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I am drowning in this roaring silence. 

I am drowning. 

I’m going to die. 

I look up through the grey-white shimmer of the 
swimming pool water.  High, high above I can see where 

the quality of the light changes.  The surface. But it is 
metres above me.  It might as well be kilometres. The 

chlorine stings my eyes.  My lungs are on fire.  

Just one breath. Just one. 

Overview
for

teachers



Context

About the author
Malorie Blackman’s parents migrated to England from Barbados in 1960 and two years later 
Malorie was born in London where she continued to live for much of her life.  A compulsive 
reader and writer from a very early age, it seems Malorie was always destined to become an 
author.  However, after being badly advised by a careers officer, she initially ended up studying 
Computer Science at Thames Polytechnic. However, while working in computing she continued 
to write and published her first book in 1990.  It was then she became a full time writer...and a 
prolific one at that!  She has written over fifty books for children and young adults, probably her 
most well-known being Noughts and Crosses, as well as plays and television scripts.  Imaginative 
and sometimes controversial in subject matter, her books are hugely popular.  She has won 
many awards, including an OBE in 2008 for services to children’s literature and was Children’s 
Laureate 2013–2015. She has even been described by The Times as ‘a national treasure’.  

Malorie Blackman lives in Kent with her husband and daughter and continues to publish exciting 
novels.

 
What’s the story about?
After catching a viral infection, thirteen-year-old Cameron Kelsey needs a heart transplant to 
survive. With a shortage of donor human hearts, a ground-breaking xenotransplant opportunity, 
spear-headed by Dr Bryce, is offered him – but it is risky, the first of its kind and it means he will 
have the heart of a genetically engineered pig called Trudy.  

After much deliberation, Cameron decides to go ahead with the operation – perhaps it may put 
an end to his parent’s constant arguing – and to everyone’s relief it is a huge success.  Due to the 
sensitive nature of the project, Cameron and his family had been asked not to tell anyone about 
the operation, but trusting his best friend Marlon implicitly, Cameron had confided in him.  

Unfortunately for all concerned, Marlon’s poverty-stricken father sold the unique story to the 
tabloids to halt the repossession of his house. As a result, when Cameron and his family leave 
the hospital, chaos, mistrust and anger ensues. The family are hounded by the press, deluged by 
hate-mail and things at school are difficult to say the least.  Cameron has to deal with the hurt 
of prejudiced and misguided views as well as his own anger towards Marlon. Understandably, 
Cameron finds it all hard to cope with and doesn’t always act graciously.  However, being the 
great kid that he is, his common decency is not lost for long and he forgives Marlon.

In his attempts to take command of his body again and be normal, Cameron resumes playing 
‘Daredevil Dive’ at the swimming baths with his friends – to a fanatical level.  Ignoring the 
warning signs that his body is rejecting his new heart, Cameron nonetheless is determined to 
touch the bottom of the pool.  He does, but almost drowns as a consequence had it not been for 
Marlon who saves his life.  Waking up in hospital, it is confirmed that unless he has another 
pig-heart transplant he will only have a matter of months to live. With an initial feeling of 
self-pity, Cameron decides against it, but realising that life is worth fighting for after the death of 
his beloved Nan, he changes his mind and hopes one day to see his baby brother or sister soon.
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Themes to look out for
• Ethics of transplants

• Genetic engineering and animal experimentation

• Relationships 

• Value of life

• Choices

• Forgiveness

• Communication
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Presentation of character is
achieved through
• What the character says
• What the character does
• What other characters say about them
• How other characters react to them
• How they are described in the narrative

Literary techniques

Characters
Cameron Kelsey
Cameron is a typical boy in a very untypical situation.  His relationship with his heart propels the 
narrative and he is determined to be master of his body rather than his body commanding him – typified 
by turning his Daredevil dives into a personal challenge.  Water is also where he finds a sense of 
tranquility in a world of noise, family arguments and mental stress.

An easy-going, loving and caring boy who sees the world ‘half full’, he has a wonderful relationship 
with his nan, shares his homework with anybody and everybody, wants to see his parents happy 
and longs to see his unborn sibling.  However, after his operation, he experiences a gamut of more 
self-destructive emotions as he struggles to cope with his unusual situation and the uneducated or 
hostile responses of others.  At times he behaves arrogantly and hurtfully, has a bout of self-pity and is 
full of rage, though he cannot quite pinpoint why.  Innately a reflective, decent person, it doesn’t take 
him long to realise and regret his actions.  A realistically-drawn character who matures through the 
novel and ends in an optimistic, life-affirming frame of mind.  

