Teaching Notes


About the Book – Synopsis

When Jake Rollins isn't worrying about his dad going ape-shit, he's busy creating out-of- this-world manga and hanging out with his best mate. Jake and his mum spend their lives dodging Jake's dad's fists, but it's the last year of high school and Jake has the perfect plan to escape home. All he has to do is nab a scholarship to Tokyo where he'll learn how to be a professional manga artist! But before then, Jake has to navigate his final year of high school, and keep himself, his mum and their dog alive. This is a story of survival, resurgence, and what it means to be bigger than where you come from. With themes of friendship, coming-of-age, family and domestic violence, survival, creativity, courage and diversity, Can the Real JR Stand Up, Please? is a warm-hearted, hopeful novel about being true to yourself and learning to be brave.


Themes

Themes:
· Loneliness
· Isolation
· Friendship and relationships
· Family and domestic violence
· Survival
· Grief
· Adolescence
· Personal identity
· Art and creativity
· Bravery and courage.

Can the Real JR Stand Up, Please? is written as a contemporary realism novel with elements of magical realism. The novel explores family and domestic violence and tells Jake’s story of survival and escape from a first-person point of view. At the beginning of the novel, Jake is an unwilling witness of violence perpetrated by his father towards his mother. Jake and his mum are coerced and controlled by his dad through intimidation and fear, and within the novel, physical abuse, emotional abuse, financial abuse, verbal abuse, animal abuse, and non-fatal strangulation are all used by Jake’s dad. The abuse takes place within the home and is not seen by anyone outside the family. Isolation, loneliness and powerlessness are the daily realities of Jake’s life. Elements of magical realism are used within the novel to lighten the story and to highlight Jake’s creativity and strength. 


Style

The novel is written from a first-person perspective to show the reader Jake’s internal dialogue. It is interspersed with first-person narrative written from Ophelia’s point of view and snippets of wisdom from Baba Ami to give readers a wider perspective into the story. The use of vocabulary and syntax is relatively simple, and the story, although not a novella, is short in length to widen its accessibility.


Australian Curriculum Outcomes 
Y8–12 English 
Y8–12 Health and Physical Education (mental health and wellbeing) 
Y8–12 Digital Technologies 
Y8-12 Arts (visual arts)


Teaching Suggestions

Suggested Reading Plan for Can the Real JR Stand Up, Please?

Students could alternate between: 
• Reading chapters together as a class 
• Read in pairs or small groups 
• Independent reading


Before reading: 

1. Explore the front cover and blurb as a class. 
2. What does the title suggest?
3. Students could discuss the meaning of the title.
4. Students could predict what will happen in the book.


Reading Journal

Students could keep a journal to record important quotes and emotional reactions, and to make a note of questions or discussion topics to raise in class. 


During Reading

Students to note how the plot progresses during each chapter.
Students to be aware of their emotions and reactions to the story and to seek support where required.


After Reading

Questions and Topics for Discussion:

1. How would you describe Jake Rollins as a character? How does he change throughout the story? Consider these questions for other characters such as Ophelia Araya and Jake’s mum.
2. What is the significance of Ophelia’s family? What role does her family play in Jake’s journey? List some of the differences in family life between Ophelia and Jake.
3. Why do you think the author interspersed the novel with Ophelia’s perspective and lines of wisdom from Baba Ami? 
4. What role does Baba Ami play in the novel? 
5. Why do you think the author used magical realism in the story? What effect does magical realism have on the story? 
6. How is redemption and forgiveness explored in the story?
7. Grief is explored in the novel in a number of instances. What is grief? What help is available for people dealing with grief? How can we help people around us who are dealing with grief and loss?
8. Can art be useful in responding to trauma? In what way? How does art drive the plot in Can the Real JR Stand Up, Please?
9. Discuss the significance of the Japanese folk tale told within the novel. Why do you think the author included this folk tale? What purpose do you think folk tales serve?
10. How are men portrayed within the novel? Is this different from the way women are portrayed?
11. Do you think this is an example of inclusive writing? Use quotes from the story to support your argument.
12. Do you think spiritualism plays a role in the novel? In what way? Use quotes from the story to support your argument.
13. Family and domestic violence is prevalent across all levels of society. Where can people go to seek support? How would you support Jake if he is your friend?



