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The Kindness Project 
Deborah Abela 

PLOT SUMMARY  
 
The Kindness Project is a middle-grade verse novel. It’s 
about four kids who are given a class project to make 
the world a better place. The trouble is, they don’t like 
each other . . . until they discover they have much more 
in common than they realise and band together when 
one of them really needs their help and support.  

The novel deals with issues many families face: 
intergenerational relationships, mental health, illness 
and loss, but it’s also about the power of friendship and 
family to help us when life feels overwhelming and, 
most importantly, to remind us we are not alone. 
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PRAISE FOR THE BOOK 
‘The Kindness Project shows us the strength and 
transformative power of kindness. Told with 
tenderness and creative verse, this book will sweep you 
off your feet and live in your heart permanently.’ Zanni 
Louise, author of QUEENIE IN SEVEN MOVES & 
CORA SEEN AND HEARD 

‘This inspiring book shows that kindness is the most 
important superpower of all.’ Pip Harry, author of 
AUGUST & JONES  

‘An absolute gem of a book!’ Maryam Master, author 
of NO WORDS 

‘A beautiful story of friendship, change and 
kindness.’ Stirling, age 12 

‘You're never alone when you read this book.’ Eloise, 
age 12 

‘5 out of 5 stars. I love this book.’ Harry, age 12 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

After training as a teacher, Deb travelled to Africa 
where she was harassed by monkeys, caught in a 
desert sandstorm and thrown in jail . . . twice! She’s 
worked as a child wrangler and a rides operator at Luna 
Park, but her first real job was as writer/producer of a 
national children’s TV show at Network TEN.  

She has since become an internationally published and 
awarded author of 28 books including her cranky 
climate change trilogy, Grimsdon, New City and Final 
Storm. Her family’s survival in WW2 and migration to 
Australia inspired Teresa A New Australian. 
The Stupendously Spectacular Spelling Bee and The 
Most Marvellous Spelling Bee Mystery were inspired by 
her fantabulous Grade 4 teacher, Ms Gray. She’s also 

written picture books: Wolfie, An Unlikely Hero and the 
2021 CBCA Notable, Bear in Space. Deb’s won awards 
for her work but mostly hopes to be as brave as her 
characters. She’s a proud ambassador for the charities, 
Room to Read and Books in Homes. The Book of 
Wondrous Possibilities was a CBCA Notable book 2023 
and was shortlisted for the 2023 REAL Awards, Davitt 
Awards and Speech Pathology Book of the Year 
Awards.  

The Kindness Project is her first verse novel.  

Find out more at deborahabela.com 

AUTHOR’S INSPIRATION 
Deborah says:  

The first image I had when thinking about The Kindness 
Project was a young girl kidnapping her grandmother 
from a nursing home. I thought the story would be fun, 
light-hearted and about the love between these two. 
Turns out, it’s about a lot more.   

I had some amazing teachers when I was young, who 
seemed to know much more about our class than we 
did, and I wanted Ms Skye to be like that. I also know 
that even small acts of kindness can change the world. 
So I had the idea of Ms Skye setting a kindness project 
for her class, but that she would choose the groups, 
deliberately putting these four kids together.  

Like lots of kids, each of these characters is facing 
something difficult in their lives, but I knew if they 
could find a way to work together, they’d come up with 
something brilliant.  

Questions 

1. Have you ever had a teacher that you found 
inspiring? What was it about this person that made 
you feel this way? 

2.  Do you believe that a small group of people – even 
kids – could change the world? Can you think of 
examples of people who have really made a 
difference? 

PRE-READING QUESTIONS 
• Before reading the book, look at the cover. What 

do you think the story will be about? What does 
the design say about the book? (For example, 
think about the colours, the characters and 
objects, the font choice, the use of light and 
shade.) 

• What genre do you think this book will fall into? 

• Is there a particular character who stands out on 
the cover for you? Why do you think your picked 
that character? 

http://www.penguin.com.au/teachers
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• How many characters can you see? What kind of 
personalities do you think they might have and 
how do you think they might fit into the story? 

• Who do you think the book is aimed at? Why?  

• Do you think the dotted line that features on the 
cover could be representative of something in the 
book? What do you think that could be?  