Catherine Kelsey and Michael Kelsey
A spikey, fiery character, Cameron’s mother is a force to be reckoned with.  With a ‘lemon-bitter’ 
voice that ‘chilled like liquid nitrogen’, she is portrayed primarily through the way she speaks: ‘Mum 
scoffed’, ‘Mum’s voice held quiet fury’ and ‘…asked mum bitterly’ – all of which emphasise her stress 
and anger at the situation she finds herself in.  This is in direct contrast to her husband’s speech patterns 
of ‘said’, ‘asked’ and ‘replied’  suggesting a far calmer character who internalises his feelings. 

In their own way, both struggle with communication, though Cameron’s father perhaps more so than 
his mother.  He is the one who wrote the letter to Dr Bryce without informing anyone and he is the one 
who cannot open up fully to Cameron before his operation (unlike his mother who openly tells him how 
much she loves him).  

Both parents evidently love their son and want the best for him.  They have a strong sense of right and 
wrong which they are keen to instill in Cameron.  For example, they are not drawn into accepting large 
amounts of money from the tabloids as they are able to see the destructive consequences this would 
inevitably bring.  As Mrs Kelsey wisely said to Cameron, ‘Money can do a lot of good things.  Money 
isn’t the root of all evil.  Love of money is the root of all evil…’

Dr Bryce
Clinical, but not cold; detached but not unfeeling, Dr Bryce is one of the few adults in the novel 
who communicates honestly and openly with Cameron.  A product of his profession, he is calm and 
composed and his speech is direct, factual and without emotive language.

Nan
A highly influential character on her grandson, for most of the novel the reader only hears about 
her through Cameron, who quotes her often.  He obviously loves and respects her and her wise 
words are an elixir to him in his times of doubt or crisis.  When the reader eventually meets her, it 
becomes evident that Cameron has inherited her uplifting, optimistic outlook and ‘simple really’ 
world view.  Ironically, her death is what breathes new life into Cameron.  

Marlon
Marlon is protective of his best friend, sometimes clucking over him a little too much for Cameron’s 
liking.  It is therefore something of a shock when he betrays Cameron’s trust.  Blackman uses him 
as a tool to explore the idea of the danger of jumping to conclusions.  Withholding the reasons for 
his betrayal, Cameron and the reader immediately think badly of him, but when Blackman finally 
reveals the real reasons, Cameron and the reader are forced to re-evaluate.  
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Setting

All of the settings in the story have scant attention paid to them – excepting the clinic.  Unlike 
anywhere else in the novel, Blackman describes in detail what the clinic looks like. The intimidating 
MPV with the tinted windows, the security guards and the black control pad with a flashing red 
light all suggest a sense of precaution, intimidation, secrecy and fear which wrenches up the anxiety 
factor for the reader prior to Cameron’s operation.  People walk along ‘long corridors’ ‘briskly’ 
adding to the unfriendly, detached atmosphere.  A sense of dread for Cameron is deepened when he 
sees a suspended barely-beating pig’s heart in a tank – coming face to face with the risky reality the 
reader wonders if Cameron has any chance at all.

Narrative techniques
Pig Heart Boy is a reflective story of choices and their consequences so it is fitting to see it written 
in the first person from the point of view of its central character, Cameron.  This technique gives the 
story a highly personal tone and allows the author to fully investigate and present the very personal 
dilemmas, emotions, doubts and worries experienced by an individual when making important 
choices.  Cyphering the story through Cameron also means that, as in real-life, sometimes the whole 
picture isn’t always unveiled.  For example, it is not until much later in the novel when the real 
motives behind Marlon and his family’s betrayal is revealed, forcing Cameron and the reader to 
re-examine their preconceived judgements.

Structure

The author structures the novel to create tension, suspense, a sense of realism, further insight into 
a character’s mind and to play with the reader’s response and judgement.  