Essay questions/oral presentation topics 
1. Analyse the representation of one or more of the following themes in Can the Real JR Stand Up, Please? — family relationships, ethics in art, trauma, forgiveness, isolation, loneliness or courage. 
2. Compare and contrast the representations of masculinity and femininity as embodied by two or more characters in Can the Real JR Stand Up, Please?
3. Discuss the role of the narrator in framing narrative structure in Can the Real JR Stand Up, Please?


Suggested Classroom Activities:

Create a video-based book trailer. Students can create a storyboard and advertisement for Can the Real JR Stand Up, Please? using copyright free-images and creative commons licensed music sourced online.

Write a book review of Can the Real JR Stand Up, Please? What do you think are the strengths and the weaknesses of the novel? To whom will you recommend the book and why?

Create a three-minute presentation discussing the representation of one of the following themes in the text: loneliness, isolation, grief, friendship, family and domestic violence, survival, creativity, and courage.

Write a personal essay on creativity. Why is creativity important to you? How do you find ways to be creative in your everyday life? 

Create your own artwork inspired by Can the Real JR Stand Up, Please? Which medium will you use? Students may like to explore some of the key themes of the novel through this artwork (e.g. loneliness, isolation, grief, friendship, family and domestic violence, survival, creativity, and courage). 


Creative writing 
· Find examples of simile, metaphor and personification in the text. How do these literary devices enhance the imagery conjured for the reader? What do they add to the reading experience? Can you use figurative language in your own creative writing? 
· Snakes are an important recurring motif within the story. What do they represent? Support your answer with evidence from the text. What other recurring symbols are used within the text?
· What will happen to Jake and Ophelia’s friendship in the future? Write an epilogue to the story.
· Use the Japanese folk tale within the novel as a prompt for your own story.


Interview with the Author

Can you introduce yourself to readers? 
Hello, thank you very much for reading this book. I’m an author based in Western Australia. I write short stories for adults, picture books for young children, and novels for young adults. My favourite thing to do is to read and spend time with my family. 

Have you always wanted to be a writer? Are you artistic like Jake?
I came to writing fiction relatively late in life. I wanted to write books instead of just reading them, so when I was forty-three, I decided to get started and I’ve been scribbling in notebooks ever since. I am not artistic at all which kind of makes me sad. My dad’s family were very good painters, and my mum succeeds at any artistic activity that takes her fancy from making stained-glass windows to basket weaving. Although the artistic gene seems to have passed me by, my youngest daughter is an extremely talented artist.

Which authors do you most admire?
I admire so many authors although my list of favourite authors includes: A.S. King, Haruki Murakami, Yoko Ogawa, Shirley Jackson, Kate DiCamillo, and Neil Gaiman. 

What was the inspiration for Can the Real JR Stand Up, Please?
I wrote a short story to submit to a romance anthology and the plot was driven by my protagonist escaping a background of family and domestic abuse. Needless to say, my story was not accepted for the anthology because domestic abuse is rarely seen in this genre of fiction, but the seed had taken root in my mind and I felt compelled to write about this topic. I find it interesting that this topic is still very much taboo despite one woman in Australia dying every week as a result of family and domestic violence. The issue was too important for me to ignore in my writing.

How did you come up with the title?
I am dreadful at coming up with titles and this novel had many titles before my publisher and I finally settled on Can the Real JR Stand Up, Please? The title was inspired by A.S. King’s titles which are always quirky. I wanted a quirky title, too!

Why did you use magical realism in the story?
As you can see from my list of favourite authors, I enjoy reading stories with elements of magical realism. Much of my writing is me experimenting to see if I can use different narrative techniques effectively. The subject matter of Can the Real JR Stand Up, Please? is so dark and sad, and I hoped that by using elements of magical realism, the novel would have a balance of light and shade. 

What message do you want readers to remember from your novel?
More than anything, I hope readers are hopeful about the future when they finish reading Can the Real JR Stand Up, Please? It would be wonderful if my story helped readers to know that they are just as brave and courageous as Jake.
