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PRE-READING DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
◆
◆

◆
◆

◆

◆

If you could go back in time, would you? Why, or why not?
If you were going to travel back in time, what would you bring? What wouldn’t you bring?
Why?
If you could travel back in time, what would you change to improve your present-day life?
If you could go back in time and change any event in history, would you? If so, which one
would it be, and why? If not, why not?
As the book progresses, we see Al become increasingly comfortable engaging in illegal
activities. Is it ever okay to break the law?
Is there anything worth the risks of time travel?

DURING-READING DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
FRIENDSHIP AND SELF-WORTH
◆

◆

◆

◆

◆

In the story, both Al and his father struggle to find good friends while they are growing
up. How do you distinguish between a good friend and a bad friend?
On page 214, Al’s father explains his putting up with Macca by saying, “Macca’s not so
bad. He used to pick on me loads, but he doesn’t now, and I prefer it like that, OK?”
Ask students to agree or disagree with the following statements and have a class discussion.
a. There are only two types of kids: the bullies and the bullied.
b. It’s better to be friends with a bully than to be bullied.
On page 71, Al regrets not saying anything when Jolyon Dancey mocks him, admitting to
readers, “I hate myself for putting up with it, and I hate myself for not having the courage
to stop it.” It isn’t a victim’s fault when he or she is bullied. However, when someone is
being victimized by a bully, what can he or she do to end the bullying?
On page 284, Al’s father admits that Macca is “not much of a friend, you’re right, but,
well, it was better than nobody.” Is a bad friend better than no friend?
When Al goes back in time, he sees his father being pressured to torture animals by a
group of friends. In your own life, what actions would you describe as “going too far” to
fit in?

GRIEF AND COPING
When Grandpa Byron discovers that Al is attempting to experiment with time travel in
the hope of saving his father’s life, Grandpa Byron says, “One of the hardest things in life,
Al, is to accept the things that cause us pain, absorb them, and continue.” (p. 246) He
adds, “You are merely creating another world and living in that instead. Escaping is not
changing.” (p. 247) In our world, we don’t have time machines to transport us away from
our problems, but this can be viewed as a metaphor because there are other ways people
try to escape emotional pain. What are some ways people create alternate worlds in order
to avoid feeling hurt? Which coping methods are healthy, and which are harmful?
◆ On page 246, Grandpa Byron advises Al, “Live life so completely that when death comes
to you like a thief in the night, there will be nothing left for him to steal.” What do you
think it means to live life to the fullest?
◆ Al never truly accepts the loss of his father. Why is it difficult to move on after experiencing
a loss?
◆

UNPLUGGING
Is technology more helpful or harmful for humans?
◆ On page 114, Al relates a conversation he has with Grandpa Byron about his dad: “‘He
preferred computers to his own imagination.’ He looks at me a bit sadly I think. ‘A lot of
people do these days.’” Why do you think it makes Grandpa Byron sad to see the younger
generation hooked on technology? Which do you think is more powerful, a computer or
imagination, and why?
◆ Grandpa Byron says that “the best pictures are in his head and that taking photographs is
just lazy.” (p. 20) Do you agree or disagree, and why?
◆ Grandpa Byron argues that Pye is “venturing beyond human limits” by experimenting
with time travel, but Pye doesn’t think there are human limits. (p. 146) Who do you agree
with, and why? Do you think there is a scientific boundary that humans shouldn’t cross?
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◆

WISDOM AND LEARNING
◆

◆

◆

◆

◆

◆

Al’s adventure begins on his twelfth birthday, when his dad decides that “the time
is right” for him to travel through time. (p. 40) Is twelve a significant milestone in
growing up? What can one understand at twelve that one cannot understand at eleven?
On page 246, Grandpa Byron argues that “to follow your heart” is “not always the
wisest option.” Why do you think Grandpa Byron thinks it unwise to act on feelings?
Do you agree or disagree with this idea?
On page 29, Grandpa Byron warns Al, “Don’t confuse knowledge with memory.” What
is the difference? Why is it important to know the difference? How does this connect to
the way you perceive intelligence or education?
Throughout the novel, Al looks to Grandpa Byron for wisdom and advice. Discuss some
of his wisest observations on life.
On pages 348–349, Al’s dad tells him a grim story about the consequences of knowing
the future. If you had the chance to see your future, would you look?
On page 247, Al yells at Grandpa Byron, “You sit there, spouting this so-called wisdom
like you’re—you’re . . . Yoda or something, and all the while Dad is still dead and you
don’t want to do anything about it.” Which do you think is more useful in solving life’s
challenges, wisdom or action, and why?

HERITAGE AND IDENTITY
In the novel, many characters have unusual names. On page 59, Al even asks, “Who’d
call their kid Pythagoras?” How do names connect with heritage? How do names
connect with identity? How do names connect with legacy?
◆ On page 310, Grandpa Byron wisely states, “Lose sight of the past and you are blind to
the future.” Why is it important for people to remember their personal histories? Why
is it important for people to remember their cultural histories?
◆ When Al travels back in time, Grandpa Byron tells him, “Too many like you know
absolutely nowt about their heritage.” (p. 310) What does Grandpa Byron mean when he
says “like you”? Why do you think so many kids don’t know about their heritage? Why
is it important for kids and teens to learn about and keep connected to their heritage?
◆

POST-READING ACTIVITIES
1. The narrative is structured in a way that jumps back and forth in time. Make a timeline
and chart the major plot points in chronological order.
◆ Challenge Extension Activity: Ask students how the experience of reading the text
would be different if Welford presented the story in chronological order. How does
telling the story out of order enhance the reading experience?
◆ Alternatively, list six to ten events that you rank as important, and have students create
a timeline using that bank of events.
2. Throughout the text, Grandpa Byron teaches Al memory tricks to help him enhance
his ability to memorize and remember facts. The book features two memory tricks:
memorizing through song and memorizing through visualization. Think about an
upcoming test in any of your classes, and either create a song with the content you need
to study or map out a memory palace like Grandpa Byron’s to help you remember the
content of your test. If you’re creating a song, write out the lyrics so they fit with a tune
you can remember. If you’re mapping out a memory palace, sketch the house and label
the objects with the content you’re trying to remember.
◆ Challenge Extension Activity: Have students create their own memory trick to teach
to the class, and prove that it works by using it to memorize something.
◆ As an alternative, give the students a list of five vocabulary words from the book and
ask them to incorporate the words into a song. You can also start the song together as
a class and then have the students finish it on their own or in groups.
3. Go time traveling and heritage hunting. Interview your grandparents and parents about
their lives when they were your age. Ask for artifacts, like pictures and objects, to help
you visualize the time period. Report back on what you find.
◆ Challenge Extension Activity: Have students search the book and make a list of the
things Al discovers about his father and grandfather when he goes back in time. Then
ask the students to translate these findings into questions that they can ask their own
parents and grandparents.
◆ Alternatively, generate a list of questions for the students to ask their parents and
grandparents based on what Al learned about his father and Grandpa Byron when he
time traveled. Make a worksheet to give to students so they can more easily organize
their findings.
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The discussion questions and activities in this guide can be correlated to the following Common Core State Standards:
RL.5.1, RL.5.2, RL.5.4, RL.5.5 W.5.1, W.5.4, W.5.5, W.5.9 SL.5.1, SL.5.4

