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I. OVERVIEW
A Note to Teachers
Alex and The Other is the fourth in a series, Weird Stories Gone Wrong, by author Philippa Dowding. In this story,
Alex becomes involved with an evil twin, a doppelganger, who tries to take over his life. This story is exciting
and entertaining and offers opportunities to explore and discuss many issues that might be of importance to
students, among them loneliness, friendship, fears, problem solving, courage, and imagination. In this resource,
several activities are suggested as possibilities for working with the novel in grades four, five, and six. It would
make a good read aloud, or a small group or whole class novel study. The resource has been developed in such a
way that teachers can choose the activities that they believe will enhance their own students’ learning. Many of
the suggested activities can be modified depending on the level of the students, their learning abilities and needs,
and the depth of exploration chosen by the teacher.

Book Summary
Alex is the loneliest boy at school. Not only are his parents away (again), but his beloved cat is missing. Plus,
one morning his reflection in the haunted bathroom mirror at school starts talking to him. Then two mysterious
strangers in overcoats and sunglasses appear, whispering the same message over and over: Beware The Other….
But, worse than all that is the girl with the braid. She looks just like Alex. She’s better than him at everything, and
they even share the same name. Soon she’s the only Alex anyone can see, at school, at work, even at home. In no
time, it’s almost as though the real Alex never existed at all. Can the real Alex outsmart his evil twin and get his life
back before she replaces him for good? And, more importantly, who is the real Alex, anyway?

About the Author
Philippa Dowding is an award-winning copywriter, poet, and children’s author. Her books in the Lost Gargoyle
series were shortlisted for the Diamond Willow, Hackmatack, and Silver Birch awards, and The Gargoyle at the Gates
was named a White Raven Book 2013 by the International Youth Library in Munich. Philippa lives in Toronto.
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II. SETTING THE PURPOSE: PRE-READING ACTIVITIES
Prior to reading, it is beneficial to predict what might happen in the story. The process of prediction can engage
the reader throughout the reading of the text, but especially at the beginning it can help to capture the interest
of the reader as they proceed with the story. Following are some possibilities for prediction and for helping to set
a purpose for reading as students embark on a study of Alex and The Other. The questions may be addressed as
whole class discussions, small group, or individual work.

1. What do you think the book will be about when you read the title Alex and The Other? Examine the illustration
on the front cover. What do you see? What does this illustration tell you? When you look at this illustration, what do
you think the book will be about?
2. On pages 7 through 11 of the book, there is a prologue titled “This Part Is (Mostly) True.” What do you think a
prologue is? Read the prologue aloud, and, after reading, discuss again what you think the story will be about.
3. Read the back cover. What did you learn here to confirm or change what you thought after you read the prologue?
4. Based on what you have learned from the title, the cover illustration, the back cover, and the prologue, begin a
KWL Chart to document your expectations, questions, and predictions about the book.
K
What I know

W
What I Would LIke to Know

L
What I Learned

At this time, students complete only the first two columns of the chart. Let students know they will be returning
to the chart at the end of the study to see if their questions have been answered, their expectations were met,
or their predictions were correct. Students should have an opportunity to share their information orally once it is
collected. This activity can be worked on by the class as a whole, by small groups, or by individuals. If worked on
individually or in small groups, there should be plans for sharing with the larger group. Students might want to
know, for example, who are the two tall strangers? What did they do with the farmer’s pigs? What was the green
fog about? Why does the cat on the front cover have green eyes? How will the prologue connect with the rest of
the story? Students may have many questions based on the information obtained from the front and back covers
of the book and the prologue, and this is a good time and place to document them.
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III. EXPLORING THE TEXT
Chapter Questions
Many incidents occurred throughout the story while Alex was in the process of first being taken over by The Other,
and then taking his life back. The questions that follow have been developed to assist the reader in situating and
organizing these happenings. The questions are intended for this purpose only and not to elicit higher order
thinking or responses. Other activities in this guide focus on the possibilities of higher order thinking and responses.

Prologue: This Part Is (Mostly) True
• Which characters are mentioned in the prologue?
• What did the old farmer do after his interaction with the strangers?

Chapters 1–3
• Where did Alex like to eat his lunch?
• Why did Alex like it there?
• What happened when Alex looked at himself in the mirror?
• Give some examples of how Alex was ignored or forgotten at school.
• Name Alex’s pets and state what kind of animal each is.
• Where did Alex go by himself at night?
• What did he find at his secret place this time?
• What did the strangers ask Alex?
• How did Alex respond to the strangers?

