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What is it about?
Suri is a young girl who spends her days walking inside the confines of a wall. The author subtly conceals the 
details of why the wall is there and leaves the circumstances of how Suri came to be behind the wall for the 
audience to decide. This is a heart-warming picture book about the strength of the human spirit and the capacity 
of the imagination to deal with reality.

A perfect example of how texts can be interpreted in different ways, Suri’s wall offers both empathetic 
characterisation and varying views of the world. Through carefully chosen language, the author establishes a 
powerful rhetoric on the power of the human spirit as young Suri makes a choice to shelter the innocence of  
the other children. Suri becomes a storyteller, creating a world of magic for the children to dream about, in  
turn allowing their hope to live on. A. Gilligan & M. Najdovska 

Why is this important? Why does it matter?
Suri is our protagonist, a powerful character whose actions and motives invite an emotional response from the 
reader. Her character is developed through subtle decisions she makes in how she chooses to see the world. 
When we enter her world, she is a small girl, clinging to her childhood, yet by the end, we have encountered  
a braver, stronger Suri; Suri, the storyteller, who ultimately becomes the protector of childhood innocence.  
The story is driven through Suri’s sense of hope, despite her displacement from the other children and the  
outside world. 

The narrative weaves a beautiful landscape in which we feel so strongly for the characters, and we feel a 
connection to the view of the world that Suri creates. Students will be able to draw parallels from their own 
lives and their experience with imaginative texts such as fairy tales and recognise the difference between the 
real world of the text and the imaginary. This will draw attention to the codes and conventions of genre which 
the author/illustrator have used to construct the text and position the reader. Readers will empathise with Suri’s 
feelings of loneliness and being different, and why she needed to create an imaginary world for the children in 
order to maintain their innocence. Students will draw conclusions and make inferences about the setting and  
the actions and motives of the characters, drawing on their life experience.

Related texts:
•  My two blankets by Irena Kobald
•  Oliver Twist by Charles Dickens
•  Pearl Barley and Charlie Parsley  

by Aaron Blabey

Learning and teaching activities in this 
springboard are centred on outcomes and 
content from the NSW English K–10 syllabus  
and the English Textual Concepts resource.

See next page for teaching ideas.

http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/character
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/narrative
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/genre
http://syllabus.bostes.nsw.edu.au/english/english-k10/
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/
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Setting and atmosphere, including tension
Estela beautifully constructs a compelling point of tension when Suri grows taller than the wall  
and for the first time she sees what has been lying behind all along. Students can respond to the 
text by discussing what they can infer about the setting, characters and motives of the characters, 
based on how they interpret the text. Students identify and highlight language choices made by  
the author which enable the audience to make inferences. (Engaging personally.)

The wall was Suri’s only friend and the touch of  the stones gave her warmth.
There’s a huge harbour filled with boats. The biggest ship has red sails with a silver crown.

EN2–8B
•  discuss how language is used to describe the settings in texts, and explore how the settings  

shape the events and influence the mood of the narrative (ACELT1599) 
EN2–10C
•  discuss how authors and illustrators make stories exciting, moving and absorbing and hold 

readers’ interest by using various techniques, for example character development and plot tension 
(ACELT1605)

• identify and discuss how vocabulary establishes setting and atmosphere

Representations of place and point of view
Matt Ottley’s stunning visual representations allow students to interpret images using their own 
imagination, which complements the layers of depth in the text with subtlety and authority. 
Reminiscent of Dorothy stepping into Oz, Suri’s world comes alive with colour and detail when seen 
through her eyes. The scenes she describes to the children resemble those of fairy tales (or even 
animated features such as Frozen) with golden bridges, butterflies, galleons and sun lit forests in 
bright, vibrant colours. Draw the students’ attention to the illustrations of the forest scene and circus 
scene and notice how they cover the whole double page. Discuss the effect or purpose of this choice 
by the illustrator. Why has the author chosen not to accompany these images withwords? Perhaps to 
allow the reader to use their imagination to interpret what Suri is saying, feeling and vividly 
describing for the children. Focusing on the double page spread of the forest scene (pp.19–20) or 
the circus scene (pp.21–22) as stimulus, students tell and/or compose an imaginative text from one 
of the children’s points of view, describing what they see and feel as Suri speaks. Students should be 
encouraged to including language features such as dialogue. (Experimenting and engaging critically.)

EN2–4A
•  use strategies to confirm predictions about author intent in imaginative, informative and 

persuasive texts
EN2–1A
• retell or perform part of a story from a character’s point of view

Clear, visual vector between the text and 
image that recurs throughout the book.

Verb groups

Use of dialogue

The point in 
the narrative 
where Suri 
makes a choice 
(character 
development).  
She becomes  
the storyteller.

Building the tension and 
providing details about 
the character’s personality 
through action.

How do I use the text to teach the textual concepts of character, narrative, representation and genre?

http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/character
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/engaging-personally
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/representation
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/experimenting-0
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/engaging-critically
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EN2–2A
•  create texts that adapt language features and patterns encountered in literary texts, for example 

characterisation, rhyme, rhythm, mood, music, sound effects and dialogue (ACELT1791) 

Making connections with the world of texts
Consider all the wall-like structures in our lives: fences, gates, boundaries, lines etc. What do these 
wall-like structures offer us? What does the wall offer Suri and the children? (e.g. Safety, familiarity, 
security, comfort). Who is being protected from whom by the wall? It appears that in the first  
half of the story, the society outside the wall is being protected from, and not burdened by, the 
troubles of orphaned children as in the story Oliver Twist by Charles Dickens. When war breaks  
out, it then appears that the children are being protected by the wall and Suri’s stories from the 
war. Is Suri an unreliable narrator? Have these children, in fact, been displaced by war all along? 
Students discuss possible reasons for the wall being built with a partner. Using the ideas presented 
in the text and their background knowledge, students make inferences and justify their opinions 
about why the wall exists. Guide students to share their ideas and to make judgements about  
the world in which the characters live, giving reasons for their opinions about the wall.  
(Connecting and engaging critically.)

EN2–10C
•  justify interpretations of a text, including responses to characters, information and ideas,  

e.g. The main character is selfish because…
EN2–11D
•  draw connections between personal experiences and the worlds of texts, and share responses 

with others (ACELT1596)
•  justify personal opinions by citing evidence, negotiating with others and recognising opinions 

presented.
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http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/connecting
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/engaging-critically