The dramatic opening immediately hooks the reader who is left in suspense for most of the novel 
as the questions the opening tantalisingly throws up are answered.  Who is Alex?  When did 
these events happen?  Does Cameron drown?   The author connects the opening events to other 
‘swimming pool’ sections in the novel with the repetition of language. For instance, in the opening, 
Cameron’s ‘lungs are burning’, his blood ‘roaring’, his body ‘screaming’ and the chlorine ‘stings’ 
his eyes.  This violent, aggressive imagery is picked up again in the next chapter where the water 
‘stung’ and his blood ‘roared’ and his whole body ‘screaming in angry, pained protest’.  The 
language links tease the reader, intensifying the suspense and the reading experience as we ask 
ourselves, ‘Is this when we will find out what happens?’ 

The addition of letters and the Daily Press front page help to authenticate the novel as well as 
acting as a device to present differing points of view of the emotive issues explored in the story.  
This technique also allows the reader to compare reported events with those already presented in 
the novel, as told by Cameron.  How does the ‘truth’ compare with the report?  

Cameron is at his most open and honest during his private ‘messages’ to his unborn sibling; a 
structural device giving the reader further insight into Cameron’s true state of mind that is not fully 
revealed during his narrative.  This adds another layer to the theme of communication.  How much 
do we decide to reveal to people and why?
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The setting can
• Be a backdrop to the action
• Reflect characters’ experiences
• Symbolise ideas the author wishes to convey
• Have its own culture and values
• Cause conflict and distress

Structure is the order or pattern in which a novel
is put together and should
• Maintain the interest of the reader
• Move the action from one episode to the next
• Arouse a reader’s interest in character or situation
• Create a moment of crisis
• Create expectation or surprise



Language
As mentioned in ‘Structure’, Blackman connects the opening events to other ‘swimming pool’ 
sections in the novel through repeating imagery, for example, in Chapter 1, Cameron’s blood 
is ‘roaring’, his body ‘screaming’ and the chlorine ‘stings’ his eyes.  This violent language is 
picked up again in Chapter 2 where the water ‘stung’ and his blood ‘roared’ and his whole body 
was ‘screaming in angry, pained protest’.  The language links tease the reader, intensifying the 
suspense and the reading experience as we ask ourselves, ‘Is this when we will find out what 
happens?’

While the majority of the novel is written in the past tense, Blackman uses present tense in 
the opening of the novel and for Cameron’s ‘messages’.  This change in tense gives a sense 
of immediacy and encourages the reader to develop a close relationship with the narrator, 
experiencing things at the same time he does.  This also adds to a feeling of lack of control.  As it 
is happening in the present we have no idea about the future.  

One focus of the novel is the way Cameron deals with his situation and the choices he has to make. 
As a result, Blackman uses questions to present Cameron’s thought processes and dilemmas and 
highlight the difficulties of his decision.   While meeting the pigs at the clinic, Cameron debates 
the ethical impact of his decision: 

‘I did believe animals had rights – just the same as humans. So what was I doing here?  I 
had the answer to that one.  I was trying to save my own life.  And what did that make 
me?  Someone who was the biggest hypocrite in the world, or just someone desperate? 
But what about Trudy? What was her choice?’

Special feature
Inference

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Pig Heart Boy is a novel that deals with heightened emotions and feelings. Throw into the mixture 
a theme that concerns characters’ inability to communicate openly with one another, then it is no 
surprise that inference plays a major role in telling the story. Just like Cameron must infer how 
his parents are feeling from what they say rather than what they do (as he prepares to leave for 
his operation, Cameron observes his father ‘digging in exactly the same spot for the last forty-
five minutes.’), so the reader must sometimes infer from Cameron how he is feeling from what 
he does. For example, after returning home from meeting Trudy and discovering his mother is 
pregnant, Cameron lies ‘…in bed staring out into the darkness’.  In this way, the reader can only 
guess at the truth of each character’s thoughts and feelings, putting the reader in the same position 
as the characters in the book.   
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The underlying meaning of 
a piece of information.
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Activities
for

children
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Ideas for getting started
Engaging with the world of the novel

Before reading

Social and 
historical context

Research the history of organ transplants and the social reaction 
to them.  Next, look into xenotransplantations.  What are the 

pros and cons of this kind of organ transplantation?  What have 
been the social reactions to this?

