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Taking Off is a sensitive novel about relationships as seen through the eyes 
of Alana,a 13-year-old girl and Tommy, a 17-year-old boy. She is coming 
to grips with a serious eye problem and he is coping with a family break-
up and the constant relocation imposed on him by his mother as she, too, 
struggles to rebuild her life. The novel is set in a small seaside community 
which is an important habitat for migratory seabirds. Observation of the 
wonder of bird flight and human flight is skillfully woven into the story, 
playing a major part in the exciting and tense climax. Young readers will 
easily identify with the true-to-life and vividly-drawn characters, and its fast 
pace will make it very hard to put down.

Story synopsis

Alana Shaw is worried about the deteriorating clarity of her vision and lives 
with the fear that it is a problem she has inherited from her famous record-
producer father who has lost his sight. Will it have the same consequences 
for her? She is dreading her eye specialist appointment in Wellington, and 
has become a little difficult to live with. Alana’s uncle Brad and her cousin 
are both pilots who run a small plane charter business, and she has always 
wanted to be able to fly a plane – that is, if she can pass the vision test.

Alana, her younger brother Toby, and their father’s guide dog spend many 
happy hours watching and analysing the flight patterns of the richly diverse 
seabird life in the estuary of their small seaside town. One day she meets 
newcomer Tommy, and rescues him from an attack by a giant swan. Tommy 
and his mother have shifted from town to town trying to cope with their 
family break-up. Tommy is coping better than his mother, but is obsessed 
with his father and writes imaginary letters to him in a daily diary. Through 
Alana, Tommy begins to gain respect for the bird life, cares for sick birds 
and even decides to build a flying machine himself.

During an estuary excursion, Tommy asks Alana to stop and tell him about 
some birds. Guide dog Custard doesn’t stop, and is run over and seriously 
injured. Alana blames Tommy. 

Amira, a young refugee girl, is a new arrival and Alana’s teacher asks her to 
take her under her wing. This further increases the pressure on Alana.

Uncle Brad flies Alana to her eye appointment where she learns the worst 
– she will gradually go blind. On the flight home, Brad suffers a heart attack 
and Alana, aided by the control tower and another plane, calls upon all 



her knowledge of flight to courageously and successfully land the plane at 
Ohakea. Alana becomes a local celebrity. 

The story concludes four years later when Alana, inspired by Amira, comes 
back from studying languages at boarding school and plans a career as a 
language teacher. She finds that Tommy, Amira and the locals have gained 
sanctuary status for the estuary which is highly regarded internationally 
as a haven for sea and wading birds. Although she has little sight left, 
Alana has come to terms with her problem and is happy for other people to 
become her eyes

Teaching and learning activities

• Discuss and identify the five senses. What sense do students rate as the 
most important and why? How would they cope if they lost the use of one of 
their senses? Which sense would they least want to lose? Do they know of 
anyone who is blind or deaf? How do they cope with everyday situations?

• Have students conduct ‘Google’ research on Alana’s eye disease – retinitis 
pigmentosa. What forms does it take? What causes it? Can it be cured or 
slowed down?

• Find out what students’ current knowledge is about flight. In groups, have 
students brainstorm and present an oral report to answer the questions:

– How do birds fly?  
– How do planes fly?

• Type in ‘how do birds fly for kids’ and ‘how do planes fly for kids’ into 
Google. Have groups conduct research and improve and update their 
previous oral reports. Two good sites are:

http://wings.avkids.com/Book/Animals/intermediate/birds-01.html 

 
www.planemath.com/activities/pmenterprises/forces/ forces1.html

• Involve students in organizing and running a kite day at school, where 
students make and fly their own bird kites. Include a paper plane challenge 
for distance travelled and time in the air. 

 
• As students read the story, have them note down the names of all the 
birds found at the estuary. 

http://wings.avkids.com/Book/Animals/intermediate/birds-01.html
http://harpercollins.co.nz/books/readingnotes/www.planemath.com/activities/pmenterprises/forces/


Have each student conduct research on their favourite bird for class 
presentation and a wall display. 

• Construct bird masks and have students compose and present their own 
‘bird dance’ mime or movement sequence.

• If possible, arrange a field trip to the nearest estuary to the school for 
bird observation and identification. If that is not possible, identify and 
count the number of birds found in the school grounds. Find out from your 
local garden centre what to plant to attract more native birds to the school 
grounds.

• Discuss Alana and Tommy’s use of the personal diaries. Why did the 
author put these entries in the story rather than just saying how Alana and 
Tommy felt? How did it improve the story?

The following references cover topics including bird conservation, bird 
watching, migratory seabirds, wading birds and bird sanctuaries.

