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ABOUT THE AUTHOR
jessica scott kerrin was born

and raised in Alberta. After graduating
with a degree in political science and
psychology from the University of
Calgary, she moved to Halifax, where
she achieved a degree in fine arts
from the Nova Scotia College of Art
and Design and a graduate degree in
public administration from Dalhousie
University.
Jessica is best known for her fiction
for children. Her work includes: the
eight-book series Martin Bridges; the
trilogy The Lobster Chronicles; two
mysteries titled The Spotted Dog Last
Seen and The Missing Dog is Spotted;
the adventure novel The Things Owen
Wrote; and the picture book The Better
Tree Fort. Her books have been translated into five languages.
Jessica’s work has been nominated
for prestigious awards nationally and
internationally including the New York
Public Libraries list of Top 100 Books
for Children and the Association of
Canadian Publishers’ list of Top Grade
Canlit for Classrooms.
Jessica is a full-time writer living in Halifax, where she is surrounded by shipyards, fog and historic cemeteries. When not writing, she likes to sail, make things
and walk off-leash with her dog. She has an ever-growing interest in almost anything
you can look at through binoculars or a telescope. Now that astronaut John Glenn
has signed one of her books, her big wishes are to see one of her books come alive
on stage and to meet a published young writer who was inspired during one of her
presentations.
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ABOUT THIS BOOK
Clear Skies takes place during the very hot summer of 1961 when the Space Race
was well underway but no one had yet stepped onto the Moon. Eleven-year-old
Arno Creelman asks all kinds of big questions about the universe. He is sure that
being an astronomer will be his life’s work. Arno’s friends like the idea of space,
too. His friend Buddy wants to be an astronaut, and Mindy down the street thinks
about science experiments all the time.
When the novel begins, Arno is dealing with claustrophobia. He is also trying
to win a contest that will get him an invitation to the opening of a new observatory. When a new boy, Robert, moves in just a few houses away, he tells Arno something that makes Arno realize that his claustrophobia may even compromise his
dream of being an astronomer.
At the heart of this story is Arno’s struggle to deal with his overwhelming
fear of small places. But it is Arno’s passion for the wonders of the universe, his
relationships with his friends, his family and his dog, along with the general excitement about the Space Race and everyday details of life in the early 1960s, that
bring the story vividly to life.

The areas of focus in this study guide are:
• Arno’s compelling passions: space, the solar system and the Space Race
• Arno’s claustrophobia, the narrative center of the story
• the early 1960s, the time in which Arno is growing up
These areas of focus are not comprehensive. While it is hoped that the particular
activities and directions of inquiry outlined in the guide are helpful, one of the
best outcomes of any reading experience are the questions and responses that
arise, particular to each reader. As the reading process unfolds, teachers are
strongly encouraged to leave plenty of room for their own ideas and the ideas of
their students to bubble up and re-direct the learning process in new and creative
directions.
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BEFORE STUDENTS READ THE BOOK
1. Find a good map of the night sky and the solar system for your classroom. It should
be as large, detailed and eye-catching as possible.
2. If you live in a city with a planetarium, book a field trip there.
3. Explore the resources of your local library or school library. Look for information
about space and about the historical setting of the book. Use this research as the
basis for a classroom display. Content of the display should be chosen to catch your
students’ attention and imagination rather than simply to convey information.
4. As you introduce the book to your class, have some initial discussion about how the
book is set in a time when many of the students’ grandparents were young. Offer
any personal perspectives you might have on the 1960s as well as some concrete
examples of differences and similarities between then and now.
5. Talk about Arno as a young scientist. Ask your students to consider how much
imagination-teasing and thought-provoking science there is in Clear Skies.
6. Find out what your students already know about the Space Race and the first Moon
landing.
7. As a creative prompt you might read or tell a myth about the constellations to
emphasize how people have always been intrigued by what they see in the sky.
(See additional resources for sources.)

AFTER STUDENTS HAVE READ THE BOOK
Have an open-ended discussion
with students and ask them to share
their thoughts on what the book is
about and what stood out for them.
As the discussion unfolds, direct
students to focus on the particular
areas of enquiry you want them to
pursue.

