
Here is a book that will warm the cockles of your heart! Told with 
a huge amount of panache and cartoon-comic brio, this tender, 
life-affirming and very funny philosophical fishy tale explores ideas 
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Stanley Potts. Just an ordinary kid living an ordinary life 
in an ordinary house in an ordinary street, then bang! 

Life turned barmy. It happened overnight. Overview
for

teachers



Context

About the author
Born in 1951, David Almond grew up in a large Catholic household in Felling, Tyne and Wear.  
From an early age he knew he wanted to be a writer and even made the stories he wrote into little 
books.  As with most young boys he dreamed of becoming a footballer too, but lucky for us his 
life took a different direction.  

Almond studied English and American Literature at the University of East Anglia and taught 
for five years.  Afterwards, he spent some time living in a commune in Norfolk and it was here 
he began to write seriously.  Although his first novel was rejected by every publisher in the 
country, he persevered and began writing Skellig instead. Published in 1998, Skellig brought 
Almond critical acclaim, awards and great success.  It has sold worldwide (translated into thirty 
languages), and been turned into a radio play, theatre production, opera and film!  

David Almond has continued to enjoy great success with his writing.  He has been nominated a 
further four more times for the Carnegie Medal and in 2010 was awarded the prestigious Hans 
Christian Anderson Award for writing.

He is a Professor of Creative Writing and continues to write in a cabin at the bottom of his garden.

What’s the story about?
When the shipyards close, the redundant Ernie Potts decides to turn his house into a fish-canning 
factory making his tragically orphaned nephew, Stanley Potts, his lackey.  As Ernie’s success 
grows, so does his mania and his unnatural obsession with all things fish.  At the behest of his 
wife, Annie, Ernie reluctantly acknowledges the boy’s birthday and allows him time off from his 
drudgery to visit the fair.  Here, Stanley begins his own connection with fish.  Entranced by the 
simple beauty of the goldfish he sees on the fair’s hook-a-duck stall and unable to stand the cruel 
and neglectful conditions they are kept in, he works to win all thirteen of them and takes them 
home...where Ernie too becomes greedily entranced by the goldfish.  After a very brief wrestle 
with his conscience, Ernie, in a state of sinister derangement, fries twelve of Stan’s goldfish to 
create a new range of fish products.  

Quietly disgusted by his uncle’s nefarious action, Stanley runs away with the fair, joining Mr 
Dostoyevsky and his grumpy daughter, Nitasha, on the hook-a-duck stall.  In the meantime, 
Ernie and Annie have been evicted from their home/factory for ‘fishy business’ by the 
government’s DAFT Squad (‘Departmint for the Abolishun of Fishy Things’) led by the earnest 
Clarence P. Clapp.
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Stanley finds his feet at the fair, makes friends, starts to blossom and begins to positively influence those 
around him including helping the cynical Nitasha find her true worth.  However, it is not until he meets the 
great Pancho Pirelli - the man who swims with piranhas and survives - that his destiny is sealed!  Chosen 
by Pancho to become his protege, Stanley emerges from the shadows to take centre stage.  With a quiet, 
but huge sense of self-belief, THE Stanley Potts takes the plunge in front of a huge crowd and becomes 
the boy who swims with the piranhas.  Looking on are his aunt, uncle and the DAFT Squad...but it is up 
to you what happens to them.

Themes to look out for
• Destiny

• The power of love and kindness 

• The value of simple things in life 

• Observing and appreciating the everyday

• The corruption of money 

• Self-belief and self-worth

• Journey and change.
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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
Stan
Sad, lonely, meek and mild, Stan is portrayed as something of a lost soul at the beginning of the 
story.  Without much of a voice, he unquestioningly accepts his lot: sleeping in a cupboard and 
starting work at 6am every day.  He is without complaint even though he has a lot to complain 
about.  Although he works hard for his uncle, Stan is no pushover.  He accepts his lot because 
he loves and trusts his Aunt Annie and Uncle Ernie.  However, when the obsessively deranged 
Ernie fiendishly fries his beloved goldfish, Stanley’s quiet yet assertive rejection of his uncle is 
withering.  Choosing to run off to the fair marks the beginning of Stan’s journey in discovering 
himself and his destiny.  Along the way he continues to carry the torch of innocence and trust; 
its light illuminating the lives of those he encounters and endearing him to all.  At the end of the 
story, Stan ultimately epitomizes the idea that every child has a talent and destiny which can be 
fulfilled if only children were urged on to believe they can rather than they can’t.  Comically yet 
beautifully envisioned, Stan’s self-belief leads him to successfully become the boy who swims 
with piranhas, elevating him from the ordinary to the extra-ordinary. 

