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This guide offers a suggested structure for teachers and learning assistants to lead a mixed-
ability group through Tilly’s Promise by Linda newbery.

There are suggestions for:

Pre-reading discussions to prepare readers for the historical context of the novel ˚
as-you-read activities and discussion points designed to develop reading strategies such  ˚
as prediction and inference or to foreground elements of the author’s craft including 
character development and stylistic features

ideas for extension work, including activities for both literacy and other curricular areas ˚
information on Linda newbery ˚
Factsheets for world war One ˚

The notes are designed for the teacher and not for distribution to students. we hope you enjoy 
using the materials with your students.

 INTroducTIoN
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“But I promised!” I whispered.  “I promised to be with him at the end!” 

“Well, you shouldn’t have promised,” she said.  “You can’t promise anything, in all this.   
You did what you could.  Now, look after yourself.  Go on!  off you go for some food and  

a good sleep.”

Linda newbery’s Tilly’s Promise is the story of one young woman’s experience of the 
First world war. before the war Tilly works in her father’s grocer’s shop in a small english 
village and sees her life panning out much as her mother’s before her – marriage to 
her young man Harry, a home in the village, a family. but this peaceful progression is 
shattered with the outbreak of war – Harry enlists, Tilly goes to work as a nurse and even 
her gentle, emotionally immature bother Georgie is called up to join the army. Tilly asks 
Harry to give her his word that he will keep safe. Harry promises, but both he and Tilly 
will soon learn that the cataclysm renders such undertakings moot.

Tilly’s Promise is written in a gentle, accessible style but is also a powerful narrative of the 
horrors of war. at around 10,000 words and with dyslexia-friendly features, it is a perfect class 
or group read for upper KS2 or KS3 students exploring the First world war. 

Part 1 SYNoPSIS ANd ThEmES
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Part 1: Pre-reading
1. Background to the novel

Tilly’s Promise is set during the First world war. what does the group know about the First world 
War? In small groups, discuss and record all of the knowledge the students have. Confident students 
can scribe, or the teacher may prefer to do this.

encourage everyone to share without being concerned about how complete or ‘correct’ observations 
are. if needs be, review these afterwards.

Our website reading War (www.readingwar.co.uk) has a range of information on the First world 
War if students do not know about the conflict, or check out our factsheets at the end of this guide.

2. The cover

Look at the over of Tilly’s Promise and at the information on the design that is given inside the back 
cover.

what link do the students think the following symbols from the cover have to world war One?

doves (a symbol of peace) ˚
poppies (the symbol of remembrance for the victims of world war i) ˚
flags (armies carry flags or banners as symbols; flags are symbols of countries and  ˚
soldiers fight for their country)

cap (soldiers wear caps) ˚
a soldier and a horse (horses were used on the battlefields of World War I, as in Michael  ˚
Morpurgo’s novel War Horse)

do the students like the cover?

Part 2: as you read
1. A poem to open

Read the poem in the front of the book. it is quite a sweet verse about a soldier boy – on the surface, 
he seems happy. but it is from a poem called Suicide in the Trenches.

what is suicide? 

does the group think the poem will go on to be happy or sad? 

does this affect how they expect the novel to be?

Part 2 IdEAS For ExPLorING ThE TExT
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2. Who am I?

Read the opening of Tilly’s Promise, up to page 3.

The narrator of a book is the person who tells the story. The two most common types of  
narrator are:

First-Person narrators

A first-person narrator is normally a character within the story – often the main character. 
A first-person narrator tells the story from his or her own point-of-view and can only tell the 
reader what he or she experiences, understands or thinks. First-person narrators can only 
guess at other character’s feelings and thoughts.

You can spot a first-person narrator because he or she will use the words ‘I’ and ‘me’ to tell 
the story, for example: ‘it all started when i got out of the wrong side of bed this morning.’

third-Person narrators

a third person narrator is not normally a character in the story and tells the story from 
‘outside’ the characters’ heads. Third-person narrators may be able to see inside the heads of 
many different characters. 

you can spot a third-person narrator because he or she will not use the words ‘i’ and ‘me’ 
but will use characters’ names and ‘he’, ‘she’ etc, for example. ‘it all began when John and 
Catherine got up on Saturday morning.’

does Tilly’s Promise have a first-person narrator or a third-person narrator? How do you know?

