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The M Word
Teachers’ notes for upper KS3 and KS4 teachers
INTRODUCTION

This resource pack is based on The M Word, the powerful new novel from multi-award-winning author Brian Conaghan and is
suitable for teaching to readers” ages 14+, either as a set text in English or as a stimulus for PSHE and Citizenship discussion.

The four extracts included in this pack are linked to important themes in the story and accompanied by corresponding
discussion questions and activities. Together, they provide the perfect resource for KS3-KS4 classes — developing literacy and
writing skills, in particular, and stimulating PSHE conversations around the difficult yet important themes of mental health, self-
harm, grief, overcoming challenge, and supporting others.

ABOUT THE BOOK m—

Moya. The M Word. Whisper it.
Conceal it. But, please, never
mention it ...

Maggie Yates tells her best
mate Moya everything.
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She tells her about Mum losing her
job — how Mum’s taken to crying in
secret. She even tells her about her
foolproof plan to cheer Mum up: find
her a fella with cash to splash.
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Moya’s with her every step of the way.
I'll help, she smiles. Though you’re
surfing a rainbow if you think someone
like that exists round here.

But at the back of her mind Maggie knows
that Mum’s crying is more than sadness.
That there are no easy fixes. And that she
shouldn’t be speaking to Moya any more.
Because Moya died months ago.

An unforgettable novel about grief and healing from Costa
Children’s and Irish Book Award-winner Brian Conaghan.

Please be aware that some of the themes
and content in the book are adult in nature.
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TEACHING RESOURCE PACK

Mental Health (taken from Hugland)
Self-Harm (taken from Mudhoney)
Grief (taken from A4)

Helping Others to Heal (taken from Wonder)
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“Tell me, Mum. Tell me what's going on.’

Her head falls to her chest.

I feel really unhappy, really low.’

‘Like bottomless-pit low?’

‘Just feel a bit hemmed in, like everything’s dark.’

Well, open the bloody blinds, woman!

‘Are you able to see any light at all?’ The lines in her forehead sink deeper.

She looks at me as if ['ve had a brain transplant. Like, is this my daughter speaking? It’s a decent question.
Truth: these are questions that Anna has put to me in the past. I banked them. Now, nicking them.

‘I'm only trying to explain my behaviour, Maggie. I'm aware of what you're going through, so I don’t want
you worrying about me, that’s all.’

Going through? Funny how we rarely mention the M word these days.

I take a quick gander at the living room. Place is a
complete dive.

‘I'm tired all the time,” she goes. ‘But can’t sleep during
the night.’

‘So, what do you do?’

Tsit’

‘In darkness?’

‘Sometimes.’
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:

* What is Maggie’s mum trying to express in this extract? Do you empathise with her situation?

* Why might this be a difficult conversation for a parent to have with their child?

* How do you think both characters are feeling at this point in the text? Give reasons for your ideas.

* Why is it important not to bottle up our emotions? What can happen if we keep things to ourselves?

* What advice would you give both characters if you were part of their conversation? Explain your ideas.

ACTIVITIES:

* In groups, students should come up with definitions for the following things: mental health, depression, anxiety, stress. Feedback ideas as a
class so that everyone has a clear understanding and written definition of each word.

e Attribute a different colour to the following terms: depression, anxiety, stress. Then go back over the extract, this time highlighting words
and phrases (with the corresponding colour!) that students associate with the terms. It is fine if some words and phrases are linked to more
than one colour/term — as long as students can explain their ideas.

* Asaclass, discuss which words you have linked with which term(s). In doing so, consider questions such as: What does this tell us about
mental health? What does it reveal about how the characters are feeling? Can you relate to any of these discussion points?

* Using the same colour code as in Activity 1, students should annotate an image of the human head/brain and human body with how
depression, anxiety and stress affect us. Questions for them to consider include: What causes you or people in general to be anxious? What
feelings and behaviours do you associate with being stressed? What events or circumstances can trigger depression? Try to give examples
and relate it to your own life when possible.

e Then, in a different colour, next to the comments that they have made, students should write down words or an action that they can use
on themselves to combat the problems associated with mental health. They should think about things such as sleep, exercise or talking to
someone. What solutions do they find most useful?

for schools
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[ don’t remember what song it is, definitely something off Rain Dogs. I lie down. Cover Larry with the

pillow. Can’t have any witnesses. Tom Waits’s voice enters my world. I focus. Eyes squeezed shut, head bent
backwards, listening to Tom’s mad, gruff, alkie voice. Lyrics backflip in my blood. I float. I flutter. And then I
fly.

