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Consider the following question as you read Addison Addley and the Things 
That Aren’t There:  
How can something invisible help you?

Story
Addison Addley hates math. He hates public speaking too. Actually, he hates anything 
that involves work, but he only has a couple of weeks to write and memorize his grade 
five speech. The problem is, he can’t think of a single topic. Between trying to help 
his mom get elected to the board of the local astronomy club and dealing with an ex-
tremely annoying classmate, he barely has time to go fishing. When he finally comes 
up with an excellent idea for a speech, it almost writes itself, but it’s his poor math skills 
that make speech day unforgettable.

Author
Melody DeFields McMillan grew up in the countryside in southwestern Ontario, 
and now lives in Simcoe, not far from where she grew up. As well as being a writer, she 
is a teacher and the mother of a daughter and a son. Addison Addley and the Things That 
Aren’t There was nominated for a Silver Birch Award.
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Connecting to the Curriculum
Language Arts
 • Addison struggles with presenting in front of a group. Have students write a list of 

ways to make an oral presentation great. 

 • Brainstorm a list of “things that aren’t there” and select five to research. Some  
examples are: electricity, heat, atoms, radiation or thunder. Have students present 
the information in poster format. 

 • Place a variety of objects in a paper or cloth bag. Have students close their eyes 
and feel the objects from either inside or outside the bag. Get them to write a  
description of what is in the bag in as much detail as they can. Once they have 
finished, show them the objects and discuss the similarities and differences between 
what they wrote and the actual objects. 

 • Addison miscalculates the measurements in the recipe for his mother’s punch, with 
disastrous results. Discuss with the class where he went wrong and have them write 
short paragraphs containing misinformation, such as a rainbow where the fifth 
color is brown or where Mt. Everest is 880 meters (2886 feet) instead of 8848  
meters (29,029 feet).

 • At the end of his presentation Addison says, “Black holes, wormholes, atoms and 
ghosts/With an open mind, you can see the most.” In small groups, have students 
discuss what this means to them. As a class, share the ideas and write a paragraph 
or poem describing “An Open Mind.”

Science
 • Invisible pictures that appear before your eyes can be created by using baking soda 

and lemon juice or vinegar. Mix baking soda with water and write a message on 
paper using a brush. Once it’s dry, brush on vinegar or lemon juice to reveal the 
message. Have students research the science behind this process.

 • Magnetism is an invisible force that works between two magnetic objects. Have 
students explore selected objects to see which attract and which do not, and  
document their observations and hypotheses. 

 • Atoms are the basic building blocks of matter. They contain a center, or nucleus, 
and are made up of protons, electrons and neutrons. Draw a large model on the 
board or screen, and label the parts. Have students find out the composition of 
common forms of matter. 

 • Have students build atom models using toothpicks and modeling clay for such 
things as water, oxygen and hydrogen. Use different colors to represent the makeup 
of each model. 
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 • Addison refers to Thomas Edison as the inventor of the light bulb. Edison  

invented many things that we use today, including the motion picture camera, the 
telescribe, cement and the electric generator. Research more about Edison and his 
contributions to our world.

 • Addison says, “The world always needs new ideas.” Challenge students to think of 
a new innovation or invention that would benefit the world. Have them describe 
their new idea, innovation or invention in detail.

Art
 • Have students draw in detail their new idea, innovation or invention described 

above in Science. 

 • Using a magnifying glass or microscope, observe some common objects around 
the classroom. Paper, fingerprints or fabric would be good choices for this activity. 
Have students draw the magnified version as well as the original object.

 • Look at pictures of eyes of various species, including humans, to observe their 
similarities and differences. Draw a pair of eyes from two different species on the 
same piece of paper to highlight this.

Drama
 • Introduce “air writing and drawing” using words, simple drawings or designs as a 

method of interacting with others without the use of speech or visible cues. Divide 
students into groups of two to four and have them practice with each other. Have 
them share with the larger group the best of their “invisible” work.

 • In small groups, have students create short skits that involve sleight of hand, facial 
gestures or some other form of misdirection. Challenge the groups to fool their 
classmates with their presentations.

Connecting to the Text
 • Through their characters, authors will sometimes exaggerate events to add a bit of 

humor to the story. Consider this example from chapter 2, where Addison explains 
how his mom sometimes goes crazy, cooking up a storm in the kitchen: “Once she 
made three different salads, four kinds of sandwiches and two types of pudding, 
all for my lunch and all in ten minutes. I bet she could make breakfast, lunch and 
dinner all at once, in between rearranging the kitchen furniture.” Have students 
find other examples in the book where the author uses exaggeration for a comic 
effect. 
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 • Make an overhead of the following list. Discuss with students some of the things 

that make for a good story:

 � a plot that is exciting, suspenseful, baffling or extraordinary
 � interesting situations that are well explained and believable
 � characters you care enough about to make you want to keep reading
 � characters you can relate to and who change and grow as they make decisions
 � to solve problems
 � descriptions that make you feel like you’re there
 � a variety of settings
 � a fast start—action, danger, humor
 � situations that elicit an emotional response and give you something to think 

about a good ending with problems solved and characters getting what they 
deserve

Using these criteria, have students write a critical review of Addison Addley and the 
Things That Aren’t There. Students should ensure their review touches on a number 
of the criteria with examples and reasons for their assessment. Share these reviews 
with the class.