Ernie
‘Flung out’ from his job, the reader is initially encouraged to feel a sense of pity for Ernie as 
unemployment is an indignity which he cannot bear.  Fortunately though, Ernie discovers he 
is an entrepreneur.  Characterised by a series of verbs, ‘hammered...nailed...drilled...screwed...
lifted...knocked...connected...’, Ernie is a doer...but unfortunately for him and those around him, 
the greedy desire to earn (pun on his name perhaps?) more money becomes a blind obsession 
that tips him into a comic book derangement.  He shouts out his orders and yells and booms.  His 
despicable descent is complete when he surreptitiously fries Stan’s precious goldfish.  He is no 
longer a man at this point, but a repulsive creature that grins maniacally, ‘crouches’, ‘slithers’ and 
‘crawls’.  Evicted for his ‘fishy’ behaviour by the DAFT Squad, he journeys with his wife to find 
Stan and, like Paul on his way to Damascus, he sees the error of his ways and in so doing, becomes 
a man once more.

Clarence P. Clapp Esq.
Not to be taken too seriously as an antagonist, Clarence is a kill-joy jobsworth government official 
who, along with his numb-skull, knuckle-dusting squad of villainous buffoons, does whatever he can 
to stop any ‘fishy’ business.  Satirically portrayed, his spelling is ridiculously awful and his speech 
littered with malapropisms.  He is laughable.  Unfortunately, comic though he may be, he has the 
power to make other people’s lives a misery.  Without any thought, he evicts Ernie and Annie leaving 
them homeless, broke and hungry and turns up at the end threatening to ruin Stan’s destiny.  His 
destiny however, is left entirely in your hands.  

Dostoyevsky
In charge of the hook-a-duck stall, Dostoyevsky is initially a rough and gruff character who couldn’t 
care less about the state the goldfish on his stall are kept in.  Stan’s arrival changes all that and his eyes 
and heart are opened up.  Although he shares some similarities with Ernie (getting Stan up at 6am to 
work), he does grow to genuinely care for the boy and his love for him is encapsulated when he lets 
him do what he wants to do – which is to leave him to go join Pancho Pirello. 

Nitasha
As a result of her mother’s physical desertion and her father’s emotional one, Nitasha’s world has 
become one of hurt, cynicism and bitterness.   She is a hidden, untamed figure to begin with, but Stan’s 
honest innocence has the same positive effect on her as it did on her father.  Finally finding someone 
who genuinely takes an interest in her, she emerges from her dark cocoon, the caravan, to explore 
the world about her once more.  She is a perceptive, feisty girl and is instrumental in helping Stan 
understand what he wants in life.

Pancho Pirelli
Dressed in blue to symbolise his affiliation with all things aquatic, Pancho is a man of mystery and 
an accomplished showman.  As with most of these things, the appearance is more thrilling than the 
reality.  It transpires the kindly and perceptive Pancho is actually from Ashby-de-la-Zouch rather than 
the exotic Orinoco.  However, what he offers Stanley is the idea that you can be whoever you want to 
be.  It is all up to you.
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Setting

Fish Quay Lane environs
Where once stood a shipyard industry giving purpose and pride to those who lived in the area, now 
stands a depressed high street where the gloom and hopelessness of the people is palpable with 
‘shuffling men’ and second-hand shops.  The downcast everyday drudgery also acts as a contrast to 
the enticing exoticness of the fairground for a child like Stan.

