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MOTHER TONGUE BY PATRICIA FORDE 

About the book 

This book picks up the story of Letta, heroine of The Wordsmith. You don’t need to have read 
The Wordsmith to enjoy Mother Tongue, but if you have read the first book, you’ll already know 
that Letta was in charge of words in Ark. At the end of The Wordsmith, Letta overcomes John 
Noa, the dictator who was out to suppress language, and saves the people of Ark.  

But not for long. As Mother Tongue opens, John Noa’s partner, Amelia, has taken over Ark and 
is even more ferociously opposed to language than Noa was. Letta is now living outside Ark, 
with a group of activists who call themselves the Creators. She is illegally teaching language to 
the children of Ark. Read the book to find out what happens! 

About the author  

Patricia Forde lives in Galway, in the west of Ireland. She has published several books for 
children, some in English, some in Irish, and has two picturebooks coming out with Little Island 
in 2020. She has also written two plays, as well as several television drama series for children and 
teenagers. She has worked as a writer on both English- and Irish-language soap operas. In 
another life, she was a primary school teacher and the artistic director of Galway Arts Festival.   

 
BEFORE YOU READ … 

Check out the cover 

● The cover illustration is by Elissa Webb. Do you like it? What do you think it says about 
the book you are about to read?  

 
● After you’ve read the book, you might have a go at designing your own cover for the 

book. Try to give the reader a clue as to what the story might be about. 

Tit le 

● What do you make of the title of this book? Do you know what a mother tongue is? If 
not, find out. Why do you think a mother tongue is called that? 

 
● Do a survey to find out how many mother tongues are represented in your school. 

Open up! 

● Read the dedication. (It’s on one of the opening pages of the book.)  
 
● See what you can find out about the babies to whom the book is dedicated. What kind of 

book do you think would have a dedication like this? 
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● Can you think of other places in the world where children are suffering? (Think about 
famine, war, refugees.) 

READ THE BOOK! 

● Did you enjoy it? How would you describe it to a friend? Think of three words that you 
would use to describe the story.  

 
● What was it about the book that most excited or moved you?  

 
● What is your favourite part? Can you explain why you like that bit best? 

 
● Who is your favourite character? Write a paragraph about him or her – not so much 

about what they did in the story, but what you think they are like as a person. 

Research/write (history) 

● In both The Wordsmith and Mother Tongue the author draws on Irish history for 
inspiration. For example, the first chapter of Mother Tongue introduces the idea of 
hedge schools. Hedge schools were small illegal schools in the 18th and 19th centuries in 
Ireland. They came about because of the Penal Laws. See what you can find out about 
the Penal Laws and the hedge schools.  

 
● Now imagine you are a hedge-schoolmaster. Write a letter to a friend, describing a day 

when your school was almost discovered by the British. 
 

● In chapter 3 Letta is working on a syllabus for the hedge schools. Have a discussion 
about what you think that syllabus might look like. 

 
● A syllabus for any school at any time should reflect the concerns of the day. Write a 

syllabus for your own school year based on that premise. 
 

● Two other elements in this story draw on Irish history: the tal ly st ick and flying 
columns. Choose one of these and see what you can find out about it. Do you think the 
author has used the idea well in her novel? 

Research/write (wildl ife)  

● Letta and her friends spend a lot of time out of doors. In the first chapter of the book, a 
hare features. The hare is an endangered animal in Ireland. See if you can find out 
about hares, and find the answers to these questions: 
▪ What is a female hare called? 
▪ What is a baby hare called? 
▪ Where do hares live? 
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● Write an account of the hare incident in the first chapter as told by the hare. 

Descriptive writ ing 

● Here is a piece of descriptive writing taken from Mother Tongue.  

Thirty minutes later they were walking through the rough grass of open fields. A 
world of ruts and stinging nettles, of water-logged sods and winds laden with the 
smell of damp, earthy moss. The landscape had the pallor of a dying afternoon in 
winter with everything and everyone locked in its cold embrace. An east wind 
had moved in overnight, bringing with it a slate sky and constant showers of 
wintry rain.  

● Rewrite that piece imagining Letta and Marlo walking through the same field on a warm 
summer’s day.  

OR 

● Rewrite the piece imagining they were walking across a beach on a cold winter’s day. 

OR 

● Rewrite the piece imagining them walking through a bustling city centre in spring. 

