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Attack! 117 The Halfmen of O used to full measure 

Barbara Whyte with Gay Gilbert 

This writing first appeared in Developmental Network Magazine, 1998. 

According to Gay Gilbert, The Halfmen of O by Maurice Gee is a book that has all the ingredients a teacher 
could want as the core resource for an integrated curriculum unit. It has exciting fiction, a New Zealand 
setting Kiwi kids the children can relate to, a gutsy baddy (who does an about-face to become a goody), a 
female hero, a save-the-planet theme, and a story the children really love. 

Gay has used it successfully with classes from y. 3 through to y. 6 as the basis for a language-art unit that 
leads to a science-technology unit based on the topic ‘flight’. She feels the content provides issues that the 
children can critically analyse and think about in depth. As well, it possesses a useful context for the 
development of most of the abilities featured in the New Zealand curriculum document. She values the way 
the story-line engages and excites children to want to read more and, naturally, she just happens to have 
two sequel stories readily available for independent reading. There are events and characters in the story to 
provide opportunities for sophisticated analytical discrimination such as identifying real and unreal 
characters, and perceiving how people change in reaction to events that happen in their lives. Finally, the 
story lends itself to purposeful problem solving and creative activities. 

Gay reads The Halfmen of O aloud to the class midway through the year as part of her ‘shared reading of a 
chapter book’ programme. She likes to build up to this more complex novel through prior listening to, and 
discussion of, simpler stories. While she focuses on helping the children to think critically about character 
development, vocabulary, writing style, and genre, she also encourages prediction and an affective 
response to the characters and segments of a story-line. The class is ready for the Gee novel only when 
they have developed what Gay considers to be a reasonably sophisticated response to literature. 

In the story, Susan and her cousin Nick, because of a special birthmark on Susan’s wrist, are drawn 
together in a thrilling adventure. They are summoned to the beautiful land of ‘O’ in a last-ditch attempt to 
save the planet from cruel Otis Claw and the evil Halfmen who have lost every trace of human goodness 
and kindness. On the way to restoring the balance of god and evil in ‘O’, Susan and Nick are involved in a 
series of exciting situations including one which involves a dramatic escape from a cliff face on a hang-
glider. 

It is at this stage in the story that Gay introduces the science unit based on flight. A related task is for 
children to construct a model hang-glider being 
flown by one of the characters in the book. She 
ensures she has plenty of reading resources on 
the topics of flight and hang-gliders. A design 
brief based on problem solving is established, 
and children apply the knowledge they have 
investigated to come up with a plan of 
intentions. Their task is to identify and explore 
such details as wing shape, proportion, and 
structural balance. This promotes thinking 
processes and motivates children to read for 
information. As well, children refer back to the 
story narrative to establish and develop 
particulars about their chosen character which 
will give each depiction a personality consistent 
with the portrayal in the book. 
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Once detailed individual drawings and plans are completed, 
construction materials new to the class are introduced. Gay finds 
waste pieces of electrical wire stripped of white plastic leave a very 
useful, flexible and manageable material to use for basic structures. 
Measurement and accurate cutting tools are an important part of the 
project. This provides an opportunity to establish safety rules for 
handling items such as cutter knives, guillotine, and the hot glue gun. 
Each child is allocated a small pile of two-dimensional materials such 
as paper strips and card offcuts with the challenge to turn these into 
three-dimensional hang-gliders and characters. (Ready-made three 
dimensional boxes are not permitted.) Ensuring the strength and 
durability of their structures to survive hanging from a ceiling wire for 
a few weeks are attributes the children need to keep in mind. 

A whole day (which Gay admits tends to become somewhat messy) is 
devoted to getting the constructions started. From her experience, she 
finds the children become totally absorbed in the activity. She claims 
you can hear a pin drop in the room when they get underway because 
they are so engrossed in what they are doing. Several bites of class 
time are needed over about a week to complete constructions but 
usually the children are so motivated by the task that Gay finds they 
come in before school and during breaks to continue working. While 
children often work co-operatively, to make the most of the motivation 

developed, everyone is encouraged to make a model. While acknowledging that the project fulfils a number 
of aims contained within the English, science, art, and technology curriculum documents, Gay concentrates 
more on the way this particular activity is linked to the creative 
impulse. She also appreciates and celebrates the great sense of 
personal satisfaction and achievement the children gain from both 
process and product. 

Having constructed their model with such intensity, the children find it 
natural and relatively comfortable to then review and write about what 
they have done. While the school encourages teachers to cover types 
of writing (for example, recount, report) promoted in various overseas 
programmes, Gay has a preference for the genres (for example, 
expressive, poetic, transactional) identified in the New Zealand 
curriculum document. She believes these better suit what she is trying 
to do because they bring out more of the inner child and genuine 
writer’s voice than the more formal categories of the overseas 
programmes. It is her view that tapping into the children’s response to 
their world is the key to authentic writing. 

Alongside personal writing about the hang-glider activity, the children 
also make an entry in their personal literature book. This is a 
continuing log of the literature read to them by the teacher (front half 
of book), and literature which they read (including the back half). 
Character sketches are a component of this log, as well as evaluating 
the literature according to a rating system. Reflections can both be 
written and drawn, and the children have full responsibility for the 
quality of their entries. Gay finds the children are highly motivated to create visual as well as thoughtful 
efforts in this book, and often go to great lengths (for example, editing various drafts in their draft-writing 
book first, and ‘pre-drafting ‘ drafts of illustrations for comic strips) to produce excellent work. She also 
finds the personal writing and personal literature books can be selected by children for extending and 

developing as pieces of writing in their ‘Exciting 
Writing’ books, another feature of Gay’s literacy 
programme. 

Gay often makes intensive use of good children’s 
literature to enhance her class programme. It is 
obvious she finds the Halfmen of O a valuable 
teaching resource because of the richness and 
depth she can get out of it across several 
curriculum areas. 



Other novels she recommends as useful for using in this way are: 

Mrs Frisby and the Rats of Nimh by Robert C. O’Brien complemented 
with Rasco and the Rats of Nimh by the same author 

R. T. Margaret and the Rats of Nimh written by his daughter Jane 
Leslie Conly 

Goodnight Mr Tom and Back Home by Michelle Magorian 

Alfonso Bonzo by Andrew Davies 

The Sheep Pig and Dragon Boy by Dick King Smith 

Matilda by Roald Dahl 

Tales of a Fourth Grade Nothing and Superfudge by Judy Blume 

And, of course, that tried and true favourite, The Lion, the Witch and 
the Wardrobe by C. S. Lewis. 

Gay notes that several of these titles (Mrs Frisby and the Rats of 
Nimh, The Sheep Pig, Matilda, and The Lion, Witch and the Wardrobe) 
have been made into movies which she has found provide useful 
visual language resources to compare with the written versions.  

(Barbara Whyte is a senior lecturer at the University of Waikato and 
Gay Gilbert deputy-principal at Hillcrest Normal School.) 