House/factory
The house-cum-factory on Fish Quay Lane is a demented medley of machine sound (snip, snap, 
wish, whirr, gush and bubble) deliberately complemented in pitch and rhythm by the diabolical 
excited cries of Ernie: ‘Work faster! Work harder! Oh my wonderful machines! Oh, how I love them! 
Fish fish fish FISH! Machine machine machine MACHINE!’  As the two sounds fuse, so begins 
Ernie’s dehumanisation.

Fairground
To begin with, the fairground is a raucous, intimidating place where Stan steps ‘shyly by’ seemingly 
uncouth characters ‘swigging mugs of tea and [smoking] strange-smelling cigarettes’. The 
hook-a-duck stall is unromantically greasy, gloomy, and ‘murky’ with ‘dirty plastic ducks’, but as is 
so often the case in this story, behind the appearance lies a different reality.  When Stan runs away 
with the fair he discovers that the people, ‘a bunch of what some folk would call vagabonds and 
weirdos’, are, in the magic of the moonlight, an inviting, warm and earthy group, if not somewhat 
unconventional. From then on the sounds of the fair take on a wonderous and joyful vibrancy.
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Narrative techniques
From the very outset of the story, the personable narrative style captures the reader’s interest hook, 
line and sinker.  Addressing the reader directly through the use of the second person ‘You’ and 
a volley of ‘What if...’ questions, the authoritative yet friendly, colloquial narrative voice leaves 
the reader no choice but to imagine the story from Stanley’s point of view and to empathise and 
sympathise with his situation, even before the story gets going.  

The colloquial tone continues as the narrator tells the story in the third person, but with regular 
narrative intrusions for a variety of purposes.  One example of narrative intrusion is at the beginning 
of Chapter 9 in the ‘Factory’ section. In the previous chapter, the author has already thrown the 
reader bait that all may not be well for Stan’s goldfish.  So when at the beginning of Chapter 9 the 
narrator halts the story to explicitly warn the reader that something awful is about to happen, the 
tension and feelings of dread are cranked up a few more notches.  Can we bear to read on? Just 
about.  But the narrator unequivocally leaves that up to you.

It is at this point that the narrator begins to delve into the world of metafiction.  See the Special 
Feature section for more details.

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

Divided into three sections, The Factory, The Fairground and The Piranha Tank, the story follows 
Stanley Potts excepting for the odd narrative deviation.  

The most intriguing and structural change in the story is Almond’s use of tense.  He uses past 
tense for the most part of The Factory, but changes to present tense during and ever-after Ernie’s 
goldfish-frying scene.  The use of the past tense in the beginning allowed the narrator to retell 
Stan’s life story up to this turning point and allowed the reader to reflect upon it, endearing us 
to Stan’s predicament.  

The change to present tense however marks the scene out as being a pivotal one in Stan’s life 
which indeed it is.  From here on in, the reader follows Stan’s life as it happens.  This immediacy 
allows the reader to experience events at the same time as Stan does.  Watching the action as it 
happens intensifies the reading experience.  

Almond ends the novel with an optimistic set of ‘maybes’ suggesting a world of possibilities in 
the future, but as some things in life, the future is just a little bit out of our control.  

Language
Here’s an author who knows how to have all the fun of the fair with language, making the book 
an absolute hoot to read aloud. The exclamatives ‘Kapow!’ and ‘Wallop’ are comic book, the 
ear-piercing onomatopoeic verbs of ‘smashed’, ‘juddered’ and ‘screeched’ depicting the death of 
the shipyard are dramatic to read though tragic, while the tongue-twisting alliteration of ‘Potts’ 
Perfect Potted Pilchards’ is more light-hearted in tone and with a touch of slapstick.  Almond also 
uses language to ridicule certain establishments and personalities.  Just take a look at Clarence 
P. Clapp’s and the policeman’s mouth-chewing dialogue.  