Chapters 4–6
• What three things had happened to Alex that made him think other people might think he’s strange?
• Who or what could Alex not find in the morning?
• Who stood at the end of the lane and why was this unusual?
• When Alex went to his basement bathroom at lunch, what happened that had not happened before?
• What advice was Alex given by the reflection in the mirror?
• What did the bus driver do just as Alex was about to get on the bus after school?
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Chapters 7–9
• When Alex walked into his home after school, what did he hear Carl and his mom and dad talking about?
• Alex saw a news article on a piece of paper beside Carl’s empty bowl. What was the article about?
• When Alex missed his school bus, who spoke to him as he tried to get his bike out of the tool shed?
• What did they tell Alex?
• When Alex finally arrived at school, who took his place?
• What did she say she was?
• What happened when he tried to touch her?

Chapters 10–12
• How did the other students act toward The Other Alex?
• What happened when Alex went to the school office to phone for help?
• What happened when Alex called Carl?
• What did Alex find in his locker?
• Who identified himself to Alex at the locker?
• Where did Alex ask Carl to take him?
• What did Alex do when the doctor tried to give him his booster shot?
• What did Mrs. Finkman, the pharmacist, say when Alex showed up for his work shift?

Chapters 13–15
• When Alex arrived home, who did he see sitting at the kitchen table with Carl and his parents?
• What did Alex think might be happening?
• Where did Alex go to think things over?
• When Alex returned home to get clothes and provisions, who paid a visit to Carl?
• When Alex went to the barn, what response did he get from his horse Pins?
• Who was in the sleigh being pulled by Pins and Minnie?

Chapters 16–18
• What had The Other Alex done on the weekend?
• What sport were both of them good at?
• What advice did Alex’s reflection offer to him?
• Who did Alex decide to ask for help?
• Which Alex became a school hero and why?
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Chapters 19–21
• When Alex confronted his evil twin, what happened?
• What did he learn about The Other Alex?
• What advice did the two tall strangers give Alex in order to get rid of The Other Alex?
• Who thanked Alex?
• Who was returned to Alex once The Other was taken care of?
• What happened when Alex returned to his regular life?

Epilogue: This Part Is Also (Mostly) True
• What advice is given about asking for help?
• What happened to Alex when he grew up?
• What two things were a little odd about Alex when he grew up?
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Vocabulary
Crossword Puzzle
This crossword puzzle highlights several words used in Alex and The Other. The puzzle provides an opportunity to
study the context and meaning of these words. Each clue is followed by a number in parentheses. This number is
the page where the word is found in the novel. Students should check out the word in its context (a small group of
two working together would be good for this assignment) and then add it to the puzzle.
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Crossword Puzzle Clues

Across:
1. ran at a low speed or out of gear (p. 71)
2. sounding rough and harsh (p. 62)
3. active, fast, and energetic (p. 53)
4. thin or faint streaks or fragments (p. 25)
5. strictly, according to rules (p. 13)
6. either of two people who resemble each other very much (p. 63)
7. causing to lose courage (p. 8)
8. gave the various forms of a verb in order (p. 44)

Down:
1. not guilty of a crime or offence (p. 51)
2. refused or turned down (p. 18–19)
3. rough, grating (p. 26)
4. burst of speed or activity (p. 75)
5. unquestionably (p. 10)
6. strange and frightening (p. 52)
7. performing an action at the same time (p. 27)
8. particles of moisture or other substance suspended in the air and visible (p. 8)

Make Your Own Crossword Puzzle
Here is another way of working with words in this novel. It would be a good idea to do the previous puzzle prior to
giving this activity a try. Students may also need some instruction on crossword puzzles and how they work. This
activity is a good one to try with a partner.

Steps to follow for making a Crossword Puzzle
1. Make a 25 x 25 grid in Word.
2. Print 3 copies of the grid.
3. On one copy, print each word, putting one letter in each square.
4. Cut out these words.
5. Using the cut-out words and the second grid copy, place the words on the grid, such that
crosswords are used; in other words, so letters overlap appropriately. This may take some juggling.
Once you have decided, these may be taped or glued to the second grid.
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6. In pencil, print the words on the third grid, being careful to put the letters in the right spaces.
7. Add numbers, starting at the top left corner. Make sure each word, across and down, starts with
a number.
8. On the third copy of the grid (the one with the words in pencil) shade all the squares that will NOT
be used.
9. Erase the words that have been printed in pencil, being careful to leave the numbers in place
and unerased.
10. Below the grid, arrange the words in “across” and “down” order, and in number order, to form a
CLUES section.
11. Look up a definition for each word and include it in the CLUES section beside the correct word.
Continue to work in pencil!
12. Erase the words and leave the definitions ready for your partner.