How does the heart work? What diseases can 
hurt the heart?
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Pictures 
and objects

Explore a selection of photographs showing people with 
different expressions or poses.  See if you can infer what 

each person is feeling and what they might be saying.

Debate
What makes life worth living for you?

How important are animals?  Are they more, less or equal in importance to 
humans?  Why do you say that?

What is trust?  How important is trust?  Could you ever trust someone again 
who you felt had betrayed you?  Are there different levels of betrayal?

Who do you trust most in your life? Why?
How much do you tell people and why?  Why do you tell some people how 
you truly feel, but not others?  What stops you from being open about your 

feelings?  Is being open always a good thing?  

Facts
What is genetic engineering?
What is xenotransplantation?

What year was the first heart transplant? How did people react?
What does betrayal mean?

Find 10 facts about Malorie Blackman.
What facts do you know about the heart?



Stopping places

Things to discuss
Character:  Who might the narrator be?
Who do you think Alex is and what might his or her relationship be to the narrator?

Narrative:  Who do you think is the ‘I’ in the opening chapter?  What do you like or dislike about 
first person narrative?

Language:  The writer chooses to use present tense in this section of the story.  How does it make 
you feel about the events that are unfolding in this section?  How does it affect your relationship with 
the narrator?  
The writer uses short sentences on a line of their own quite a few times.  What does it suggest about 
how the narrator is feeling?  What do you think of this technique?  Where might you use it in your 
own writing?
What does the paradox ‘roaring silence’ suggest to you?  What might it suggest about the story?
How would you describe the tone of the opening section?
The author uses the verbs ‘screaming’, ‘roaring’ and ‘burning’ when describing the effects of drowning 
on the narrator’s body?  How would you describe this imagery?  Do the words have anything in 
common?
Why do you think a ‘tiny part’ of the narrator ‘laughs’?

Structure: What did you like or dislike about the opening?  Does it remind you of anything else you 
have read?
The title of this section is called ‘Consequences’.  What might the section be a consequence of? 
What do you think has happened before this? What do you think will happen next?
How far does the opening of the story hook you?  What more do you want to know?
What do you think has happened at the end of this section?  Why do you say that?

Story: What do you think the rest of the book is going to be like?

Things to do...
Choose a short section from the opening chapter and redraft it changing the present tense into the 
past. Read your work aloud. Does a change of tense alter the way you respond to the events?

The first chapter is a stream of consciousness of the narrator’s mind.  Stream of consciousness shows 
the many different thoughts and feelings which pass through a person’s mind.  Write your own stream 
of consciousness about a situation – it doesn’t have to be as dramatic as the one in Pig-Heart Boy.

1 Read to the end of Chapter 1 
Dying
Focus on...
• Opening of the story, particularly structure 
 and tone

Developing understanding of narrative and literary techniques

During reading

2 Read to the end of Chapter 2 
Ticking
Focus on...
• Initial impressions of Cameron
• Language

Things to discuss
Character:  In what ways is Cameron, the narrator of the story, presented?  What in particular does 
the author focus on when presenting Cameron?  Why do you think she has chosen to focus on his 
relationship with his body? How would you describe Cameron’s relationship with his body?
What do you learn about Marlon?
Imagine you were Cameron.  How do you think you would act and feel in his situation?
How do you feel about Cameron by the end of the chapter?

Setting: How does Blackman present the swimming pool and Cameron’s experiences in it?  Look at 
the imagery she uses to describe it.  Why do you think she has presented it in such an unfriendly way?

Structure: Blackman opens the chapter with noise.  How does this noise set the scene?  How did it 
make you feel when you read it?  How does it make the swimming pool appear?  How does the noise 
affect Cameron?  Blackman follows the opening paragraph with a contrast: ‘Silence’ on a line of its 
own and ‘Peace’, also on a line of its own.  What do you like about this technique?  What might it 
suggest about Cameron?
Do you think this section occurs before or after ‘Consequences’?  Why do you think that? 
Has your reading of Chapter 2 altered your understanding of Chapter 1? If so, how?