Adding to the informality of the story is the colloquial language of the narrative.  When he asks 
the reader if they would like to trade places with Stan, he replies, ‘Would you heck!’  The use 
of colloquial language makes the story more ordinary, more natural and more conversational, 
but it can also be loaded with disdain.  For example, when the shipyards close, Almond writes 
that ‘they’d flung him [Ernie] out’ suggesting a contemptuous lack of care in the way Ernie was 
treated; the author obviously scornful of the treatment towards ordinary working class ‘blokes’ 
like Ernie.
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For Almond’s use of tense see Structure

Almond uses questions to hook and engage the reader into the storyline, to elicit an empathetic 
response and to encourage reflection in the philosophical elements of the story.  The story is also 
littered with exclamation marks, particularly when Pancho Pirelli takes Stan to the piranha tank for 
the first time:

“‘I can’t look!’

‘It’s insane!’

‘It’s criminal!’

‘It’s murder!’”

It is pure melodrama, showmanship and hugely entertaining!

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

9
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Special feature
Metafiction

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Usually, when reading a story, there is what is called ‘an implicit contract between author, text 
and reader’.  That is, there is an unwritten understanding that an author will write a story that a 
reader will, during the time of reading, suspend disbelief and get ‘lost’ in the world of the story, 
accepting it and its characters as ‘real’.  

What metafiction does is to disregard the above, opting instead to remind the reader, usually 
through narrative intrusion, that what they are reading is not ‘real’, but is indeed fiction.  The 
narrator of a metafictional work will draw attention to the writing process itself.  Almond does 
this a number of occasions in his novel The Boy who Swam with Piranhas.  For example, at the 
beginning of Chapter 9 the narrator asks the reader to either ‘do your job and read...[or]...close 
the book and go away’.  The narrator playfully reminds the reader that they have a choice.  They 
have been warned what’s coming so don’t blame the author if you don’t like what you read!

Almond uses metafiction to comment on the act of storytelling.  For example, in Chapter 31 he 
teasingly discusses how easy it is to move from one setting to another in the story: ‘All it takes 
is a few words put into a few sentences, and a bit of imagination.  We could go anywhere with 
words and our imaginations.  We could leave this story altogether, in fact, and find some other 
story in some other part of the world, and start telling that one. But no.  Maybe later.’  

Almond makes use of metafiction again to turn the reader into an active rather than a passive 
participant in the story when he asks the reader to make their own decisions about the destiny of 
some of the characters.  Because the narrator ‘can’t decide’ what happens to Clarence P. Clapp 
at the end of Chapter 46, he tells the reader, ‘It’s up to you.  If you were writing the story, what 
would you make happen?...Whatever you decide, this is just a story.’ 

Metafiction is a literary device whereby 
an author self-consciously draws 

attention to the story’s status as an 
artefact or piece of fiction rather than 

something ‘real’.  One way of doing this 
is through narrative intrusion.

Activities
for

children



Facts
Find five facts about piranhas.
Find five facts about goldfish.

What is the most obscure fact you can find out about David Almond?
What does a mackerel look like?  
Where can you find pilchards?

What do sardines look like?
What do you know about Oliver Jeffers, 

the illustrator?
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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 shipyards and shipbuilding industry in the UK, 
especially around Newcastle.  Find out when the shipyards closed and 

what effect this had on local communities.
What do you know about funfairs?  Find out about funfairs through the 

ages.  How did they come about?  What were the typical acts? 
Look into the lives of fish, especially piranhas and goldfish.
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Pictures 
and objects

Look at a picture of a factory, fairground and piranha tank and discuss 
how the three settings might be linked.  Put the settings into an order and 

outline a possible story.
Explore pictures of a fish-canning factory and a funfair and describe what 

it must be like to work in each place.  
Watch a video of a goldfish swimming, really looking at it closely.  

Afterwards, describe the beauty of the fish.

Debate
How important is money to you?  What would you sacrifice 

for money? What wouldn’t you give up for money? 
Is money worth more than morals?
How far do you believe in destiny?

What is your opinion of fortune-telling?
How important is imagination?

Should animals be sold at funfairs?  Look at animal welfare issues.
How real do stories you read become to you?  

Imagine a world without laughter. 
What would it be like?



Stopping places

Things to discuss
Narrative:  What do you think of the opening of the story?

At what point in the story were you hooked?  What did the author do to hook you into 
the story?

You have only read the beginning of the story, but how involved do you feel so far?

Character: How does the author make you feel for Stanley Potts in this short opening 
section?  What did he write that made you feel that way?