Discuss 

● In chapter 10, Letta starts to doubt her ability to be a leader. She feels responsible for the 
capture of her friends and for the fact that Marlo is now on the run. Do you think 
leaders are born or made? Have a class discussion about what makes a good leader.  

Role-play/debate 

● Pick two pupils to play the parts of Rosco and Finn. Get them to have a short debate, 
arguing the merits and demerits of peaceful protest. Write down a few of the points each 
of them makes. Which of them are you more inclined to agree with?  

Research and think 

● Letta and her friends are activists in this novel. What do you think about the way Letta 
behaves? Do you admire her? What do you especially admire about her? 

 
● Can you think of any young activists in our world? Here are two you might like to find 

out some more about: 
 

▪ Greta Thunberg, Swedish anti-climate-change activist 
▪ Emma Gonzalez, US anti-gun activist 
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● What would you say provoked Greta’s school strike? Do you think she has suffered for 

taking the stand she has taken?  
 
● Take a look at Emma’s ‘March for our Lives’ speech. What do you think of it? 

 
● Do you think it is right that young people and sometimes children are the ones leading 

out on these causes? Do they put themselves in danger by doing so? Is that a brave thing 
to do or is it foolish? Do you admire young activists? Why or why not? 

Empathise and write 

● From chapter 16 onwards, Marlo doesn’t believe Letta’s story about the baby farm. Can 
you remember an occasion when you weren’t believed? Write that story or invent a story 
about a character who is not believed. 

Write from a character’s point of view 

● When Letta comes back to Ark to start negotiating with Amelia, only some people are 
happy to see her. In the following extract we get an idea of what the gavvers think about 
her. 

At the front door there was a cluster of gavvers, statue-like, watching the street. 
Letta looked straight at them, determined not to be cowed. She had almost 
passed them when she felt something wet hit her cheek. Automatically, she put 
her hand to her face to feel a globule of spit, still warm. She stopped and wiped it 
away. One of the gavvers smiled. Marlo put his hand on her shoulder. ‘Walk on,’ 
he said. ‘Don’t react.’  

● Imagine you are the gavver who spat at Letta. Write your diary for that day, describing 
what happened and how you felt about it. Use words freely! You are not restricted to five 
hundred words! 

Think, imagine, write 

● Freya and Letta have been separated for a long time. From the clues in the story write 
Freya’s story about leaving Ark and finding Farlow.  

 
● Draw a map of Farlow showing important places. 

 
● Try to imagine how Farlow is governed. Write down the ten most important laws. 

Write from a character’s point of view 

● Werber is present throughout the book. He is captured at the end of the story and led 
away. Imagine you are him and write his first five diary entries after he is locked up. 
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● The events in Mother Tongue are of course fictional, but the ideas the author deals with 
in this novel draw on real-life experiences. For example, in recent years families have 
been forcibly separated  at the US border with Mexico. Most of these people were from 
Central America and the campaign was designed to deter families hoping to immigrate to 
the United States. The youngest child separated from his family, Baby Constantin, was 
four months old.  

 
● See what you can find out about Baby Constantine.  

 
● Try to write a poem about Constantine’s predicament. 

Protest songs: l isten, think, write 

In this book, the Creators use protest songs to help to express their political message. 
Throughout history there have been many great protest songs. 

● Listen to a few of them, for example: 

Charles Albert Tindley’s ‘We Shall Overcome’ 

Woodie Guthrie’s ‘This Land is your Land, this Land is my Land’ 

Bob Dylan’s ‘The Times they are a-Changing’ 

Bob Marley’s Get up, Stand up’ 

Bruce Springsteen’s ‘Born in the USA’ 

Jerry Dammer’s ‘Free Nelson Mandela’ 

U2’s ‘Sunday, Bloody Sunday’ 

Hozier’s ‘Nina Cried Power’  

● Now see if you can write a protest song – words only, or words and music – for Letta 
and the Creators. You could write about freedom of expression or about the fragility of 
our planet. This is an activity you might do with a friend or small group.  

More reading 

● If you found the themes in this book interesting and you’d like to read other books that 
deal with world events involving children, try Jane Mitchell’s wonderful book A 
Dangerous Crossing about a refugee from Syria.  
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● Or read A Little Piece of Ground by Elizabeth Laird. That book will help you to imagine 
what is like to be a young boy in Palestine. 