Language: What are the language links between Chapter 1 and 2?  Why do you think the author has 
done this?
What do you notice about the tense in this section?  Why do you think the author wrote the first 
section in the present tense, but changed to the past tense for ‘Causes’? 
Cameron states that he feels ‘as if there was a glass wall separating me from the rest of the world.’  
What might this imagery suggest about the way he is feeling?  Have you ever felt like this?
This chapter is called Ticking.  Why might that be? 
What do you think of the final line of Chapter 2? Why do you think the first word is written in 
capital letters?  What effect does combining the last four words have?  What might it suggest about 
Cameron’s future?

Things to do...
Create an emotion chart that shows the differing feelings Cameron experiences in this section.  
Sometimes Cameron explains his emotions, but for most of the time you have to infer from the 
things he does or says.  What do these differing emotions tell you about Cameron?  How complex a 
character is he?

Imagine you are diving into a swimming pool and swimming for a short while underwater.  
Describe how it makes you feel.  Like Blackman, you could begin or end your experience with a 
contrast to the sounds you hear before or after you swim.
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3
Things to discuss
Character:  How are Cameron’s mum and dad presented?  How would you describe their 
relationship?  Why do you think they are behaving that way?
Look at the verbs and adverbs used to describe how Cameron’s mum speaks.  What do they 
suggest about her?  How do they compare to the words used to describe how Cameron’s father 
speaks?
How would you describe Cameron’s relationship with his parents?  
Cameron feels his heart condition is tearing the family apart.  What do you think?
What are your initial impressions of Dr Bryce?  Do you like him? 
Look at Cameron’s parents’ reaction to his decision.  How do you think each is feeling at that 
moment? 
What do you think of Cameron’s decision to have the transplant?  What problems do you foresee 
from his choice?
What do you think of Cameron’s decision to meet Trudy?  What does this decision reveal about 
him? Why do you think he wants to do this?  What consequences do you foresee from his choice?  
What would you have done? 

Structure: Where are you in the scene when Cameron’s parents are arguing?  Are you inside the 
room with them or in the hallway with Cameron?  What effect does overhearing their argument 
have on you?  Why do you think the author chose to present their argument in this way?  Whose 
side are you on in the argument, if any?  Why do you say that? 

Marlon is the only character to explicitly say something in reaction to Cameron’s decision.  Why 
do you think the author has done this?  What might she be trying to highlight? Cameron wasn’t 
meant to tell anyone.  Do you foresee any possible consequences to this action?

Theme: What is your opinion of Dr Bryce’s work?  What do you think is the author’s viewpoint 
of animal experimentation?

Symbolism: How would you describe Cameron’s relationship with water? What does it 
symbolise?

Things to do...
You have looked at some history and issues of transplants in pre-reading.  After reading this section 
is there anything more you would like to find out?  If so, take this opportunity to research further.  
Using your research, imagine you are Cameron and write a pro and con list (or a soliloquy?) 
assessing whether or not you were right to go ahead with a pig-heart transplant.

Write the letter Mr Kelsey’s sent to the newspaper/Dr Bryce.

4 Read to the end of Chapter 9 
Messages
Focus on...
• Presentation of the clinic

Read to the end of Chapter 5 
Decision
Focus on...
• Presentation of Cameron’s parents 
 and Dr Bryce
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Things to discuss
Character:  Cameron spends quite a bit of time considering the dilemma of the transplant when 
he meets Trudy.  What does this tell you about him?  How surprised were you by his ultimate 
decision?  What would you have done in his position?
Look at the reactions to Mrs Kelsey’s pregnancy news.  What can you infer from them?  Look 
particularly at Mr Kelsey’s reaction.  What do you think was going through his mind?  How 
might the news change things in the story?
How do you imagine Cameron gets on with his Nan?  Why do you say that?
How are Cameron’s family presented in this section of the story?  Do your feelings for them 
change at any point during this part of the story?  If so, how?  What did the author do to affect 
the way you felt about each of the characters?
What more do you learn about Cameron during ‘messages’?  Why might his messages to his 
unborn sibling be important in the story? 

Setting: How is the laboratory presented?  Look at how Blackman builds up the presentation 
beginning with the MPV, the reception, the corridors, the lab room and the pens.  What is the 
overriding feeling you have of the place?  How did it affect the way you feel about Cameron’s 
situation?  Do you feel more or less anxious? Why?

Structure: Chapter 7 ends quite bleakly.  What effect does changing the scene in Chapter 8 have 
on the story and you as a reader?  