WRITING STYLE 
Questions 

1. The Kindness Project is a verse novel.  What makes 
a verse novel different from other stories? 

2. Have you read any other verse novels? How did 
they compare to The Kindness Project? In what 
ways are they similar? How are they different? 

3. There are several authors whose quotes appear on 
the first page on the novel: Pip Harry, Zanni Louise 
and Maryam Masters. Research the type of books 
they have written. Why do you think these authors 
were asked if they would provide a quote for The 
Kindness Project? 

4. Do you think the format of a verse novel suits this 
type of story?  

Activities 

• Write a scene in the style of a verse novel about one 
of your friends. If you think it suits the story, use 
pull-out words and different fonts to help convey 
the emotions and feelings you want to show. 

• Choose one of the poems from the book – how has 
Deborah used the design of the poem to help 
convey emotion and pacing?  

• Several kids have given quotes about what they 
thought of the novel. Write your own quote once 
you have finished reading the book. 

Poetry – what is a verse novel?  
Deborah Abela has always LOVED reading verse 
novels, but has never thought of herself as a poet. The 
more she worked on The Kindness Project, the more it 
wanted to be verse.  

Deb says, ‘I think because the story has a lot of 
emotion, the short, sharp verses made it the perfect 
way to tell this story, even though I had never done it 
before. In fact, that made it even more exciting.’ 

Turn to page 7 for Poetry Activity One 

KEY STUDY TOPICS 

Kindness 
Questions 

1. Do you think the Kindness Project is a good idea? 

2. There are a few different Kindness Project groups 
listed on pp. 269–271. Which of these do you think 
you’d be interested in joining? Why or why not? 

Activities 

Word association 

We can feel good by receiving and giving kindness, so 
both are good for how we feel about ourselves. What 
does Kindness mean to you? When did someone do 
something really kind for you? What was it? How did it 
make you feel? What was a kind gesture you did for 
someone else? How did that make you feel?  

Create a Word Wall of all the words that come to mind 
when you think of kindness.  

Create your own poem about kindness using the word 
wall as your inspiration.  

Benefits of kindness 

There are loads of studies that show how kindness can 
improve our physical and emotional health. Research 
up to ten ways kindness can make us feel better.   

Your happy place: Being kind to yourself 

‘Being kind is not only the right thing to do – it's also 
good for our physical and mental health.’  American 
Psychological Association 

Nicolette’s happy place is with her nanna or in the 
Story Tent in the library. For Leaf, it’s being with his 
mum or drawing. What makes you happy? It can be 
something you do on your own or with others, it can 
involve sport or art or building, cuddling up with a book 
or being in nature or dancing!  

Small acts of kindness 

‘Small acts of kindness, such as a smile, or “hello” can 
have enormous power. The person being kind and the 
recipient can both benefit.’ Health Direct Australia, the 
national virtual public health information service.  

Make a list of small ways you can be kind every day. 
Make a chart for your classroom wall to remind you. 
Challenge yourselves to come up with as many as you 
can. Maybe even 100! 

Random acts of kindness 

www.randomactsofkindness.org/kindness-ideas  

In The Kindness Project, Ms Skye’s class create lots of 
ways to make the world a better place, like The 

http://www.penguin.com.au/teachers
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Thursday Cupcake Society and The Secret Scribblers 
Club. If you had to create a Kindness Project, what 
would it be? How would it make the world a better 
place? Create a poster about your kindness project and 
give a class presentation on how it would work. The 
link above has lots of ideas to inspire your own 
Kindness Project.   

Kindness is . . . 

Create a meme that sums up what you think kindness 
is. Print them out and plaster them around your class.  

Real life kindness projects 

Research groups or organisations that work hard to 
change the world. It could be as big as an organisation 
as Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF, or Doctors Without 
Borders), or as small as a local community gardening 
group. What is their aim? Give examples of what they 
do. How do you think they make the world a better 
place? 

Room to Read 

Deb is an ambassador for Room to Read, a literacy 
charity that aims to change the world by educating 
children. You can find out lots about them here: 
www.roomtoread.org 

The group was started by one man who carried books 
up a mountain on a yak in Nepal for a school that didn’t 
have any, but now its aims are much bigger. Research 
what Room to Read does now to change the world. 
Maybe your class could even have a sausage sizzle, or 
cake day or gold coin mufti day to help them make a 
difference.  