Story: What questions would you like answering?
What do you think will happen next?

1 Read to the end of the preface
Focus on...
• Narrative hooks

Developing understanding of narrative and literary techniques

During reading
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2 Read to the end of 
The Factory: One
Focus on...
• The author’s use of language

Things to discuss
Character: What is the initial presentation of a ‘bloke like Uncle Ernie’?  How does the author 
want you to feel about him and what has happened to him at this point in the story?

Language: Look for examples of colloquial language.  How do they affect the tone of the novel?  
How does it present the storyteller?  What does it add to the story?

Look at the language used on page 15.  What does the colloquial phrase ‘flung him out’ suggest 
about the way the company treated Ernie and the other men?

Continuing on page 15, underline the verbs used to describe the demolition of the shipyard cranes 
and warehouses.  What do the verbs have in common?  What do they suggest about the demolition?

How do the verbs in the following paragraph used by Ernie fit with the demolition scene? 
What do his reactions suggest about how he feels towards the demolition? 
What do you think he was thinking at each verb?

Tone: There is a very fine balance between humour and sadness in 
this section.  What parts did you find amusing or funny, and what 
parts did you find sad?
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3 Read to the end of 
The Factory: Four
Focus on...
• Presentation of Ernie
• Setting

Things to discuss
Character:  How is Ernie presented in this section?  Look at his dialogue and at the 
verbs used to describe what he does.  

How would you describe Ernie’s attitude towards work and towards Stan?

How does Annie differ to her husband? How would you describe their relationship?

What more do you learn about Stanley in this section?  What impression do you have of 
Stanley from his dialogue?  How do you feel towards Stanley?

Why do you think Stanley was ‘shaking and trembling’ when he was trying to hook a 
duck?

How far do you share Stanley’s attitude towards the welfare of the goldfish?

What are your thoughts on the man’s attitude towards the goldfish: ‘They die, I get some 
more...’?

Setting: How is the Pott’s house presented?  Look at the sounds used to describe the 
machines. How would you feel if your house was like this?

How is the fairground presented?  Why do you think the author initially concentrates on 
the sounds of the fairground when he first introduces it at the end of ‘Three’?

What are your impressions of the area in which Stan lives?  How does its presentation 
compare with that of the fairground?

Language: Look at the description of the goldfish on page 32. Whose viewpoint are we 
seeing the fish through?  Is there a word that stands out for you in this description?  What 
does the word ‘panting’ suggest about the fish?  From this description, how does the 
author want you to feel about the fish?

Now look at the language used to describe the hook-a-duck stall.  What do the adjectives 
have in common?  How do these words affect the way you view the man?
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4 Read to the end of 
The Factory: Nine
Focus on...
• Presentation of Clarence P. Clapp

Things to discuss
Character:  Explore the ways Clarence P. Clapp is presented in this section.  Pay 
particular attention to his dialogue and spelling.

Both Stan and Ernie are obsessed by fish, but how does their obsession differ?

What do you notice about the way Ernie talks to Stan?  What does this suggest about 
Ernie?

What do you notice about the way Stan reacts to Ernie? What does this suggest about 
both Ernie and Stan?

At the end of this section, Ernie ‘slithers’ and ‘crawls’. What is Almond suggesting 
about Ernie now?   

What do you think of Ernie and what he has done? 

Structure: When Ernie is frying the goldfish, the writer twice interrupts the action 
with ‘The boy stirs in his sleep’ and ‘The boy sleeps on’.  How do these references to 
Stan add to effect the way you feel about the event and Ernie?

Language: What do you think the author uses a capital T for the word ‘Trouble’ on the 
first line of Chapter 5?  What does it suggest about the trouble?

What do the spelling errors suggest about the DAFT man?
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5 Read to the end of 
The Factory: Twelve
Focus on...
• The narrator
• Characters’ thoughts and feelings

Things to discuss
Character: Why do you think Stanley can hear the fish’s voice?

What do Stanley’s reactions to Ernie suggest about the way he is feeling?

What are your impressions of the DAFT squad?  How far do you think they 
are a real threat?

