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Synopsis 
Star Sullivan just wanted everyone to be 
happy – her father to stop gambling, her 
mother not to work so hard, her brother to 
stay out of trouble, her sister to stop worrying 
about every little thing she ate. Then the Hale 
family moved in next door, and from the 
moment Star saw Laddy Hale, everything 
began to change – until Star was no longer the 
sweet, thoughtful girl everyone loved and no 
one worried about... 
 
Readability   
11 Level E3 
 

Blurb 
Molly Sullivan said that the new baby was a little star. She was 
always no trouble at all and she was always smiling…so she 
became known as Star. 
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Maeve Binchy 

My memory of my home was that it was very happy and that there 
was more fun and life there than there was anywhere else…Our 
house was ten miles from Dublin City where we all went to 
University and then to work. Ten miles is near enough to live at 
home, and just a little too near to get a flat unless there was some 
bad feeling. And there was no bad feeling… 

I wrote marvellous long rambling letters 
home from these trips, editing out the bits 
they didn’t need to know, bits about falling 
in love with highly unsuitable foreigners. In 
fact my parents were so impressed with 
these eager letters from abroad they got 
them typed and sent them to a newspaper 
and that’s how I became a writer. 

I met Gordon Snell, a writer, a man I loved 
and he loved me and we got married and it 
was great and is still great. He believed I 
could do anything, just as my parents had 
believed all those years ago and I started to 
write fiction and that took off fine. And he 
loved Ireland, and the fax was invented so 
we writers could live anywhere we liked, 
instead of living in London near publishers. 

So now we have this house in Dalkey a few 
hundred yards from the house where I lived 
with my parents. My sisters and brother all 
live nearby, we are the closest of 
friends…Why leave a good place? 

I was lucky enough to be fairly quick at 
understanding what was taught, but unlucky 
enough not to be really interested in it so I 
always got my exams but never had the 
scholar’s love of learning for its own sake. 
And even though I was fat and hopeless at 
games, which are very unacceptable things 
for a schoolgirl, I was happy and confident. 
That was quite simply because I had a mother 
and a father at home who thought I was 
wonderful. They thought all their geese were 
swans. It was a gift greater than beauty or 
riches, the feeling that you were as fine as 
anyone else. 
 
My mother hoped I would meet a nice doctor 
or barrister or accountant who would marry 
me and take me to live in what is now called 
Fashionable Dublin Four. But she felt that this 
was a vain hope. I was a bit loud to make a 
nice professional wife, and anyway, I was too 
keen on spending my holidays in far flung 
places to meet any of these people… 
 
She abandoned this hope on my behalf and 
got great value out of my escapades in 
foreign parts. 

Extract from Maeve Binchy’s website: 



 
Star Sullivan by Maeve Binchy 

   5 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
Purpose 

 
  To explore the background for the setting of the book. 

 
  To understand how an author builds up setting and themes for a 
     story gradually in readers’ imaginations. 

 
Resources 

 
Copies of information about Maeve Binchy from this folder  
Copies of Handout 1: Extract from Chapter 1 
Copies of Star Sullivan 
Flipchart, pens, paper  
 

 
Activity 

 
The extract from Maeve Binchy’s autobiographical details portrays a 
large family with a warm, close-knit relationship that has lasted into 
her adulthood. She also draws light contrasts between the facts of her 
childhood and growing up with the protective fairytale fictions that 
supported her and her parents through the process – ‘…all their geese 
were swans. It was a gift greater than beauty or riches.’ 
 
Read through the Maeve Binchy autobiographical extract with the 
group. Ask readers to note down individually a few words 
summarising what they have learned about her, or her family, from 
each paragraph and give examples of the phrases or words that gave 
them the clues. Share these notes with the group.  
 
Now read through Handout 1: Extract from Chapter 1. Ask the group 
to go through the same process as above, but this time providing the 
information for you to record on the flipchart. Ask readers to compare 
the two sets of notes. Are there similarities/differences between the 
types of childhood described? If so, what are they? 
 