Story: What do you think Marlon was trying to tell Cameron during ‘Sticky Stewart’s’ lesson?

Things to do...
Write or record your own private message.
Capturing a setting. The laboratory has a distinct clinical feel about it.  Think of another setting 
and describe it, giving it its own distinctive feeling.
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5 Read to the end of Chapter 14 
The First Day
Focus on...
• The use of inference to present character
• The theme of communication

Things to discuss
Character: In Chapter 10, Preparation, Cameron observes that his ‘Dad had been digging in 
exactly the same spot for the last forty-five minutes’.  What might his actions suggest about the 
way he is feeling about Cameron’s looming operation? 
Later, at the end of the chapter, he begins to tell Cameron something but then changes his mind.  
What do you think he wanted to say?  Why do you think he changed his mind?  What do you 
think Cameron would have wanted to hear? 
What other examples of things ‘not said’ can you find in the story?  What do you think the author 
is trying to show using this technique?  How does it make you feel as a reader?  
How true to life is this depiction of the characters?  
Are there things in your own life which you wish you could say but you don’t?  What stops you?    
Is there ever a time when not saying something is better than saying it?
At the end of Chapter 10, Cameron asks, ‘Why couldn’t we both just come out and say what we 
really thought and felt?’  What do you think?
Look at Cameron’s message to Alex at the end of Chapter 12, The Clinic.  What did you find 
most poignant about this message?  How would you describe his attitude in this message?  Do 
you think there is anything he is ‘not saying’ in this message?  If so, what might that be?   What is 
your impression of Cameron after reading this final message before his operation?  How do you 
feel about him as a character?

Structure: Did reading Life Lessons change your view of events in Chapter 1?  Why or why not?
Why do you think the author decided to include the Daily Press’ front page article in the story?  
What are the differences between what has been reported and what you have read so far? How 
does the report affect the way you feel about Cameron’s friend, Marlon?  What might the author 
be trying to say about the press?  What other references are there to the press in this section?  
What do these references suggest about the press?

Story: What do you think the title of Chapter 13, Hurt, is referring to?
Why do you think no one would tell Cameron how the press conference went (Chapter 14)?  
What does this add to the story?  
What do you think is going to happen next in the story?

Things to do...
Write the conversation that Cameron and his father might have had had they opened up to one 
another at the end of Chapter 10.
What do you imagine happened at the press conference?  Script and act out the scene.  Perhaps 
record it. 
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6 Read to the end of Chapter 19 
The Right Moment
Focus on...
• Presentation of the press
• Reactions to Cameron’s heart transplant

Things to discuss
Character: Why do you think Cameron’s mum and dad refused to sell their story to the 
tabloids?  What does this action reveal about them? How far do you agree with them?
How is Cameron presented in this section?  Did your feelings towards him change in any 
way?  If so, how?
In Chapter 18, School, Cameron states, ‘I seemed to be lashing out…and I had no idea why.’  
Why do you think Cameron was behaving this way?  Can you blame him? What would you 
do in his place?  Have you ever felt like this?
What is your opinion of Julie?  What did you think of her reaction to Cameron?
Look at the last paragraph at the end of Chapter 19, The Right Moment.  How might Cameron 
be feeling at this point?  What are your feelings for Cameron at this point? 

Setting:  How important is it to show a scene with Cameron at school after his transplant?

Language:  Look at the way Blackman presents the press again in Chapter 14, The Arrival.  
How does she manage to create a sense of chaos? Look at the words to do with describing 
the press, the way they behave and the sounds they make. If you were the author, what else 
might you add?  
What do the words ‘sharks’, ‘mob’ and ‘braying crowd’ suggest about the press?  
What do you think the author’s viewpoint is of the press?  Why do you say that?

Theme: Is Cameron right not to forgive Marlon?  Why do you say that?  What would you do 
if you were Cameron?

Things to do...
Imagine you are Cameron and write a letter to an agony aunt explaining your situation and the 
many emotions you are experiencing.  Ask for advice on how to cope with your anger, how 
to deal with the prejudice you are experiencing and what you should do about your friendship 
with Marlon.
Write the agony aunt’s response.
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7 Read to the end of the story
Focus on...
• The conclusion of the story

Things to discuss
Character: Which character were you most interested in? Why?
What are your impressions of Cameron’s Nan? Is she what you expected? Why do you 
say that? How does the author show that she is like Cameron?
How would you describe Cameron and his Nan’s relationship? How is it different to the 
one he has with his parents?