Narrator:  At the beginning of Chapter 11 the narrator asks ‘What would 
you do?’ So...what would you have done if you were in Stanley’s situation?

What do you like about the narrator?  

How does the narrator compare to the narrators in other books you have read?

Story: What do you think is going to happen to all the characters now?

You could...
Draw all the characters you have met so far as you imagine them.  Now show 
their inner thoughts by adding three speech bubbles for each character. They 
could be reflecting on a past, present and current thought or event.
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Things to discuss
Character: The reader hears a lot about Pancho Pirelli but is still to meet him.  
What do you learn about him?  How important a character do you think he is going 
to be?  What effect does hearing about him first have on you?

Look at what Nitasha says and does. How is she presented?  In what ways is she 
different to Stan?

In Chapter 14, Stan ‘stares out into the world that seems wider and wider the further 
they go’.  What does this comment suggest about Stan?  What might it suggest about 
the world?

What are your impressions of the fairground people?  Are they what you expected?

In Chapter 16, Stan meets Gypsy Rose again.  What kind of person do you think she 
is?  What might her role in the story be?

Setting: Compare the fairground with the factory.  What are the similarities and 
differences?

Narrator:  The narrator prepares the reader again at the beginning of this section 
for the arrival of Pancho Pirrelli.  What effect does this have on you as a reader?  
How does it make you feel about Pancho? Or about Stanley?

Structure: The author links Dostoyevsky with Ernie in Chapter 17.  Why do 
you think he has done this? What are the similarities and differences between 
Dostoyevsky and Ernie?

Language: What tense is this section of the novel written in?  Now look at the tense 
used in The Factory section.  What do you notice?  Why do you think the author has 
changed tenses?  What effect does it have on the storytelling and on you? 

Theme: In Chapter 16, Gypsy Rose tells Stan, ‘What is the purpose of living if 
there are no perils to be encountered and overcome?’ What do you think of her 
philosophy?  What do you think is the purpose of living?

Symbolism: What might the moonlight in Chapter 16 symbolise?
What might Stan’s dream in Chapter 17 signify?

6 Read to the end of 
The Fairground: Eighteen
Focus on...
• Emerging themes
• Introduction of Pancho Pirelli
• Similarities and differences between Stan’s 
 old and new life



7Read to the end of 
The Fairground: Twenty-four
Focus on...
• Presentation of Pancho Pirelli
• Presentation of the fairground

Things to discuss
Character: In Chapter 22, the reader gets explicit insight into Stan’s thoughts 
for the first time in the story.  What does it reveal about him?  Why do you 
think Almond has waited until now to reveal his thoughts?  What might it 
signify for Stan?

What, if anything, do you find unusual about the people Stan meets in this 
section?

The reader finally meets Pancho Pirelli.  How is he presented?  What questions 
would you like to ask him if you could?

How do you think he might be linked to Stan’s destiny?

Setting: It is night-time and the magic of the funfair is at its height in this 
section of the story.  What did you think of the setting in this part of the story?  
Describe what you thought was magical or unusual about the setting and the 
people within it.  Why do you think Almond has included a slightly surreal 
mood now?  

Narrator:  The narrator prepares the reader again at the beginning of this 
section for the arrival of Pancho Pirrelli.  What effect does this have on you as 
a reader?  How does it make you feel about Pancho? Or about Stanley?

Language: What tense is this section of the novel written in?  Now look at the 
tense used in The Factory section.  What do you notice?  Why do you think 
the author has changed tenses?  What effect does it have on the storytelling 
and on you? What might the change in tense suggest about Stan’s life journey?

Theme: In Chapter 20, Tickle Peter tells Stan, ‘I’ve made a fortune from all 
the pounds I’ve taken over the years.  But I’d give it all away if only I could 
laugh.’  How precious is laughter to you?  Would you trade your laughter for 
money?
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Things to discuss
Character: How is Stan a special person?  Do you like him?  What might it be 
like to have a friend like Stan?

How has he influenced those around him?

How do you think Stan and Dostoyevsky are both feeling at the end of 
Chapter 25?

What more do you learn about Nitasha in this part of the story?  Does this new 
knowledge change the way you feel about her? If so, how?