Have readers noticed anything about Maeve Binchy’s use of language 
that resonates with them from another genre, e.g. fairytale or 
romance? Can they give examples of this from the extracts? Do they 
think there is a reason for this? Knowing what they do about 
fairytales, (princesses having to learn some uncomfortable lessons, as 
well as kitchen maids becoming princesses), in what way might the 
pet name, Star, indicate some difficulties ahead for Oona? (E.g. 
implies a shining light, remoteness, unreality, being what people 
expect rather than what you are.) 
 

Setting the scene 

continued  
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Reflection 

 
Although this is a contemporary story, there are other parallels to be 
drawn in the book with the conventions of fairytale in both characters, 
settings and events, e.g. a horseshoe, a blind ’wise‘ woman, a 
feckless father, a ‘handsome prince’, a kind but rejected suitor. Ask 
readers to read (or listen to) Chapter 1 and identify some of these 
elements, and decide which might play a major part in Oona’s story. 
 

 
Development 

 
Readers might be invited to predict possible endings for Star Sullivan’s 
story. These can be noted down for comparison when the book has 
been read.  
 
Readers might like to investigate the genre of fairytales, perhaps 
cross culture. What purposes do these tales serve?  
Western society thinks of them now as harmless, entertaining fun for 
children. Is this always the case? 
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Purpose 

 
  To encourage readers to appreciate the depth of a story by    
     engaging with minor characters and sub-plots. 
 

 
Resources 

 
Copies of Star Sullivan 
Pens, paper 
 

 
Activity 

 
Although the main theme of the story is Star’s development into 
adulthood, we meet a number of other characters and come to learn 
a fair amount about them – not just from Star’s perspective. 
 
Ask readers, from what they have read so far of the book, to work in 
pairs to discuss which character, apart from Star, they find most 
interesting or empathise with most closely. Ask them to give reasons 
for their choice and identify parts of the text concerning this 
character that particularly appealed to them.  
 
When each reader has selected a character, invite them to choose a 
particular incident in the story, which they feel is important to that 
character. Ask readers to write an entry for a private diary that the 
character might be keeping; the entry should reflect briefly what 
readers imagine led up to the incident, what happened from their 
point of view, how their character felt about it and what they intend 
to do next. This might be in note form or two or three paragraphs of 
continuous text. 
 

 
Reflection 

 
Invite readers to share their diary entry with the rest of the group. 
Are any other characters’ views of the same incident represented? 
Invite the group to feed back on how each diary entry reflects their 
feelings about the character, how it fits into their understanding of 
the events of the book and what happens to the character in the 
end. 
 

 
Development 

 
Readers might like to role-play a conversation between two 
characters revealing their views and concerns about Star at selected 
points in the plot, e.g. Miss Casey and Miss Mack; Laddy Hale and 
Biddy; Kevin and Gemma. 
 

Dear diary 
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Purpose 

 
  To help readers to explore how an author uses characterisation to 
     take a story forward. 
 
  To encourage readers to reflect on their reading. 

 
 
Resources 

 
Copies of Star Sullivan 
Pens, paper 
 

 
Activity 

 
Several members of the Sullivan family have problems or issues: Lily 
is selfish and eats hardly anything; Shay gambles; the police always 
seem to be interested in Michael. What do readers learn about their 
problems? Ask members of the group to find examples through the 
text that indicate the problems of individual family members. Work 
individually at first, then share the findings as a group to form a true 
picture of each of these characters.   
 
Do members of the group think that the reader knows as much as, or 
more than, the rest of the Sullivan family? Ask them to support their 
answers from the text. 
 

 
Reflection 

 
Star is presented to the reader as the one member of the family who 
doesn’t have problems. She ‘had a…ready smile and a good nature, 
and did everything that she was asked…’   
Do the group think that this is an accurate portrait of Star? Ask them 
to justify their answer with passages from the book. 
 
Star is the ‘baby of the family’. How does this fact influence others’ 
attitudes to her? 
 
Everyone says that Star changes after she meets Laddy. In what ways 
does she change? Do readers agree with this observation? Looking 
back over her childhood and school days, can they see the seeds of 
these changes? Identify them in the text. 
 