Why does the group think that Linda Newbery chose to have a first-person narrator in Tilly’s 
Promise? 

does it make it easier or harder to see things from Tilly’s point of view? ˚
does it make the reader seem closer to the action? ˚

3. opinions on the War

Look at pages 1 to 3 again.

How do people in the village feel about the war – including Tilly? Tick all that apply:

 excited   afraid   Proud of boys who have joined up 

 enjoying the fuss and bother   Missing boys who have joined up

Overall, do you think the village people realise how serious the war will be?

 Yes – they predict it will be a terrible conflict with millions of deaths

 No – they think it will be a less serious conflict than it turned out to be.
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Look at the third paragraph of page 3 together, focussing on this section. 

‘Life in this village was always the same, year after year. In fact,  
I’d often thought it was too much the same, and wished for a 
bit more change …’

what do the students think of this? Have they ever felt their hometown(s) is a boring place? 

Now read page 4. 

does Georgie understand how serious the war will be?     yeS  nO

why/why not?

does Georgie and Tilly’s father understand how serious it will be?    yeS  nO

Read to the end of the chapter

Look for two pieces of evidence on page 6 to show that:

Tilly does not understand how serious the war will be. ˚
Harry does not understand how long the war will go on. ˚

extension aCtivity – Causes oF the War

On page 2, one of the villagers says:

“That Kaiser bill! wants to run the whole world, if you ask me!”

Kaiser bill was the nickname british people gave the German emperor at the start of world war i. 
His proper name was Kaiser Wilhelm II. (‘Kaiser’ means ‘Emperor’).  He became a figure of hate for 
many people in britain, who blamed him for the war.

Look at our fact sheet on the causes of world war i. is the villager correct?

 no. Germany was not responsible for the war. Lots of different countries played their part. it 
would be fair to say that many countries in europe before world war i ‘wanted to run the world.’

 yes. Germany was responsible for the war. no other country was to blame. Germany did want to 
run the world.

 yes and no. Lots of different countries played their part – Germany was one of them. it would be 
fair to say that many countries in europe before world war i wanted to ‘run the world’. but it is also 
true to say that Germany brought britain into the war by invading belgium.

4. War changes lives

Read page 9.

why does the group think it is important to Harry to be able to picture Tilly in the shop, ‘exactly as 
usual’, while he goes off to be a soldier?

in fact, much as Harry might have liked to think of everything at home staying the same, the war 
brought many changes. it changed women’s lives because they were needed to do jobs that they 
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would not have done before the war. rich and poor fought together and worked together to keep 
things running at home.

Read to the end of page 11.

Find evidence on these pages that the war has changed:

Tilly’s life ˚
The lives of Mr Milton and his family ˚

5. Georgie gets in trouble

Read to the end of the chapter.

Georgie sees a soldier who has had his leg amputated and walks with crutches. Georgie thinks this is 
funny – he does not understand that it is wrong to laugh at an injured man. in turn, the soldier does 
not understand that Georgie cannot help himself – until Tilly explains.

It seems that Georgie has learning difficulties. Unlike the soldier, Georgie’s difficulties are not visible. 
does the group think this makes Georgie’s life easier or harder?

back in Chapter 1, Georgie and Tilly’s father told Georgie that war is not fun and games and that 
Georgie should not say he wants to kill Germans. does the group think that Georgie has taken this 
lesson to heart?

Discuss the ways in which we support people with learning difficulties today (care centres; special 
teaching in school; special rights in the law). Do the group think these things existed when Tilly’s 
Promise is set?