 • Have students create a timeline of the story arc to show the major events in the 
book.

 • Invite students to choose a main character from the book and create a character 
web. Webs should include personality traits, physical characteristics, likes or 
dislikes, habits and whatever other information students can dig up about the  
character. Encourage students to make as detailed a web as possible for their  
chosen character. 

 • Direct students to find the mailing address of Ocra Book Publishers inside the 
front cover of the book. Using proper letter-writing format, have students write 
a letter to Melody DeFields McMillan c/o Orca Book Publishers. In their letters, 
students should include information about what they enjoyed most about reading 
Addison Addley and the Things That Aren’t There. They may also choose to ask some 
questions about the characters, or about the author herself. Students may mail the 
letters if they wish.

Connecting to the Students—Discussion Questions
1. Public speaking is hard for a lot of people—grownups included! Imagine you gave 

a speech at school today, and it was a complete disaster. Write a journal entry about 
what went wrong. Now turn the tables: imagine your speech rocked, and everyone 
loved it. Write a journal entry describing the details of your excellent presentation.
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2. Addison doesn’t like math very much. Think about the subjects you don’t like. 

What are they? What is it about these subjects that you don’t like? What might 
change your mind about them?

3. Think about some of the situations Addison faces in this book. Do any of them 
remind you of a similar situation you’ve faced? Finish this sentence: I can relate to 
[specific situation in the book] because one time... 

4. How are Addison’s interactions with Tiffany (The Lamp) similar to the way things 
happen in the real world? How are they different? Discuss.

5. Addison has a number of problems. Choose one area of Addison’s life where he 
needs to solve a problem. If you could give Addison some advice from your own 
life experience, what would you say to him? Explain.

Author’s Note
Hi Readers!

I’m fascinated by all sorts of stuff in this world, both things that are plainly visible 
and things that aren’t there, but could be. I love the unknown. I love a good mystery. 
I think life is one big mystery. I also love science. To me the unknown and science go 
together very well. I mean, really, who would have thought fifty years ago that I would 
be writing this letter on a thing called a computer and sending it out on a thing called 
the Internet?

In order for some people to understand ideas like black holes, they need scientific 
facts. Science has a hard time keeping up because there’s just so much exciting stuff 
out there, ready and waiting to be discovered. It’s sort of like the feeling you’d get on 
your birthday if you thought you’d finished opening up all of your presents and some-
one told you there were more. They weren’t in plain sight but they were there just the 
same—all you had to do was find them. Every day new things are being discovered and 
put into terms that we can understand and see. 

I also need to have both feet firmly planted on the ground. (It’s a balance thing. I 
guess it’s because I’m a Libra.) That’s where Addison comes in. He’s about as firmly 
planted as you can get. When I first started to write the book, Addison just jumped off 
the page. He took over my thoughts for the next few months as I was eating breakfast 
or feeding the birds or balancing the budget. I knew from the start that even though 
Addison acted like he knew it all, he also knew that he didn’t. He had to be sort of lazy 
(like we all feel some days), creative (with all of his crazy ideas), proud and sensitive, 
even though he didn’t like to show it. 

I chose the idea of public speaking because speeches were a nerve-wracking thing 
for some of the kids in my grade six class. In order to lighten things up, we’d do crazy 
things like clap after the introduction, the way Addison’s classmates did.

Addison, like a lot of other people, hates math. I like math, but fractions really are a 
pain sometimes. I mean, have you ever tried to divide forty minutes of computer time 
by three people, minus two half-minute breaks? It adds up to not much more than a 
blank page, sort of like Addison’s brain on speech day. 
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Well, I’m going to get off this computer right now and go for a walk, after I finish 

picking the almonds out of my granola. The squirrels might want them. Hope you 
enjoy the book!

Sincerely,
Melody DeFields McMillan
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http://kids.niehs.nih.gov/illusion/illusions.htm  
 
Thomas Edison 
www.thomasedison.com 
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NASA for Kids 
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www.kids.niehs.nih.gov/illusion/illusions.htm 

How Spiders see the World 
www.amonline.net.au/spiders/toolkit/hairy/see.htm 
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