4

@groundwoodbooks

groundwoodbooks.com

t each er ’ s guide :

CLEAR SKIES
By Jessica Scott Kerrin
THE UNIVERSE, THE SOLAR SYSTEM AND
ARNO’S DEEP THOUGHTS
discussion prompts
Arno’s passion for space, his “Deep Thoughts” and the fun facts scattered
throughout the book are excellent creative prompts for engaging student
interest in learning about space and its impact on human history.
1. Encourage students to pay attention to Arno’s “Deep Thoughts” and the
accompanying images. Remember, these ideas are very complex and it
will take time for your students to achieve a full understanding of them.
2. Discuss what these journal entries tell the reader about Arno as well as
what they tell the reader about science.
3. Share this video with your class to answer to one of Arno’s big questions, “What
would space sound like if we could hear it?” (161) : https://bit.ly/33WvSeh
4. “When we finally get to see what Earth looks like from the Moon, I imagine
that our perspective will change forever. Only then will we understand
just how small and fragile our planet is and that each of us need to do our
part to protect it” (138).
• Make sure you have the images “The Blue Marble” and “Earth Rise”
available in your classroom. “The Blue Marble” was taken on the way
to the Moon in 1972. “Earth Rise” is the photograph taken from the
Moon in 1968.
• After showing these images to students, have them discuss what “The
Blue Marble,” taken in 1972 when Arno would have been twenty-two,
might mean to him.
• Have students discuss what makes them want to be part of looking
after the planet.
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students’ own deep thoughts
1. Ask each student to write down a BIG thought/question/idea/observation
they have in relation to the universe, the solar system and our place within it.
2. Direct students to make a drawing to illustrate what they wrote down.
3. Organize students to work in small groups to share and discuss their “Deep
Thoughts.”
4. Instruct students to do research on the issue or issues they are concerned
about and share information with other students to compare interests.
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scale and size of the planets
When the story begins, Arno is building a model of the solar system that shows the
relative size of the planets in our solar system. Follow the instructions in the book,
as summarized below, to make that model. This can be done as a class project with
steps assigned to small groups of students.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.

Get 3 lbs of clay or 5 tubs of playdough.
Take 10 sheets of paper and mark each sheet with the name of a planet.
Divide clay or playdough into 10 equal parts.
Mash 6 of the parts together and put that piece on JUPITER’S page.
Mash 3 parts together and put that piece on SATURN’S page.
Divide the remaining piece into 10 equal parts.
Mash 5 parts together and add to SATURN’S lump.
Mash 2 parts together and put them on NEPTUNE’S sheet.
Mash 2 parts together and put them on URANUS’S sheet.
Divide the remaining piece into 10 equal parts.
Mash 9 parts together and add them to SATURN’S lump.
Divide the remaining piece into 2 equal lumps.
Put 1 piece on EARTH’S sheet.
Divide the remaining piece into 10 equal pieces.
Mash 9 pieces together and place them on VENUS’S page.
Divide the remaining piece into 10 equal pieces.
Mash 9 pieces together and put the lump on MARS’S sheet.
Divide the remaining piece into 10 equal pieces.
Mash 9 pieces together and place lump on MERCURY’S sheet.
Place the single piece left on the sheet marked PLUTO. (This might be a 		
time to discuss why Pluto is no longer considered a planet.)

It is hard to imagine the distances between objects in space. Show your students the
video in the link below that will help them get a concrete idea of how vast our solar
system is : https://bit.ly/33T7E5m
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writing and reading space images
The author has used some splendid figures of speech based on space imagery,
such as “[h]e felt as lonely as the far side of the Moon” (100) and “he could
feel everyone staring at him with the searing heat of an exploding supernova”
(100).
1. As they are reading, ask students to find more images in the story like the
ones above, based on something that is in space or happens in space.
2. Use a bulletin board in your classroom for students to record the images
as they find them.
3. Have small groups take a few images from the bulletin board and discuss
what these images mean and how they make the reader feel.
4. Have each student write a sentence or two that uses space-based images
they have created themselves.

research and writing
1. Have students research the first manned flight to the Moon in 1969.
2. Ask them to write a description of a space flight, imagining Buddy is the
astronaut and that we are seeing everything from his perspective.
3. Have students research what everyday things were developed as a result
of discoveries made while scientists figured out how to get a man on the
Moon.
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to share and treasure
Remember to look up at the stars and not down at your feet. Try to make sense of
what you see and wonder about what makes the universe exist. Be curious. And
however difficult life may seem, there is always something you can do and succeed
at. It matters that you don’t just give up (Stephen Hawking, 2016).

