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Candlewick Sparks offer newly independent readers the chance to experience early fiction 
from some of today’s most talented authors and illustrators. Endearing and enduring, 
these extraordinary books are guaranteed to ignite the imagination.

These beginning-reader chapter books run the gamut from humorous to heartwarming 
as they explore such themes as friendship, sibling relationships, children’s emotions, and 
compassion for others. Exploring subjects of universal interest to young readers, they are 
high-interest books that allow children to gain the confidence needed for early reading 
success.

  The Zelda and Ivy Series  
by Laura McGee Kvasnosky 

Zelda and Ivy are two fabulous fox sisters who have a flair for the dramatic. Their humorous exploits 
reveal the warmth — and occasional wrath — of sibling dynamics.

Zelda and Ivy: The Runaways
Start off the school year by reading this book aloud. Then invite the class to create a time 
capsule, as Zelda and Ivy do in chapter two. Because it might be too hard for students to 
part with personal mementos (as Zelda and Ivy discover), create a current-events capsule 
instead. Have children bring one item to class for the time capsule, related to the news, 
a school function, or a community event, such as a fair. On the last week of school, open 
the capsule and reminisce as a class about the previous ten months. Challenge students to 
write about their favorite memory from the school year.

In chapter three, “The Secret Concoction,” Zelda tries to write and illustrate a haiku for 
her grandmother. Explain that a haiku is a poem made up of three lines, the first line containing five syl-
lables, the second line seven syllables, and the last line five. Challenge students to create their own haiku 
on any topic they choose. Suggest that they give their haiku to a family member as Zelda wished to do.
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Zelda and Ivy: Keeping Secrets
In chapter two of this book, “April Fool,” Zelda is having a difficult time pulling off an 
April Fool’s Day prank on her sister. As an April Fool’s Day class project, create some 
“foolish sentences,” write them on the board, and challenge children to turn them into 
correct grammar. As a variation on the theme, explore the concept of fact versus fiction 
by writing a sentence on the board and asking children if they think it is fact or “foolish.”

  The Houndsley and Catina Series  
  by James Howe, illustrated by Marie-Louise Gay

The subtle dance of friendship plays out in these sweetly humorous tales about an unlikely, most like-
able pair. Kicking off with Houndsley and Catina, winner of the E. B. White Read Aloud Award, these 
delightful adventures show that friendship comes in all shapes and sizes — and that opposites definitely 
attract. 

Houndsley and Catina
As this adventure shows, being a good friend (and not hurting someone’s feelings) 
sometimes means knowing when to hold one’s tongue and when to offer words of 
encouragement. Ask the class to volunteer what they think are the qualities of a good 
friend. Write the characteristics they suggest on the board. Discuss as a class the ways 
good friends may be alike and how they may be different. Ask students to write down 
the names of some friends and think about the ways they’ve shown friendship to each 
other. Then have students complete the Friendship Chart (page 7).

Houndsley and Catina and the Birthday Surprise
Great minds think alike in this charming book about friendship. Neither Houndsley nor 
Catina know when their birthday is, so each one surprises the other with a party. Have 
the children throw a no-special-occasion celebratory or thank-you party for someone 
such as for the class pet, the whole school, the librarian, the custodian, or a favorite 
author. Decide on the day, time, and theme of the party. Show students all the elements 
of a proper invitation, then have them create invitations for the event. If you wish, invite 
the class to make decorations and write poems or personal anecdotes for the honoree. 
Then let the festivities begin!



Illustrations copyright © 2007 by Marie-Louise Gay

Candlewick Sparks Activities                                                 3                                                            www.candlewick.com

Houndsley and Catina: Plink and Plunk
Here is an engaging tale about two friends who overcome their fears and learn to enjoy 
what once worried them. Houndsley learns to ride a bike with Catina’s help, and Catina 
learns to swim with Houndsley’s help. 

Note to students that this story shows how good friends help each other. Invite them to 
complete a Helping Wheel. To create a template, draw a circle on a piece of 8½ x 11 inch 
paper. Draw a smaller circle in the middle. Draw four straight lines from the inner circle 

to the outer circle to create four equal segments surrounding the inner circle.

Have each child think of two friends he or she has helped, as well as two other people who have helped 
the student. (As an example, you might suggest: “I helped Jamie with her homework; Ben helped me 
clean my room.”) Ask children to draw a picture of themselves and/or write their name in the inner circle. 
Then have them use the other four spaces to write about and illustrate their four examples of friends 
helping friends. Display the finished products on a bulletin board.

  Single Titles  

Joe and Sparky Get New Wheels
by Jamie Michalak, illustrated by Frank Remkiewicz

This is a funny tale of an adventurous giraffe and a turtle who likes to stay inside his 
shell. The story takes readers on a laugh-out-loud journey to a shopping mall, a car wash, 
and a take-out burger joint. After Joe and Sparky’s exciting escapades, the two decide 
to return home to the zoo — but not before Joe sees a banner that reads learn to fly. 
Have children write a sequel to the tale in which Joe and Sparky once again leave the 
zoo — and this time have an aerial adventure.

The Monster in the Backpack
by Lisa Moser, illustrated by Noah Z. Jones

Annie’s backpack comes with pretty pink and blue flowers, a cool zipper . . . and a mon-
ster inside! Although the monster eats Annie’s lunch, puts bubble gum in her boots, and 
turns her homework into confetti, Annie can’t bear to part with her newfound friend. 
Ask children to fantasize about what kind of monster might be in their own backpack. 
Have them write three things the monster in their backpack would do. Invite them to 
make an illustration of their monster and give him a name.



Squirrel’s World
by Lisa Moser, illustrated by Valeri Gorbachev

Squirrel is a very good helper. In fact, he helps friends even when they do not know that 
they need help! After reading the story, discuss with students the way Squirrel “helps” 
Mouse, Turtle, and Rabbit. Ask: Does he really help them? Then invite children to 
volunteer some ways they can truly help in the classroom and make a list of their sug-
gestions on chart paper. Have children create “helper coupons” for the jobs that interest 
them. Some examples might be: “I will help pass out papers”; “I will help clean the 
desks”; and “I will help organize the bookshelf.” When you are in need of an extra hand, 
cash in on your helper coupons!
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Friendship Chart
Name:____________________________

My Friends How I Show Friendship How My Friend Shows 
Friendship
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