
c) Write a paragraph describing a struggle
between two opposing forces. Use two sets
of words and phrases to represent the two
sides, and intersperse them (mix them up,
taking one from one set then one from the
other) to show how the struggle moves
backwards and forwards.

a) Examine the structure of the sentences
in the paragraph at the end of Page 140
(beginning ‘This was very different’). What
do you notice about how the sentences
begin?
b) Now examine the structure of the

a)














Pinning
Couldn’t move
Crushing weight
Seized
Took hold
Gripped
Bite
Forced down into the dust
Great heaviness
Weight pressing down on her
The grip on her back half
Held tight
Underneath the snake

b)
Wriggle
Wriggle
Squirming
Continued to struggle
Kicked out
Twist around
[Additional teaching opportunity: The important thing to notice is how the two sets
of words and phrases are interwoven through the whole account, so that there is a
continual tension in the narrative, a sense of things pulling against each other.]
c) [Teaching example: Climbing a mountain slope against wind and snow coming
down from the peak. Two sets of words (a selection only to be used)…
Crawl, force, heave, lean against, push, resist, shoulder (as a verb), strain, strength,
struggle, thrust, withstand
Batter, bear down on, beat, blast, blow, bully, heavy, lean on, powerful, press down
on, shake, swirl around, unbalance, weight.]
a) They begin in very similar ways (‘This was…This was...As if that
was…’)
b) Their beginnings are even more similar (‘She couldn’t…She
couldn’t…She probably wouldn’t…’)
c) There’s a rising tension in the first paragraph, leading to what seems
finality in the second: each of the page’s last three sentences reads like







sentences in the first complete paragraph
on Page 141. What do you notice about
how these sentences begin?
c) What is the overall effect of that?
d) Write a paragraph of your own, with
three or more sentences all beginning in
the same, or a similar, way. It can be about
anything you like, but you should try to
create a sense of climax and finality.

a blow, pinning Sheena down with no hope of escape.
d) [Teaching example: ‘The fire roared closer. The flames of the fire rose higher.
The fire reached out for him. The fire would not be denied, and would devour him.
The flames of the fire engulfed him, and he was gone.’ Further suggestion: a rising
flood.]

Possibly new vocabulary:
constrictors
mottled
elongated
contortions
intelligible
formalize
Questions on the illustrations:
Page
142

Task
Which details in this drawing make it horrifying?







Suggested responses, teaching notes
The sight of Sheena half-way into the python.
The despair on Sheena’s face.
The nastiness on Nyanya’s face.
The python’s small, cold eyes.
Sheena’s paw waving in the air as if she is asking for help.

Student writing:
Task
Sheena helps herself out of this tricky situation by remembering two
things. What are they? Write about a time when you were in a tricky
situation and got out of it by remembering something useful.

Suggested responses, teaching notes
 The umbrella riddle.
 The monitor lizard’s trick with the millipede.
Students can recount either an actual episode or a fictional one. The ‘thing
remembered’ could be a fact (including a scientific fact), or a previous experience, or
a piece of advice.