curriculum links
Science and Technology
• impact of space exploration on
society and environment
• relationship between the Earth,
the Sun and the Moon
• components of the systems of
which the Earth is a part
• movement of different bodies in
space
Language Arts
• elements of style
• impact of specific language
• use of graphic text
• development of research skills
Character Development
• preparation for the workplace
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ARNO’S CLAUSTROPHOBIA
discussion prompts
Beginning with a simple definition of “phobia” and lead a group discussion on
phobias in general and on claustrophobia in particular. As appropriate, encourage students to share information about what they are afraid of and how they
handle their fears. Following this general discussion, dig into the specifics of
Arno’s experience with phobias in the book.
1. When Arno first discovers his claustrophobia, what does he do about it?
2. When does his fear first cause him problems with his friends, and how
does he deal with those problems?
3. Should Arno have told his friends or his parents about his fears? If he had
told someone, what might have been the positive and negative consequences?
4. Discuss the advantages and disadvantages of dealing with challenges on
one’s own.
5. What’s the worst thing for Arno about being claustrophobic?
6. What is the first experiment Arno tries that attempts to deal with the
problem rather than to avoid it? Does it work?
7. When Arno successfully faces his claustrophobia, what is it that
motivates him to go into the small kennel in Chapter 10 in spite of his
fear? How is this different from his first effort?
8. When Arno’s friend Buddy learns that he is color blind, his dreams of
being an astronaut are dashed. Is he facing the same kind of problem as
Arno faces with his claustrophobia? Discuss the similarities and differences between the two situations.
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writing
1. Creating a mantra: When Arno is in the kennel with his dog Comet, he
creates a mantra to keep himself steady and says the mantra over and over
again.
a.
Discuss the definition of a mantra with your students.
b.
Have students write their own mantra that might be useful to them
		
when they are afraid.
2. One more chapter: Have students create another chapter for the book describing what happens at the observatory when Arno attends the opening.
a.
Ask students to make a list of all the things they have learned 		
about what kind of person Arno is and what sorts of things he 		
		
does when he is in public.
b.
Brainstorm possible answers to the following questions that students
		
might include in their chapter: Who is at the event? How does Arno
		
feel as he gets ready to go? When he is at the event does anything 		
		
weird happen? How does Arno deal with his claustrophobia?

curriculum links
Language Arts
• reading for meaning
• evaluating and responding to text
• connecting text to self
• developing ideas and voice in writing
Character Development
• interpersonal relationships
• feeling safe
• taking responsibility
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LIFE IN THE EARLY 1960S:
HISTORICAL SETTING
note:
Clear Skies is set in a culturally homogeneous North American setting. Make room
in your discussions and activities for students from a diversity of backgrounds to
answer the questions and to bring in information from their own cultural and historical
perspectives. This can be an opportunity for children whose families have been in
North America for many generations to develop some knowledge of the experience
of their more newly arrived classmates and their families.

discussion prompts
The author has gone to a lot of trouble to make the historical setting feel real for
a modern reader. Ask students what they know about the 1960s and have them
identify any differences between then and now that they are aware of. After this
general discussion, dig into the specifics of what the author does to make the time
period feel real.
1. Have students go to pages 45 and 46 and read the description of the
moving truck being unloaded when Robert moves in. Ask them to identify
objects or fashions that are not seen today.
2. Ask students to think about things that Arno and his friends do that
today’s young people do or don’t do.

12

@groundwoodbooks

groundwoodbooks.com

t each er ’ s guide :

CLEAR SKIES
By Jessica Scott Kerrin

3. Are there objects or toys that Arno and his friends don’t have that
current students do have? What about the other way around?
4. Arno’s family pays $19.99 for a good telescope. Is that a realistic price to
pay for a telescope today?
5. Do we have diaper services now? What are the advantages or disadvantages of this service?
6. Gather ideas from your students about objects, furniture or toys that
are specific to our current time period that a writer in fifty years might
need to put in a book about an eleven-year-old in 2019.