Your crossword is now ready to trade with and challenge a classmate.

Here are some words from the novel that could work for this activity:
bitter (p. 95)
flimsy (p. 98)
pierced (p. 105)
wary (p. 107)
observant (p. 109)
rasped (p. 110)
fraud (p. 119)
writhed (p. 124)
galaxy (p. 128)
jostled (p. 44)

Another approach is to invite the students to choose their own words from the novel to make the puzzle.
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Context Clues
Learning the meaning of a word from its context (the examination of the parts of the sentence or sentences
surrounding the word) is one way to determine meaning. Below are ten sentences from Alex and The Other.
The page number on which each appears is in parentheses following the sentence. Read each sentence and then,
using the context of the underlined word, make an educated guess about the meaning of the word. Following
completion of the exercise, discuss as a class, using a dictionary as required to verify.

1. A distinctly piggy voice said, “They’ll be back.” (p. 10)
distinctly means 									

2. Technically, Alex wasn’t supposed to be down there. (p. 13)
technically means 									

3. He handed Alex the rejected blue bib, rejected because it was torn and faded, which Alex
pulled over his head without complaint. (p. 18 –19)
rejected means									

4. They took a step toward him, in perfect unison. (p. 27)
unison means 									

5. He frowned down at Alex, who tried to look innocent. (p. 51)
innocent means 									

6. Carl’s pickup truck idled outside the school. (p. 71)
idled means 										

7. Carl dropped his magazine and stared as his little brother sprinted past. (p. 75)
sprinted means 									

8. Moonlight pierced the clouds and shone on the floor of the cabin. (p. 105)
pierced means 									
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9. At the edge of the forest, he was wary, quiet, willing his snowshoes to fall softly. (p. 107)
wary means 									

10. The loud, laughing kids moved around him, like water around a rock in a stream. They
jostled him. (p. 44)
jostled means 								
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Plot
Using graphic organizers can help students’ comprehension of a story. The following graphic organizer could be
used at various points throughout the reading to help students organize their learning and understanding. This
would be a good whole class activity to provide a visual reminder as the story progresses.

Characters:											
												
Prologue: (What happened here? What impact does it have on the reader?)
												
												
Beginning: (How did the story start? What was the problem in the story?)
												
												
Rising Actions: (What happened in the story, step by step?)
												
												
												
												
												
												
Climax: (What was the high point of the story? The most important event? What were the
step-by-step happenings that led to it?)
												
												
												
												
Falling Actions: (What steps after the climax lead us to the end of the story?)
												
												
Ending: (What happened at very end of the story? How was the problem solved?)
												
												
Epilogue: (What happened here? What impact does it have on the reader?)
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Character
The two main characters, Alex and The Other Alex, are quite interesting and students are able to benefit from some
exploration of these characters.

Character Comparison
Compare the characters of Alex and The Other. Initially, students should collect information by using a Venn
diagram (see below.) Then, using the information from the Venn diagram, they should write a paragraph that
shows the ways Alex and The Other are similar to and different from each other.

Ways they are alike

Alex

The Other

Character Interview
In groups of two, students choose one of the following characters:  Alex or The Other. The group works together to
develop and write ten questions they would like to ask this character. The group also writes the answers they think
this character would give. All of this should be based upon what they know about the character and the way the
character acts in the story.
When the questions and answers have been developed, the group turns them into an interview. One group
member is the interviewer and the other group member is the character. The completed interview is presented
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to the class and the written portion is submitted to the teacher. Teachers may choose to assess students on the
process of working in a group, the authenticity of the questions and answers, and the oral presentation.

Character Poetry
Following instruction, students use poetry to demonstrate their understanding of the characters, and they use
good descriptive words and phrases to aid in this demonstration. Students can be asked to present this poetry in
an artistically pleasing fashion, and may illustrate by drawing, shading, bordering, or computer enhancing.
Some possible types of poetry include:

Cinquain Poetry: This is a five-line poem that does not rhyme. The first line contains a subject, the second line
contains two descriptive words (adjectives), the third line contains three action words (verbs), the fourth line
contains a phrase or sentence describing the subject, and the fifth line contains a word that means something
similar to the subject.
Here is an example:
Alex
Lonely, insecure
Worrying, wondering, wandering
He wants to have friends
Problem solver