6. Georgie gets a white feather – and his call-up papers

Read up to the end of page 16.

in this section a girl gives Georgie a white feather. The white feather is a symbol that says that a man 
is a coward because he has not joined the army. 

does the group think this is an effective way to persuade men to join up? does the group think a 
good way to persuade people to do something is to make fun of them or insult them if they do not?

 yes, it will work because they will be ashamed

 no, it will not work because they will get angry at being insulted

 it may work because they will be ashamed or it may not because they may be angry.

what other ways are there to persuade someone to do something? Think about the modern world – 
what is available now that was not available in the First world war (television advertising, online 
marketing).

Think back to chapter 2. 

why was it very unkind for the girl to give Georgie a white feather?

When World War I first began, the British government had enough soldiers and volunteers for the 
army. Later on they had to conscript men – this means they made them join the army. Tilly’s mother 
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is afraid that Georgie will be called up.

ask the group to think back to the way in which Georgie upset the soldier with the amputated leg. 
The soldier did not understand that Georgie had learning difficulties. 

Does the group predict that the army will decide that Georgie is fit to fight, or not?

Read to the end of page 22. 

were the group’s predictions right?

Now read to the end of the chapter.

extension aCtivity

imagine you are Tilly and you are writing a letter home to your mother about life in the hospital. 
record the facts you know about:

who Tilly shares her room with (P20) ˚
what hours she works (P20) ˚
where the soldiers she treats have come from (P20) ˚
The work Tilly does as a nurse (P25) ˚
The hard parts of the job (P20, P21, P23) ˚
The effect the war has on London (P24) ˚
what news she has of Harry – and what she does not know (P23, P27) ˚

Look at the facts you know about Tilly’s life as a nurse. which of these facts would Tilly choose to 
share with her mother in a letter home, and which might she choose not to share?

write Tilly’s letter. begin with ‘dear mother,’ and end with ‘Love, Tilly.’

7. Promises

Read up to page 34.

in world war One, doctors were better at understanding the health of the body than the health of 
the mind. as the war went on, they began to understand that the terrible things soldiers saw, and 
the stress they were under, could affect their mental health. They began to call the effects on soldiers 
shell shock.

Soldiers with shell shock felt panic and fear and found it hard to sleep, walk or talk. They often felt 
detatched from the world.

Can you find any evidence on pages 32 – 34 that Harry may have shell shock? does he say anything 
odd?

Read to the end of the chapter. Harry asks Tilly to make a promise – to wait for him even if the war 
goes on forever. Tilly asks Harry for a promise back – to always look after Georgie. 
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are either of these promises fair? Can Tilly promise to wait forever? Can Harry promise to look after 
Georgie? why/why not?

8. France

Read page 41.

at the start of the book, Tilly thought it would be a great adventure to go to a foreign country. Had 
the war dulled her spirit, or is she still very much the same?

Read to the end of page 44

Tilly’s excitement at being in France lessens a little as she realises it is a country occupied by the 
enemy. Then she realises that she will be treating Germans.

Look closely at the section: ‘There had been awful stories … coal scuttles’

Think back to the beginning of the book, when the village people blamed Kaiser bill for the war. Tilly 
realises that she is hearing different things from the soldiers at the front and people at home. 

who is more likely to be right?

why do the people at home think the Germans are so terrible? where might they be getting their 
information? 

Read to the end of Page 46

Tilly cannot decide whether it is mad or good that the soldiers on opposite sides stopped fighting at 
Christmas and then began again.

what does the group think – is it mad or good? is Tilly right when she decides that war is the enemy, 
not the soldiers on the other side?

Read to the end of the chapter

Tilly has now given another promise – does the group predict that she will be able to keep it?
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extension aCvitity

in world war One, british people saw a lot of propaganda. Propaganda means information that is 
written or designed to make people think a particular way. Propaganda may not be true, or it may be 
exaggerated – for example, an enemy may be made to see extra bad to make people want to fight in 
a war.

Look at these examples of propaganda from world war One. How do they make people want to 
fight or help with the war?

9. Broken promise

Read Chapter 6

where the group’s predictions correct about Tilly’s ability to keep her promise to Karl?