Both Nitasha and Stan have lost someone.  
How do their reactions to their loss differ?

Who do you think Mr Smith really is?

Setting: Stan sees the funfair a little differently during the day time. Why do 
you think that is?  How much do you think is real or imaginary in the story?

Tone: How does the tone and mood of this section differ to the previous 
section you have just read?  How has the writer managed this?

Theme: In Chapter 25, Dostoyevsky and Stan contemplate life and the 
wonders of the world.  What do you find wonderful about the world?  What 
are your thoughts and philosophies of life?  When you look into the night sky 
like Stan, what is it you see and imagine?

What do you think are the themes that are emerging in the novel?

Symbolism: The moonlight appears again in this section.  What role does it 
play now?  What does the moon mean to you?  

Story: What do you think will happen in the final third of the story?

You could...
Look for contrasts in this part of the story.  What impact do they have on mood 
and presentation of character?

8 Read to the end of 
The Fairground: Twenty-seven
Focus on...
• The changes in Stan
• The influence of Stan



9 Read to the end of 
The Piranha Tank: Thirty
Focus on...
• The presentation of Pancho Pirelli’s 
 piranha act

Things to discuss
Character: Why do you think everything of Pancho Pirelli’s is blue?

Look at the verbs and adverbs used to describe the piranhas.  
How are they presented?

How would you describe Pancho Pirelli as a performer?

Why do you think Stanley ‘runs in fear from his fate’ at the end of the 
section?

Setting: How does the crowd’s reaction affect your own reaction to 
Pancho’s act?

Structure: How does the author build up a sense of anticipation and 
suspense for Pancho’s act?

Story: Did you think Pancho would die in the tank?  
What makes you say that?

At what point did you feel most fear for Pancho’s welfare?

Where were you in the scene when the action was going on?

22 23

Read to the end of 
The Piranha Tank: Thirty-one
Focus on...
• Narrative technique
• Relationship between reader 
 and narrator

Things to discuss
Character: What is different about the narration in this chapter?  

Have you come across this kind of narrator before?  

How would you describe what the narrator is doing with you as a reader?  

How far do you like the idea of a narrator reaching out to you and taking you 
on a journey?

Who has control of this chapter, the narrator, the characters or the reader?  
Why do you say that?  

Who had control of the story you have read so far?

How much control over a story do you think you have as reader?

How does the idea of being high in the sky and looking down at the character 
and setting make you feel as a reader? How does it make the characters and 
setting appear to you?

How does this chapter make you feel about storytelling and the process of 
storytelling?

Theme: How far do you agree with Almond’s idea that you ‘could go anywhere 
with words and our imaginations?’  Why might he be using the word ‘our’ 
rather than ‘your’ in this statement?

Story: How do you think Ernie, Annie and the DAFT Squad will re-enter 
Stan’s world?

10



11Read to the end of 
The Piranha Tank: Thirty-six
Focus on...
• The themes of self-belief and 
 appearance versus reality.

Things to discuss
Character: At the end of Chapter 33, Dostoyevsky gives up his own 
wants for Stan to allow Stan to do as he wishes.  What does this reveal 
about Dostoyevsky?

Consider the appearance and reality of Pancho Pirelli.  Does it make any 
difference to the way you view him once you discover the truth of his 
background?  Can you think of any other examples of appearance and 
reality within the book?

Why do you think Stanley ‘feels proud and strong’ at the end of this 
section?  How much self-belief do you have?

Theme: Nitisha asks Stan what he wants.  Has anyone ever asked you 
what you want?  What do you want out of life?

Stan says ‘we can all be special if we put our mind to it.’  What do you 
think?  How special do you think you are?

Story: What do you think will happen to Stan in the tank?  What would 
you like to see happen?

24 25

Read to the end of the story
Focus on...
• How the novel ends
• Your response to the novel as a whole12

Things to discuss
Character: How is the policeman presented in this story?

How could it be the same Gypsy Rose that tells both Stan and his aunt and uncle’s fortune?

What would you like to see happen to all the characters?

Have you ever felt like any of the characters in the story?

How far do you think Ernie deserves to be forgiven?

