
SOCIAL SCIENCE:  
REFUGEES & DETENTION
Idris and his family have lived in a refugee 
camp all his life. This sort of upbringing is 
difficult for those living in safe and secure 
communities to even imagine. Discuss 
with students the facts of this crisis. For 
example, explain to students that there 
are legal requirements for immigration 
but that many have no option but to flee 
persecution in ways which are unsafe 
or may be deemed illegal. How should 
governments tackle this issue?
• Discuss the contribution which has 

been made to New Zealand society  
by immigrants.

• Brainstorm how refugees might be 
assisted and housed, rather than being 
kept in detention. 

• Encourage empathy by having a  
guest speaker who has emigrated to 
New Zealand to describe the journey 
they took. 

This picture book is about the nourishing 
power of memory to infuse even the 
direst of circumstances with a sense 
of hope. It is also about how flashes of 
memory can be provoked by a random 
sensory object. What memories do the 
people Idris encounters share with him?
• Read other books about memory and 

compare them to this one. Examples 
might include: Wilfrid Gordon McDonald 
Partridge by Mem Fox; One Photo by 
Ross Watkins; and The Memory Tree by 
Britta Teckentrup.

• Invite students to share their own 
happy memory and to write a story 
about it. 

Hope is a major theme in this book.  
Idris, despite his terrible circumstances, 
is offered a dream of a promising future 
by the Wisp. What is the Wisp? Is it the 
power of whispering secrets and stories 
and protests around the world until they 
grow into a powerful message of hope? 
• Read other books about hope, such as 

The Feather by Margaret Wild.
 
ENGLISH LANGUAGE & LITERACY
This is an example of a cumulative tale 
which relies on a traditional structure in 
which a character embarks on a journey, 
encounters a series of people or animals, 
repeats either a question or action, and 
then a turning point leads to a climax. 
Repetition is also important in cumulative 
tales. The word ‘Once’ is repeated to 
emphasise that the past is what the Wisp 
gives each of these characters, until the 
climax, when the order is upset by Idris’s 
lack of a past, but is then resolved, by a 
warm and hopeful ending. 
• Discuss the structure of this story.
• Examine the use of language in this 

text with words such as ‘softlied’, 
and ‘gentlied’. Sentences are also 
constructed inventively, for example,  
‘He watched it wing higher and 
higher, flying over the fences to 
where people had forgotten how to 
welcome wide feel.’

VISUAL LITERACY 
The visual text of a book combines with 
the written text to tell the story using the 
various parts of the book’s design and 
illustrations.

• The cover of a book is an important 
part of its message. What does the 
image on the cover suggest to the 
reader? Take into account the way Idris 
is standing, and the mood evoked by 
the image.

• The title page is a double page image 
of a refugee camp.  Draw your own 
image of this place.

• The format of the book is portrait in 
design. How does the layout of the 
storyboard and the design of the book 
influence your reading of it? See, 
for example, the page where Idris is 
depicted in four squares. 

• The medium or style employed is 
paint, dip-pens, pencil sketches and 
then everything is processed through 
Photoshop. Using a simple online 
drawing program, invite students to 
create an artwork in response to  
this book. 

• The colours used in this book are in 
sombre tones, or black silhouettes in a 
stark contrast to the brighter colours 
used in the memory sequences. 
Discuss colour and how it can  
influence feeling and mood. 

 
CREATIVE ARTS
• Create a diorama of the image of the 

houses in the camp depicted on the 
title page. 

• Write a song which reflects the 
experiences of children like Idris. 

• Create a poster to explore the issues 
suggested in this book; write a slogan 
and illustrate it graphically.
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ABOUT THE BOOK
Idris lives in a desolate camp ‘where fences 
grew from the dirt and shadows ruled’. But 
the Wisp blows in one night and is ‘gentlied’ 
and ‘softlied’ into life by Idris’s welcoming 
hands. Each time the Wisp appears Idris 
takes it to a fellow inmate of this camp, and 
in each encounter, it reminds the person of 
the happy times in their past.

Wisp is a heartfelt plea for empathy and 
understanding for those who seek refuge. 
This is one of the greatest challenges 
the world has faced and the scale of the 
problem grows ever larger. In focusing the 
story on one child’s hope for the future 
Fraillon and Baker-Smith encourage young 
readers to consider the human impact of 
government decisions and to question 
policies which have left millions languishing 
in refugee camps all over the world.