Jigsaw puzzles and other symbols 
Symbols are a way to help explain an idea or emotion 
or theme in writing. Nicolette loves doing jigsaw 
puzzles with Nanna. There are a few times jigsaws 
seem to match what’s going on. For example, Nanna 
says that puzzles are like humans, 

‘When we find the person  
who fits us perfectly 
everything feels right.’  

(p. 4) 

What do you think Nanna means by this? How does 
Nicolette experience this herself?  

Find two other examples of where jigsaws are used to 
explain something that is happening in the novel.  

Find other examples of symbols Deb uses to help tell 
her story and give it more impact.  

Similes 
Similes are a way of helping us see an idea from 
another angle, by comparing one thing to another. It 
can emphasise an idea or make it clearer or give it 
more impact. Similes often use the words ‘like’ or ‘as’.   

                  

(p. 18)  

Choose any subject you like – for example: friendship, 
sport, holidays, or what you did on the weekend – and 
write a poem using at least one simile.  

Family 
Questions 

1. Nicolette is worried about her nanna during the 
story. Has there been a time when you’ve been 
concerned about a family member? What did you 
do about it? Were you able to talk to the person 
involved about the problem?  

2. Do you think things would have been different for 
Nicolette had she been able to talk to her mum 
about her worries about Nanna? 

3. Why do you think Nicolette’s mum had such 
difficulty going to see Nanna at the nursing home?  

4. Many different families are represented in the 
narrative. Was there a family or character you 
could most relate to in the story? Why do you 
think Deborah felt it was important to represent 
different types of families? 

5. Leaf’s mum lives with schizophrenia, something 
which affects 1 in 300 people according to the 
World Health Organisation (WHO). Did you know 
about schizophrenia before you read Deb’s book? 
Do you think Leaf was nervous when he told 
Nicolette about his mum? What did Nicolette do? 
How do you think her reaction made Leaf feel? 
How does Leaf feel about his mum? At the end of 

http://www.penguin.com.au/teachers
https://www.roomtoread.org/


 

 

The Kindness Project Deborah Abela 

There’s so much more at penguin.com.au/teachers 
 

5 

the book, when Leaf’s mum is invited on stage, 
what do you think are Leaf’s main worries? Did 
those worries come true? Why or why not? Leaf’s 
mum says schizophrenia: 

‘can be hard to understand even for me 
but don’t be afraid 
to ask questions 
because that’s how we learn  
about each other  
and find out we have much more in common 
than makes us different.’ (pp. 281–282) 
What do you think about this statement? 

Activities 

• In a group, talk about your family. Write a list of the 
similarities and differences between the different 
families of the group members. Note any points of 
crossover between families.  

• Nicolette has a small family consisting of just her 
mum and nanna. Do you have a big or small family? 
Draw your family tree. Share your tree with others 
in the class. Feel free to include pets and friends! 

• Nicolette’s nanna has done a lot of wonderful 
things in her life. Read the section on page 49 about 
her travel adventures. Was there anything here that 
really surprised you? Pick an aspect of Nanna’s life 
and research it. Write a paragraph or two about 
what you have discovered.  

• Nicolette is so furious about the way her nanna is 
treated in ‘Alcatraz’ that she kidnaps her. What 
things upset her most? Nicolette knows her nanna 
is fascinating, so why do you think the nursing 
home staff don’t know this? Talk to one of your 
grandparents or an older friend of the family about 
life when they were your age. Make a special note 
of things that were different – for example, clothes, 
transport, technology or food. Create a 
presentation to share with the class. 

• What is a stigma? Do you think this is why Leaf is 
nervous talking about his mum's illness? Research 
mental health and stigmas. What are ways stigmas 
can make someone's mental health worse? Do you 
think Leaf's mum's appearance during the 
presentation night could help reduce stigmas? 
How?  

 

Friendship 

 

(p. 23) 

Questions 

1. Read the excerpt above. Have you ever felt like 
Nicolette? Does she feel like this all the way 
throughout the book? How does her attitude to 
making friends change? Why do you think that is? 
Can you find a place in the story that backs up your 
ideas? 

2. At the start of the story, Nicolette has worries 
about DJ and Layla. When do you think this 
changes in the story, and why? 