The sister tells Tilly that she should not have made a promise that she could not keep. The conditions 
in the hospital are terrible and the war takes power away from people to keep their promises.

but Tilly still thinks that Harry will have kept his promise to look after Georgie and keep him safe.

does the group think that Tilly is being realistic and fair?

what does the group think of Tilly’s character at this point?

 at the start of the book, Tilly seemed a bit immature. She wanted excitement and even when she 
had seen how terrible war could be, she still saw her own role as exciting. even though she has seen 
how bad things are in the hospital, she still cannot understand that they must be many times worse 
for Harry and Georgie. She still seems immature.

 at the start of the book, Tilly seemed a bit immature. She wanted excitement. but then she grew 
up when she saw how terrible war could be. She has seen how bad things are in the hospital and she 
understands that they will be many times worse for Harry and Georgie. She seems very mature now.
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10. Life lessons

Read Chapter 7

does Tilly seem changed now? in what ways?

read what the captain says about Georgie at the bottom of page 60 and the top of page 61. does 
the group think it is true that Georgie was a good soldier? why? why not?

now read what Harry says. does the group think it is true that Georgie was happy in the war? why? 
why not?

if the group does nOT think it is true that Georgie was happy, why would Harry tell his parents that 
he was? Linda Newbery knew that she wanted to be a writer from the age of 8! The first book she 
remembers reading by herself was a short version of black beauty.
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Linda began writing in exercise books and jotters and hiding 
these away in her wardrobe. She went to university and then 
trained as an english teacher, and for a while she wrote more 
poetry than stories, but she always came back to writing 
stories in the end.

when Linda was 30 years old, she made up her mind that 
she must finish a novel and try to find a publisher. Her first 
published novel was called Run with the Hare and it was 
about a girl in 6th Form at school who became involved 
with an animal rights Group. Linda then went on to write a 
number of other novels for young adults, and then, novels for 
younger readers.

Linda’s books were nominated for a number of prizes and in 
the year 2000, her novel The Shell House was shortlisted for 
the Carnegie Medal and the Guardian Children’s Fiction Prize. 
Her book Set in Stone won the Costa Children’s book Prize in 
2006.

In 2014 Linda plans to publish her first book for adults, Quarter Past Two on a Wednesday Afternoon.

Part 3 ABouT LINdA NEWBErY
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Part 4 WW1 FAcT ShEET

FaCt sheet 1: the Causes oF World War one

in the years before world war i, there was a small group of powerful countries in europe. 

in the ten years before the war, these countries clashed again and again as they struggled to gain 
control over europe and the wider world. They built up their armies and navies because of these 
clashes. At the same time, peoples who had been part of large empires were fighting for land and 
freedom. 

by 1914, Germany had joined with austria/Hungary and italy to form the Triple alliance. Under 
this alliance, Germany, austria/Hungary and italy promised to help each other if any of them were 
attacked.

britain, France and russia had a similar agreement. This agreement was known as the Triple entente. 
britain did not make any formal promise that it would fight for France or russia but France and 
russia did promise to defend each other. 

From 1908 onwards, there were a series of clashes in the balkans as balkan people fought for land 
and freedom. These clashes were all solved but every one brought war nearer as the major powers 
built up their armies and navies again and again.

This situation was a little like dry firewood, ready to be lit by a spark. 

The spark came in Sarajevo in July 1914, when Gavrilo Princep shot and killed Franz Ferdinand, the 
heir to the austrian empire, and his wife Sophie, as an act of terrorism. 

Gavrilo Princip was a bosnian Serb. in 1914, bosnia was part of the austria/Hungary empire. Serbia 
was independent. Some Serbs living in bosnia wanted to break away from austria/Hungary and join 
Serbia. Serbia may have encouraged this.

The austrian government blamed Serbia for Princep’s actions and demanded that Serbia make 
amends. Serbia agreed to most of their demands but not all. 

austria/Hungary got Germany’s backing and declared war on Serbia. 

The russians came into the war to support the Serbians. 

France had to support russia. 

britain did not go to war right away. but then the German army marched into belgium in order to 
attack France.

belgium was neutral – it was not part of any alliance. in 1830 britain had signed a treaty to protect 
belgium. 

britain demanded that Germany remove their troops from belgium. when this did not happen, britain 
entered the war.