In mid-flight, I place metal to skin.

I don’t dare look. Don’t care how deep or how long I'm cutting. I've zero control; in automatic psycho-
chick mode. My deformed conker brain has kicked in. Something seriously wrong with you, girl.

Press.

Pierce.

Pull.

Perfect.

I don’t suffer; there’s no agony.

Well, nothing that drives up my hips anyway; only teeth-gritting stuff. Can’t explain how fantastic the
sensation of
the fluid running down my inner thigh feels. Warm snakes. Slithering. Trickling. Tickling. My right foot
strokes my left. Pleasure or pain? Mud or honey? Choose.

The dribble becomes a flow. The flow becomes a flood. Mr Waits leaves my conker and I return to being

Maggie again.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:

* What does the phrase ‘self-harm’ mean? Why might people find it difficult to understand this concept?

Can you think of any reasons why people self-harm? Give examples.

Is there anything interesting or surprising about the way Maggie describes self-harming in this extract? Pick out some words or phrases from
the text to explain your ideas.

How is Maggie able to hide her self-harming from the people close to her? Why is this worrying?

How does Moya act as a warning about the dangers of self-harming?

ACTIVITIES:

In pairs, one student should be in role as Moya and one in role as Maggie. Together they should think back over each character’s relationship
with self-harming in the text.

Ask each pair to choose three points in the storyline that they would like to extend in order to stage an intervention (to prevent or help the
character(s) to avoid going further down the route of self-harming).

‘When they have chosen their three intervention points, they should role-play the conversations the characters would have together, trying to
stay as true to the characters as possible. They should think about: the words they would choose to try and get through to the other character;
how both Moya and Maggie might be feeling during each intervention, and how these interventions could change the lives of both girls.

It is highly significant that the writer has chosen two teenagers to explore the issue of self-harm. As a class, discuss whether it surprises you
that teenagers are considered to be high-risk when it comes to self-harming. What other factors may make someone more likely to self-harm?
Encourage students to use Activity 1, as well as the discussions that they have had so far, to write the content for a blog on the topic of self-
harming in teenagers. In their blogs they should include reasons why this is a subject that particularly affects young people, any common
misconceptions that people have about self-harming, the signs of self-harm, what people should do if they suspect someone is at risk, where
they might go for help, and how everyone can help to try and lower the risk of young people harming themselves.
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‘Are you angry with Moya?’

‘I'm always angry — that’s why I'm here, is it not?’

‘But with her specifically?’

A little.

‘Can I ask why?’

‘Cos— I start to say before stopping myself. I feel rage rising as if it’s overflowing out of the top of my head.

‘Go on,” Anna goes.

‘Well, cos it was a stupid thing to do, totally pointless.

And for what — some tosser boyfriend and some infantile comments?’

I see’

‘It makes me angry and upset.’

‘Why?’

‘Cos she was my best pal and I didn’t want to see any harm come to her, that’s why. That’s what makes me
upset. It just added to all the other shit that’s going on in my life. I don’t need to be dealing with that crap. It’s
so selfish.’

Anna delves; deep-thinking mode.

‘Pointless and selfish are good words to use — hard words,” she goes. ‘Does the self-harming help you process
everything?’

‘Helps take my mind off it.’

God, Mags, I couldn’t imagine sitting through this shit.

Can I have a minute? Just one?

for schools
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:

* What does Anna try to do in her sessions with Maggie?

* Which words does Maggie use to describe her grief in this extract? What do these words tell us about her feelings?

* How does losing Moya affect Maggie’s life? For example, her education, friendships and mental health.

* Why do you think grief is such a difficult thing to process? Explain your ideas.

* What has Maggie learned about grief by the end of the story? To what extent has she learned from Moya’s mistakes?

ACTIVITIES:

* Dealing with grief can be very difficult and painful no matter how old or young you are. Sometimes it can be very obvious that people are
grieving — for example, they may cry in front of you. However, people deal with grief in different ways and there can be emotions bubbling
away beneath the surface that we cannot see. Ask students their ideas on these statements. Do they have any experiences they can share?