3. Think about the friendship groups you have, and 
the friends your family members have in their 
lives. Do you think friendship groups change much 
over time? Why do you think this is? 

Activities 

• Do you think Ms Skye knew what she was doing 
when she selected which kids to put in which 
groups? Do you think she might have known what 
would happen with Nicolette, Leaf, DJ and Layla? 
Can you find evidence of this in the text? 

Worries and anxiety 
Questions 

1. In the narrative, Nicolette has lots of WORRIES. 
How has this been expressed in the design of the 
book? Do you think this is an effective way to help 
the reader know how Nicolette is feeling? 

2. Have there been times when you’ve felt worried or 
anxious about something? What kinds of things 
helped you feel less anxious? 

http://www.penguin.com.au/teachers
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3. Do you think having a good support network and 
friends you can rely on helps when you have things 
go wrong in your life? 

4. Leaf is the new kid at school. He seems pretty 
relaxed about the whole situation and fits in easily. 
Do you think the way he acts is usual for a kid 
starting at a new school? Do you think Leaf could 
have been feeling anxiety on the inside and he just 
wasn’t showing it? 

5. Sometimes it can help to write down or draw your 
worries. Why do you think this is an effective thing 
to do? Do you think Leaf’s drawing helps him in 
the same way? 

6. Once you’ve read the whole story, what do you 
think of DJ’s behaviour in the first part of the 
story? Do you think there could have been a 
reason for him acting the way he did? Does that 
excuse his behaviour? 

7. How important do you think it is to talk about your 
worries instead of bottling them up?  

8. ‘I remember  
Nanna telling me  
when she shared her 
WORRIES  
with Grandpop 
they’d melt away, 
which is the magic of people 
to make you feel better  
just by being there.’  (p. 157)  

Why do you think telling someone your worries 
might be helpful? Nicolette worries about how 
they will react when Leaf tells Layla and DJ his 
concerns about his mum. Should you be careful 
who you tell your worries to? Who are some 
people in your life you think you could share your 
worries with?  

Activities 

• Nicolette, Leaf, DJ and Layla all have their own 
worries. Pick one of these characters and write a 
paragraph about the problems or concerns that 
they had at the start of the story. Next, write a 
paragraph about how these problems have been 
resolved (or not resolved) by the end of the book. 
Do you think the character has grown or changed 
by the end of the story? Why or why not? 

• Write a short scene about Nicolette, DJ, Leaf and 
Layla in six months’ time. Do you think they would 
all still be friends? Do you think they would be 
worried about the same things?  

• The text design has used different fonts to 
accentuate the meaning of the words and to help 
give them emotion. Sometimes colour can also be 

used to express emotion. Write a list of the 
characters in the story. Assign each character a 
colour that fits them best at the start of the story, 
and then again at the end of the story. Have you 
chosen difference colours or the same colours? 
Why do you think this is so? 

• Do you have any worries or concerns at the 
moment? Write this worry down on a piece of paper 
and put it in a safe place at home. Wait a week, 
then get this piece of paper out and re-read it. Has 
your worry changed at all? How do you feel today 
about what you wrote down a week ago?  

Heroes 
Questions 

• There are lots of times that heroes are mentioned 
in the book, such as Malala Yousafzai, Greta 
Thunberg and Roald Dahl. Who are the heroes in 
your life? It can be someone you’ve never met or 
someone in your family, like Leaf and his mum. 
Why are they a hero to you? What are the qualities 
or actions that make them someone you admire?  

Do you think it’s important to have people we look 
up to? In your answer, give examples why. 

Activities 

• Leaf is good at drawing superheros and creates the 
characters The Masked Avenger and Ruby Flame 
for Nicolette. Choose someone you look up to and 
draw an illustration of them as a superhero.

http://www.penguin.com.au/teachers
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POETRY ACTIVITY ONE 
Deb has written her novel in free verse, which means there are no rules! Yay! It doesn’t have to rhyme and each verse 
can be different – some are longer and some are shorter. Choose a verse you like from the novel and see how Deb 
uses very few words to tell the story. For example, look at the poem on page 16: 

 

OR 
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Sometimes Deb changes the font of a word to match the feeling or meaning of that word, like ‘Hurricane’ or ‘scared’ 
or she plays with how the word appears on the page, like:  

 

        

Choose a verse you really like and think about how you could write a similar verse, playing with both fonts, form and 
style to create a poem. Don’t forget, you can always play even more with your poem by using simile, metaphor, 
alliteration or onomatopoeia.  