Limerick: Limericks are humorous, light, five-line verses that use the AABBA form of rhyming. Following instruction
on the limerick form, students could choose a character from the story and write their own limerick.
Here is an example:
Oh, Alex he was quite the boy,
He wanted to find peace and joy,
He found out The Other
Would bring lots of bother,
But faced fears that did him annoy.
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Character Web
In this activity, students are divided into groups of three. For each group, a facilitator, a recorder, and a reporter
are assigned. The facilitator’s job is to make sure the group stays on topic and to keep the discussion going, the
recorder’s job is to document the discussion as it is occurring, and the reporter’s job is to report back to the large
group when requested. All members are responsible for the research and for participating in the discussions in
addition to their specific roles.
Each group is assigned a character from the story: Alex or The Other. More than one group will be studying a
character.
The assignment: Discuss your assigned character, record information on the following template, and then present
the information to the large group.
Actions/Events
(choose three for your character)

Words
(what did the character say/think to make
him/her unique?)

Character:

Feelings/Attitude

Appearance
(physical description)

Group Members:
Facilitator: 			
Recorder: 			
Reporter: 			
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Setting
Sketching
Philippa Dowding describes a number of locations in the story. She uses strong and evocative terms and phrases
to paint a picture in the reader’s mind. In this activity, students are asked to choose one of the following settings
from the story. They find the setting description and record the two or three sentences in the book that they feel
best describe this location. The student then draws a pencil sketch of their vision of this part of the setting.
This assignment offers the opportunity to integrate art with literature. Teachers may want to provide suggestions
and instructions on pencil sketching.
Some possibilities:
•

p. 21: His best friend, Needles, sat cleaning her fur on a straw bale.
Needles was a Norwegian Forest Cat. She was big and silver-haired, with enormous yellow eyes. She
didn’t mind winter or snow at all. Her tufted paws kept her on top of the snow, and her thick fur kept
her warm and dry.

•

p. 23: At the far side stood a tiny abandoned cabin. The cabin was over a hundred years old, built
back when trappers camped in the woods. It had an old, patched roof, a covered porch, and a creaky
door, but no one ever came here. It was a perfect spot to be alone.

•

p. 25: A ball of metal, twisted and melted onto itself, lay in a clearing. The ground was scorched, the
winter grass blackened, the snow melted away. A few puffs of smoke rose off the metal, so it hadn’t
been there long. And it wasn’t very big. Not even as big as a bike, now that he was closer to it.
The strangest thing, though, was the glowing ooze. Little green puddles gathered at the edge of
the pile.

•

p. 52: He tossed and turned all night. If he’d looked outside, though, he would have seen two tall,
dark figures at the edge of the forest, looking up at his window. An eerie green fog rolled around
them as they watched.

•

p. 55: Not one, but two someones. Two tall, dark figures stood across the road. They stood behind the
trees, almost out of sight. They wore long overcoats and dark sunglasses.
An eerie breeze picked up and danced snow across the trees.

•

p. 105: Moonlight pierced the clouds and shone on the floor of the cabin. Alex stared out the window
at the bright silver sky.

•

p. 107: The green fog came from the pig shed. Across the barnyard he could see a large pig, out
of the wind, curled up and cozy in her straw bed. A brand new fence bristled in front of her …
The fog swirled and grew around the pig, then fell away. Then grew again.
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Diorama Project
Invite students to choose one of the scenes from Alex and The Other and make a diorama (mini landscape in a box)
of this place.
Detail is very important, so encourage students to include all the details described in the story.
Some diorama possibilities:
•

p. 8: The scene with the old farmer and the pigs

•

p. 21: The barn along with Needles, Minnie, and Pins

•

p. 23: The cabin, Alex’s secret place

•

p. 13: The boy’s bathroom in the basement of Alex’s school

•

p. 51–52: Alex in his bed with the two tall, dark figures outside

•

p. 107: The green fog coming from the pig shed, and the pig curled up and cozy in her straw bed.

TRG | Alex and the Other

Exploring the Text | 19

IV. RESPONDING TO AND REFLECTING ON THE TEXT
Discussion and Individual Written Response
These questions encourage students to go beyond the retelling of events in the story and to demonstrate higher
levels of thinking about what they have read. A helpful process for encouraging student thinking and writing is
to facilitate whole class discussions, followed by discussions in small groups of two, followed by the writing of a
response. Sometimes it is also helpful to give students a sentence starter to begin their response. This can help
students decide how to frame their writing and the discussion can help them with ideas as to where to go with
their writing.
Students should be asked to write a four to six sentence response to the following. When the responses are
completed, they might be read aloud to the class.

•

In the prologue “This Part Is (Mostly) True,” we read about an old farmer, some screaming pigs, eerie
green fog, and a voice talking about “The Other.” When an author starts a story in this way, what does
it make you think? What does it make you feel about reading the story?