the language of the 1960s
1. As they read, ask students to keep a list of words and sayings from the novel
that are unfamiliar to them. Some examples from the book are: “ready to
split”(76), “fab”(89), “dorky”(100) and “lost your marbles” (154).
2. As they collect these words and phrases, help students sort out which
words on the list are from the 1960s and which are new words.
3. Have students write 1960s words and phrases on a chalkboard or whiteboard.
4. Ask students to discuss what these words mean and what a person
might say today that has the same meaning.
5. Have students write sentences that show they understand the meaning
of the old words and phrases.
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primary field research
Having students interview someone close to seventy or older about what
they remember of life in the 1960s is a rich opportunity for intergenerational
experience. The interviewee can be a family member, a neighbor, a family
friend or someone from a local seniors’ centre. The interview can be done
either by individual students or in teams, depending on the availability of
elders. You can help students develop interview questions related to things
and events in the novel. Interview questions might include but should not
be limited to:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Where did you live?
Who did you live with?
Can you remember what the place you slept in looked like?
What did you and your friends like to do?
Did you have a bicycle and if you did, where did you ride it?
Did you have a dog or any other pet?
Did you ever go to the movies, and if so, do you remember any special
ones?
8. What do you remember about the Space Race and the first man on the
Moon?
9. Did you believe that a man could get to the Moon in a rocket before it
happened?
10. Did you have ideas about what you wanted to be when you grew up? If
so, what were they and did you do any or all of them?
When all the interviews are complete, have each student or each group share
three things that really stood out in what the elder told them. What was the
most interesting, surprising, sad, funny, horrible, scary or inspiring thing
they found out?
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curriculum links
Language Arts
• primary research skills
• specific and appropriate uses of language
Social Studies
• understanding the experiences and contributions of past times
• identifying similarities and differences between current society and those in
the past

A FEW OTHER AREAS
TO CONSIDER FOR EXPLORATION
• differences between astronomy and astrology
• friendship and its complexities
• the use of real scientific facts in a work of fiction and how to tell the difference
between fiction and fact
• following your dreams, potentials and limitations
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OTHER RESOURCES
other books by jessica scott kerrin
Kerrin, Jessica Scott. The Spotted Dog Last Seen. Toronto: Groundwood Books, 2013.
Kerrin, Jessica Scott. The Missing Dog is Spotted. Toronto: Groundwood Books, 2015.
•

Arno Creelman appears in both these books, but as an old man. Encourage your students
to read these books and see if “Old Arno” feels like the kind of adult “Young Arno” would
have grown into.

space and the astronauts
Hadfield, Chris. The Darkest Dark. Illustrated by Terry and Eric Fan. Toronto: Tundra
Books, 2018.
•

While this is a book for younger children, it deals with fear and space very elegantly and is
written by a Canadian astronaut.

Oseid, Kelsey. What We See in the Stars: An Illustrated Tour of the Night Sky. New York: Ten
Speed Press, 2017.
•

There is a lot of interesting information and stories about stars with compelling contemporary illustrations.

Buck, Wilfred. Tipiskawi Kisik: Night Sky Star Stories. Winnipeg: Manitoba First Nations
Resource Centre, 2018.
•

Cree star stories.

“Wilfred Buck: The Star Guy,” Manitoba First Nations Education Resource Centre Inc.,
MFNERC, December 13, 2016, https://mfnerc.org/wilfred-buck-the-star-guy/.
•

An introduction to the constellations from an Indigenous perspective.

“How to Become an Astronomer,” wikiHow, March 28, 2019, https://www.wikihow.com/
Become-an-Astronomer.
•
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Outline of professional requirements for becoming an astronomer.
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“How to Become an Astronaut,” wikiHow, September 18, 2019, https://www.wikihow.com/
Become-an-Astronaut.
•

Outline of professional requirements for becoming an astronaut.

“Sky at a Glance,” Sky & Telescope, AAS Sky Publishing, LLC, November 30, 2012,
https://www.skyandtelescope.com/observing/this-weeks-sky-at-a-glance.
•

A website that tells you week by week what the night sky looks like.

NASA, National Aeronautics and Space Administration, https://www.nasa.gov.
•

All manner of interesting information about space and space travel, including a section of
resources for educators.

the 1960s
Curtis, Christopher Paul. The Watsons Go to Birmingham—1963. New York: Delacorte
Press, 1995.
•

A coming of age novel that deals with another important historical event of the 1960s.

“27 Things ‘60’s Kids Did That Would Horrify Us Now,” Country Living, Hearst Digital
Media, October 20, 2017, https://www.countryliving.com/life/kids-pets/g4906/things-60skids-did-that-would-horrify-us-now/?slide=20.
•

Quick reminder of things that were commonplace for children in the 1960s that are not
common now.

phobias
“Phobias,” KidsHealth, The Nemours Foundation, September 2013, https://kidshealth.org/
en/kids/phobias.html.
•

Simple explanation of phobias and how to deal with them.
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