Remember, with free verse there are no rules! 

  

http://www.penguin.com.au/teachers
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FURTHER READING FROM PENGUIN RANDOM HOUSE AUSTRALIA  
 

 
 

 

Grimsdon 
by Deborah Abela 
 

Grimsdon is in ruins. Three years 
ago a massive wave broke its 
barriers and the sea flooded this 
grand city. Most were saved, 
some were lost – and some were 
left behind.  

Isabella Charm and her best 
friend, Griffin, live with three 
other children in the top of an 
opulent mansion. They’ve 
survived with the help of Griffin’s 
brilliant inventions, Isabella’s 
fighting skills and their vow to 
look after each other.  

But what will happen when a 
newcomer arrives in his flying 
machine? Grimsdon is full of 
hidden perils, from bounty 
hunters to sneaker waves. Could 
Xavier’s daredevil risks put all 
their lives in danger? 

Teachers’ notes available. 

The Book of Wondrous 
Possibilities 
by Deborah Abela 
 

Arlo Goodman lives with his Uncle 
Avery in a run-down flat above 
their bookshop. He has no friends, 
except for his pet mouse, Herbert. 
 
But when a girl called Lisette 
bursts into the shop and begs him 
to hide her from a murderer, 
Arlo's life changes forever. 
  
He's swept up into an adventure 
involving kidnappers, car chases 
and a story in The Book of 
Wondrous Possibilities, where 
Arlo and his skymouse battle 
dragons. But can Arlo find the 
courage to battle an even greater 
enemy, who threatens to destroy 
everything he loves? 

‘This magical and delightful story 
spins along at a perfect pace, 
knowing just when to pause for tea 
and cake.’ JACLYN MORIARTY, 
author of the Kingdoms and 
Empires series 

Teachers’ notes available. 

 

The Stupendously 
Spectacular Spelling Bee 
by Deborah Abela 
 

India Wimple can spell. Brilliantly. 
Every Friday night, she and her 
family watch the Stupendously 
Spectacular Spelling Bee. When 
the Wimples suggest she enter 
the next Bee, India says she’s not 
good enough – but her family 
won’t hear it and encourage her to 
sign up.  

There are plenty of obstacles to 
reaching the finals: something in 
India’s past has made her terribly 
shy, and moving on to each round 
involves finding the money to 
make it happen.  

And finally, there’s Summer 
Millicent Ernestine Beauregard-
Champion, a spoilt rich girl who is 
determined to win – and isn’t 
afraid to step on anyone who gets 
in her way. 

Teachers’ notes available. 

http://www.penguin.com.au/teachers
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ORDER FORM 
 

TITLE AUTHOR ISBN 
SCHOOL 

YEAR 
RRP QTY TOTAL 

The Kindness Project Deborah Abela 

 

9781761044021 

 

3-6 $16.99   

The Book of Wondrous 
Possibilities  

Deborah Abela 9781761044021 3–6 $16.99   

The Stupendously 
Spectacular Spelling Bee Deborah Abela 9781925324822 3–6 $14.99   

Grimsdon Deborah Abela 9781760892548 4–7 $16.99   

The Most Marvellous 
Spelling Bee Mystery 

Deborah Abela 9781925324822 3–6 $14.99   

New City Deborah Abela 9781760892555 4–7 $16.99   

Final Storm Deborah Abela 9780143794462 4–7 $16.99   

The Remarkable Secret 
of Aurelie Bonhoffen 

Deborah Abela 9781742757438 3–6 $17.99   

Max Remy Superspy 1 
and 2 Bindup 

Deborah Abela 9781742755670 3–5 $22.99   

Max Remy Superspy 3 
& 4 Bindup 

Deborah Abela 9781742759265 3–5 $19.99   

Ghost Club 1 Deborah Abela 9781742750804 3–5 $18.99   

Ghost Club 2 Deborah Abela 9781742750835 3–5 $18.99   

Jasper Zammit Bindup Deborah Abela 9780857983206 3–5 $22.99   

    TOTAL   

Please note that prices are recommended retail only and may have changed since the time of 
printing. Prices are GST inclusive. 
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