•

On page 11, the author says “sometimes truth can be stranger than fiction.” What do you think this
means? Give some examples from other books you have read or from other situations in which you
have been involved or you have read about or heard about.

•

On page 16, Alex was described as a boy who is not exactly bullied but who has few friends. When
you read this, did it make you think of anyone you know? Have you yourself ever felt this way? How
do you think you would feel if you were like Alex? Discuss.

•

There was one thing Alex knew he was really good at. What was that one thing? Discuss something
you believe you are really good at. How does it make you feel to know you are good at something?
Discuss something you are not really good at. How does it make you feel to know you are not good
at something?

•

Alex had a couple of secret or special places. Describe them. Do you have any secret or special
places? If yes, where/what are they? Describe them. If no, imagine a place you think you would
choose to be your special place. Describe it. How does/would this special place make you feel?

•

Alex kept wondering what was happening to him. Sometimes he wondered if he was going crazy.
Why did he wonder that? When you read about the image in the mirror speaking to him, and the
other strange events, what did you think? What would you think if strange events happened to you
and how would you respond?

•

Why was Alex the perfect choice to be taken over by an evil twin or doppelgänger? Do you know
anyone like Alex? Is there any way you could help that person?
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•

How did Alex feel when The Other completely took over his life, becoming popular, attending
sleepovers, being a recognized basketball star? What helped Alex decide what he must do to take
back his life? What did he have to do? How did he deal with The Other?

•

Alex knew what The Other could never take from him: “the thing that made him … him. His unique
thoughts. Whatever he thought each moment, however he looked at the world, it was HIS way of
thinking. HIS way of looking. He loved the snow. He loved the forest. He loved basketball, and math,
and horses.” Write about what it is that no one could ever take from you. What are some of your
unique qualities? Describe them in detail.

•

When The Other went away, Alex realized that The Other had actually done something very
important for him. What was it that The Other had done for Alex? Describe in as much detail as you can.

•

The two tall strangers turned out to be good guys. The author says, “You never know where you’ll
find friends, though, sometimes in the most unlikely of places.” Where have you found friends? Has it
been in likely or unlikely places? Discuss in detail.

•

The author says, “You have to ask for help once in a while.” What made Alex ask for help? Have you
ever asked for help? What were the circumstances? Discuss.

•

“And if Alex learned anything, it’s this: when all else fails, you can always count on the person you see
in the mirror for sound advice.” Discuss this quote from the story. How did Alex count on himself to
solve his problem? How have you been able to solve problems by counting on yourself and following
your own advice?

Completion of KWL Chart
Return to the KWL Chart that was partially completed at the beginning of reading the book. Ask students to
complete the “What I Learned” or “L” part of the chart. This can be done individually, in small groups, or by the class
as a whole. Regardless, the information should be shared by the larger group and can form an effective conclusion
to the study. Completing this chart helps students articulate their new learning and what they have gained from
reading the book. The “L” part of the chart may contain new learning not previously wondered about in addition
to questions answered.
K
What I know
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W
What I Would LIke to Know

L
What I Learned
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V. EXTENDING THE TEXT
Here are a few possibilities that use ideas presented in the novel to further engage student interest and study.

Research
A focus on the idea of a diary could be valuable. Students choose to be either Alex or The Other and write five diary
entries incorporating some of the major events of the story. A suggestion would be to instruct students about
what a diary is and some general guidelines, then to brainstorm as a class some events from the story that might
be “diary worthy,” and then have the students choose the events they would like to write about.
Each of the following topics or ideas is mentioned in the novel. Invite students to choose one, to research this topic
or idea on the internet, and then to share their research results through the development of a poster that includes
facts about the topic and some sort of illustration, collage, traditional report, or a presentation using software.
Research possibilities: doppelgängers, Norwegian Forest Cats, growing bean sprouts.

Culminating Activities
Some possibilities for culminating activities are included here. One idea would be to have a “twin” day, where
students, grouped in twos, would come dressed as twins. An alternative would be to have students come as
twins with one person representing the actual person and the other representing the “evil doppelgänger.” A third
possibility would be for pairs of students to come dressed as the two mysterious strangers. Each group would be
responsible for describing their own personalities, how they are alike, and how they differ.
•

Games and activities could be structured so that each group of twins works together to solve
problems or play the game.

•

Twins could work together on all daily assignments and a discussion could ensue as to whether or
not this would be a preferable way to work.

•

“Twin” snacks could be available. Simple snacks such as popcorn or cheese and crackers or cookies
could be presented as grouped together in twos.
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