Setting:  How important were the settings in the story? How much time did the author 
spend describing settings?

Structure: How did the author link the opening of the story with the events in Chapter 
24, Losing?  What did you like about the idea of linking one part of a book with another?  
What do you think of the idea of starting a novel with an event that happens in the novel’s 
future?
What did you think of the ending? Do you think the last line, ‘This is Cameron Joshua 
Kelsey – signing off’ is a pessimistic or optimistic ending?
What part of the story had the most/least pace for you?  

Narrator:  How helpful was it to have the story told in the first person? 

Story:  What do you think are the themes in the story? Why do you say that?
What was the most emotive scene in the novel for you?
What part of the story could you identify with most?
How would you describe the book to someone who hasn’t read it?
What surprised you most?
What shocked you most?
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After reading
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Create & imagine
Developing a personal response to the novel
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Lifeline
What is important about being alive to you?  Perhaps it’s 

being able to do the same as your friends? 

Cameron says ‘I was always a spectator, never a 
participant. I didn’t call that living. I was alive – but that 

was all.’ Write a reflective piece discussing how important 
life is to you.  Think about what you love about life and 

who or what makes it worth living.

Creature comforts
How do animals help us? Why are they important 
in our lives? Do humans always treat them with 

respect? Share your opinions with others. 

Review
Record a podcast reviewing Pig Heart Boy.  You could 

do this on your own, with a partner or as a group.  

The story is open-ended.  Write your own ending.  

A test of friendship
What makes a good friend? Consider the relationship 

between Cameron and Marlon. How is their 
friendship tested? Has a friendship of yours ever been 
tested? How did you manage the situation? Role play 

conflict situations and how to resolve them. 

Emotions on show
Write a short character piece of no more than 50 words showing (not 

telling) how someone feels.  Pass to a friend and see if they can infer the 
emotions.  How many different words or phrases can they think of?  For 
example, ‘The young boy sat in his chair and clenched his fists until his 

knuckles became white.’  So, how do you think the young boy is feeling? 
Hurt? Angry? Furious? Determined to control themselves?  What is good 

about inference?  What is difficult about inference?



Memorable quotes

‘Better a pig’s heart that works than a human heart that 
doesn’t…Better that than no heart at all.’

I could call Dad and tell him that I didn’t want to meet Dr Bryce 
and that would be the end of that.  Life would go on as normal. 
And I’d be dead before my fourteenth birthday. Or I could go 
downstairs in to the unknown and take it from there. 
I took a deep breath and headed downstairs. 

I wanted to run and dance and swim and do all the other 
things my friends did without having to weigh up the pros and 
cons first. And I was going to get that chance. I was going to 
have the operation and live. 

‘None of you doctors and scientists know exactly what you’re 
letting the rest of us in for.’

For once, I wasn’t aware of my heart.  The world was the 
sensation of warm, running water. And it was so peaceful, so 
good. I smiled, but my smile faded into sadness. For a brief 
but welcome moment I had forgotten why I was there in the 
first place.

Marlon was my best friend, and best friends didn’t do that 
to each other.  Friends didn’t betray each other. Friends 
could keep secrets. 

‘Lie low? We’re not outlaws or criminals.  Why should we 
lie low?’

As I watch the doctor deliver his speech, an icy feeling 
squeezed at my stomach and started to fan out through the 
rest of my body. He made the whole thing sound so cold, so 
clinical. He could’ve been talking about a new make of car 
that would make everyone’s life better or a new brand of 
microwave chip. 

‘Ask the millions of people around the world who are dying 
of heart disease whether or not they think heart transplants 
are a good idea.  I’ll let all those dying people do my talking 
for me.’

   



‘Our son has a year to live – at most. There 
aren’t enough human organ donors to go 

around.  So we have a simple choice. We can 
allow our son to have a pig’s heart or we can 

watch our son die.’



‘A powerful story about friendship, loyalty and family around this 
topical and controversial issue.’ 

The Guardian

‘A tale of courage stretched to the limit.’ 

Times Educational Supplement
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