Describe how you felt about Stan at the end?

Who was the funniest character?

Narrative: In Chapter 46, the narrator can’t decide what to do with Clarence P. Clapp. 
What would you do?

Theme: How important is the theme of trust in this story?

Clarence P. Clapp states ‘We is not interested in silly tales.  We is interested in truth and facts.’ 
Do you think tales are silly?    What do you think the writer thinks of Clarence’s statement? Why 
do you say that?

Setting: What would a world without stories and make believe be like?

What do you imagine a world would be like if it were ruled by the DAFT squad?  

Story: What did you enjoy most/least about this story?

What different emotions did you experience while 
reading the story?

Which section of the story did you find most interesting?  
Why do you say that?

What are your thoughts on the ending of the story?



After reading

Piranha chat
Imagine you are one of the piranhas in Pirelli’s tank.  Write or act 

out a comic conversation between you and your other piranha friends 
about how the new ‘Stanley Potts’ act went.  Is he as good as Pirelli?  

Were you ever tempted to have a nibble?  How much is it all in a 
day’s work?  Do you wish you were doing something else or do you 
enjoy the life of a performer?  Perhaps you get flowers and fan letters 

from other piranhas!

26

Create & imagine
Developing a personal response to the novel

27

Make yourself 
a circus legend!  

First of all create a myth about yourself.  Where are you from?  Where have you 
travelled and what other death-defying feats have you accomplished?  Next, don your 
costume and, using a green screen if you have one, video yourself doing your daring 

act.  Don’t forget to concoct a little showman or show-woman spiel for your audience.  
If you haven’t got a green screen then you could have even more fun.  Why not get 

friends to dress up as piranhas or other terrifying creatures?

Nitasha’s story 
Begin to write a story about Nitasha but, in the style of David 

Almond, make sure your narrator interrupts at least once to talk 
to the reader directly.  Use the word ‘you’ and ask a question 
or two. Take a look at how David Almond does it again in the 

preface if you need to. It’s a technique called metafiction 
and it’s easier than it sounds!



Memorable quotes

‘Work faster! Work faster! Oh, my wonderful machines! Oh, 
how I love them! Fish fish fish FISH! Machine machine machine 
MACHINE! ’

‘Out there,’ she said.  ‘ You’ve been cooped up too long in here.  
Have a good time out there in the world, son! ’

‘My training has prepared me for everything! I see what a 
disgracious state of affairs exists here and it cannot go on and it 
will be stopped! ’

But the thing about Stan is, he’s got the single most important 
thing: a good heart.  And if you’ve got a good heart – like most 
kids have when it comes down to it – then you’ll survive. 

‘ Ye really have got a lot to learn. It ’s tradition, lad. Ye hook a plastic 
duck at Dostoyevsky’s and ye get a fish. It ’s how it is and how it ’s 
been and how it will always be! ’

‘I haven’t laughed for twenty years.  Go on, Stan.  Make me laugh.’

A strange taste, like blackberries and sardines at the same time.  

‘I’ve been waiting for you, Stan. All these years I knew there’d be 
somebody like you and now here you are.’

   

‘I’m gonna get uglier and uglier and horribler and horribler and 
fatter and fatter and I’m gonna grow a beard and build a stall and I’ll 
be the Ugliest Fattest Bearded Lady You Ever Seen.’

He’s never seen anything so wild – and all for the sake of a sausage 
sandwich. What, he wonders, would those piranhas do to a boy?

‘Would you face death for that? Pay more. Pay more! Thank you. 
Much better.’

‘Maybe we can all be something special if we put our minds to it.’

‘ You must become the Stanley Potts, Stan. You must become the 
Stanley Potts of myth and legend. Do you understand?’



Maybe there’s a little more joy heading the way 
of Stanley Potts and his pals in their distant 
fairground. Let ’s hope so.  They deserve it.  

After all, the hearts of these people, despite all 
their troubles and all their faults and failings, 

are good and true. 



‘This book will make hearts sing.’    
The Sunday Times 

‘Its message hits home: give a child belief in himself and 
there’s no limit to what he can achieve.’ 

The Daily Mail
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