Additional Reading

Fiction

CHARLIE’S RAVEN by Jean Craighead George 

JONATHON LIVINGSTON SEAGULL by Richard Bach

STORM BOY, PANNIKIN AND PINTA, and SPEEDY by Colin Thiele 

WINGS by William Loizeaux

BLUE HERON by Avi

Non-fiction

ATLAS OF BIRD MIGRATION: Tracing the Great Journeys of the World’s Birds 
(Hardcover) by Thomas E. Lovejoy (Foreword), Jonathan Elphick (Editor)

BIRDS OF SOUTH EASTERN AUSTRALIA, OCEANS, BAYS AND BEACHES 
Gould League series



http://www.overthefencepress.com.au/books.html

BIRD IN THE HAND: Keeping New Zealand Wildlife Safe by Janet Hunt

http://www.jabberwocky.co.nz/index.php?option=results&search_
by=isbn&search_text=1869415639&Fnew_search=1&pagestyle=single

BACK FROM THE BRINK: The Fight To Save Our Endangered Birds by Gerard 
Hutching

THE ENDLESS MIGRATIONS by Robert Caras. New York: Truman Talley 
Books.

SHOREBIRD STUDIES MANUAL Asian Wetland Bureau: Kuala Lumpur 

SHOREBIRDS IN AUSTRALIA by B.A. Lane, Nelson: Australia

FIELD GUIDE TO THE BIRDS OF AUSTRALIA by G. Pizzey and F. Knight 
Angus & Robertson: Australia

THE SHOREBIRDS OF AUSTRALIA by J. D. Pringle, Angus &Robertson: 
Australia

FIELD GUIDE TO THE BIRDS OF AUSTRALIA by K Simpson and N. Day, 4th 
ed. Viking O’Neil: Australia

Viewing

WINGED MIGRATION (Documentary)

http://www.teachwithmovies.org/guides/winged-migration.html

LIFE OF BIRDS BBC DVD (Documentary) presented by David Attenborough

http://www.pbs.org/lifeofbirds/

http://www.overthefencepress.com.au/books.html
http://www.jabberwocky.co.nz/index.php?option=results&search_by=isbn&search_text=1869415639&Fnew_search=1&pagestyle=single
http://www.jabberwocky.co.nz/index.php?option=results&search_by=isbn&search_text=1869415639&Fnew_search=1&pagestyle=single
http://www.teachwithmovies.org/guides/winged-migration.html
http://www.pbs.org/lifeofbirds/


FLY AWAY HOME DVD (Drama)

Synopsis:

Inspired by a true story, Fly Away Home is a family drama about Amy Alden 
(Anna Paquin), a 13-year-old girl who, after the tragic death of her mother, 
is sent to live with her father Thomas (Jeff Daniels), a sculptor. Amy misses 
her mother and has never enjoyed a very warm relationship with her father, 
so the first few months in her new home are very difficult for her. However, 
one day Amy finds a nest full of eggs, which was tossed away by land 
developers clearing a wooded area. Amy brings the eggs home and builds 
a makeshift incubator; a few weeks later, a flock of tiny Canadian Geese 
are hatched. While caring for her new pets makes Amy happier, a problem 
soon presents itself -- young geese “imprint” on the first creature they see 
after hatching and follow it, as if it’s their mother. Without a mother to show 
them how to fly south for the winter, how will they learn normal migratory 
patterns? Thomas comes up with a solution to the problem: as a hobby, he 
flies Ultralights, lightweight aircraft that look like gliders with engines. If he 
puts Amy in an Ultralight and has her fly the migratory route to the South, 
perhaps the birds will follow her and learn the route their mother would 
normally teach them. Amy’s adventures help her learn about independence 
as she tries to teach it to the birds, bringing her closer to her father. ~ Mark 
Deming

Web references

http://www.worldmigratorybirdday.org/

http://migration.pwnet.org/

http://www.environment.gov.au/coasts/species/seabirds/index.html

http://www.gbrmpa.gov.au/corp_site/info_services/publications/sotr/latest_
updates/seabirds

www.birdobservers.org.au

http://www.answers.com/topic/anna-paquin
http://www.answers.com/topic/jeff-daniels-actor-writer-director-comedy-drama
http://www.worldmigratorybirdday.org/
http://migration.pwnet.org/
http://www.environment.gov.au/coasts/species/seabirds/index.html
http://www.gbrmpa.gov.au/corp_site/info_services/publications/sotr/latest_updates/seabirds
http://www.gbrmpa.gov.au/corp_site/info_services/publications/sotr/latest_updates/seabirds
http://www.birdobservers.org.au


http://www.gould.edu.au/html/Bird_of_the_month.asp

http://www.nature.org/initiatives/programs/birds/

http://www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/migratory/waterbirds/
shorebirds/index.html

http://www.gould.edu.au/html/Bird_of_the_month.asp
http://www.nature.org/initiatives/programs/birds/
http://www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/migratory/waterbirds/shorebirds/index.html
http://www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/migratory/waterbirds/shorebirds/index.html