* Ask students to explore the different ways that grief is presented and experienced by filling in the iceberg diagram. For instance, using
Maggie as inspiration, on the top they could include the words ‘I’'m fine’, but beneath the surface you may write down the words ‘anger’ or
‘self-harm’.

4 )
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Loss is a natural part of life that everyone faces at some stage. It is always difficult to lose someone or something no matter how old you are
or how strong you may be. Ask students to discuss these statements.

As aclass, discuss the concept of loss in its many forms. Who or What may we lose in our lifetimes? Why is this hard to deal with? How
can we overcome loss and grief? What support do we need in place in order to do this?

Using these discussions to help them, ask students to write a poem inspired by the theme of loss or grief. They can choose to write about one
specific idea or experience, or a number of them. They can use their own experiences or events in the book as inspiration.
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‘Remember, there are great things ahead, great things waiting for you, Maggie Yates. You just need to

reach out and grab them. Head straight for them. Because there’s greatness in you.’

‘Sometimes it’s hard to see that.’

‘I know it is. And you’re not made of steel even if sometimes you think you are.’

“You are,’ I go, cos I do think Mum is pure steel. A tough cookie. If roles were reversed I'd be moan, moan,
moan — morning, noon and bloody night. Not once have I heard her complain. Not once. Steel and determ-
ination, that’s what she is. “You're so strong, Mum.’

‘I'm not, I can promise you that. And I'm as scared as you are. Maybe even more. But I'll get there — I'll
get another
job and start motoring again. And I'll keep trying until I get something.’

‘It’s important to try,’ I go. “Try anything.’

‘Yeah, we won't roll over for them, eh?’

‘Never’

‘Keep fighting until our last breath.’

‘Exactly.’

Mum grins, nuzzles my cheek.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:

* To what extent have Maggie and her mum healed by the end of the story? Explain your ideas.

* Why does Maggie say ‘Sometimes it’s hard to see that’? How does this statement link to previous discussions?

* Why does it take ‘steel and determination’ in order to heal?

* Which other characters have helped Maggie and her mum on their emotional journeys? Give examples.

* Why don’t we use the word ‘cured’ when it comes to issues such as mental health and grief? What does the word imply?

ACTIVITIES:

* Ask students to look over the scenarios in the table and think about how they could best help each person to heal.

* They should come up with two things they should do and two things they shouldn’t do in order to give each person the help that they need.

* When they have completed the table, students should swap it with a partner and compare ideas. Which scenarios have students approached
in a similar way? Are there any points they differ or disagree on? Feedback any questions or uncertainties as a class.

4 )

S . Two things you could do Two things you should
cenario . : .

or say to help avoid doing or saying
1) Your friend has no history of 1) 1)

self-harming, but recently they have
become very quiet and withdrawn.
Even though the weather has been hot, | 2) 2)
they are always covered up and get
changed for PE in the toilets.

2) Your brother’s best friend died 1) 1)
suddenly a week ago. Your brother says
that he is fine and, if anything, seems
to be unaffected by what has happened. | 2) 2)
You are worried that he might be
ignoring rather than dealing with the
situation.

3) It is exam time and a friend seems 1) 1)
to be getting extremely anxious. They

spend all their time alone and revising,
and have told you that theyre having 2) 2)
difficulty sleeping.

J
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* By the end of the story, Maggie has learned a great deal about herself in relation to the subjects of mental health, self-harm and grief.
However, she doesn’t get there alone and has help and support from a number of other characters along the way. Ask students to think about
a challenging time or experience in their own lives in which they needed the help of someone else. They should reflect on how grateful they
are to that person and how they enabled them to change their life for the better.

* Encourage students to write a reflection about what they learned from their experiences, including the steps everyone took to help them to
heal. They should try to be as open and honest as they can about the feelings and emotions they went through along the way and how, like
Maggie and her mum, they came through it.

o Tell students to keep this reflection at home to remind them of how strong they are, even when things get tough, and to help them identify
that there are people around them who they can rely on in difficult moments.

You've now reached the end of this resource pack for The M Word!

We hope these notes have proved to be a useful introduction to the themes and ideas within the book, and have helped to encourage positive
discussions around the difficult subject matters raised within the novel.
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