 

Problems and solutions 

 

continued  
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Development 

 
Most of the characters’ difficulties are addressed by the end of the 
book – some resolved happily, others implying the creation of further 
problems.   
 
What is it that eventually turns each of these situations round?   
 
Ask readers to sum up in a paragraph what they think that 
Star/Oona has learned by the end of the book. 
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Extract from Chapter 1 

 
MOLLY SULLIVAN SAID THAT the new baby was a little star. 
She was no trouble at all and she was always smiling. 
 
Shay Sullivan said the new baby was a star picker of winners, it 
pointed its little fist at the horse on the list that was going to 
win. 
 
So she became known as Star and everyone forgot that her 
real name was Oona. Star forgot it herself. At school when they 
read out the rollcall they always said, ‘Star Sullivan?’ On the 
street where she lived people would shout over to her, ‘Star, 
would you do us a favour and mind the baby for me?’ or run to 
the corner shop, or help to fold a big tablecloth, or find a puppy 
that had gone missing. Star Sullivan had a head of shiny 
copper hair, a ready smile and a good nature, and she did 
everything that she was asked to. 
 
There were three older than Star in the family and none of 
them had her easy, happy ways. 
 
There was Kevin, he was the eldest. He said he was going to 
work in a gym, eventually own his own sports club, and he 
fought with his father about everything. 
 
There was Lilly, who was going to be a model one day and had 
no interest in anyone except herself. 
 
There was Michael, who spent more time in the head teacher’s 
office than he did in the classroom. He was always in trouble 
over something. 
 
And then there was Star………. 
 
So Star got to the grown-up age of thirteen full of hope and 
dreams and sure that the world could be all right if you just 
believed that it was. They didn’t realise at home that this was 
the way she felt, because number 24 Chestnut Street was not a 
house where there was time for people to sit and think about 
the Meaning of Life. And there was always a drama… 
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Useful websites 
http://www.maevebinchy.com/ 
Official site includes biography, information on Maeve 
Binchy’s books, and a short story. 
 
Other possible activities 
Use the Internet to explore some of the ‘issues’ in the 
story, e.g. eating disorders, compulsive gambling. 
These could be interesting topics for research, 
discussion, debate, or to write about within the group. 
 
The dialogue has a lilt, and sentence construction and 
phrasing convey very strongly the Irish setting of the 
story. Did readers guess where it was set? What clues 
did they pick up on? You may like to examine other 
stories set in different countries, or by authors writing 
in English but with different cultural backgrounds, and 
begin to look at the way the dialogue and language 
reflect this. 

Further development 
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 More reading 

March title    Author   ISBN 

The Thief     Ruth Rendell  0091796865 

Woman Walks into a Bar  Rowan Coleman  0099492288 

Blackwater     Conn Iggulden   0091907039 

Star Sullivan     Maeve Binchy  0752879545 

Hell Island     Matthew Reilly  0330442325 

The Book Boy    Joanna Trollope  0747582114 

Don’t make me Laugh    Patrick Augustus  1902934466 

Someone Like Me   Tom Holt   1841494461 

Screw It, Let’s Do It   Richard Branson  0753510995 

How to change your life in 7 steps  John Bird   0091907039 

Chickenfeed     Minette Walters  0330440314 

The Team    Mick Dennis with  0552153729 
    the Premier League 

 
May title     Author   ISBN 

Danny Wallace and the  Danny Wallace  0091908949 
Centre of the Universe   

Desert Claw   Damien Lewis  0099493535 

Cleanskin    Val McDermid  0007216726 

Name You Once Gave Me  Mike Phillips  0007216718 

Grey Man    Andy McNab  0552154334 

I Am a Dalek   Gareth Roberts/Dr Who 0563486481 

Poison in the Blood   Tom Holland  0349119643 

I Love Football   Hunter Davies  0755314700 

Winner Takes All   John Francome  0755329481 

The Dying Wish   Courttia Newland  0349119635 

Secrets    Lynne Barrett-Lee  1905170300 

The Corpse’s Tale   Katherine John  1905170319 

 

See www.quickreads.org.uk for information on these and future Quick Reads 
 
See First Choice library booklist at www.firstchoicebooks.org.uk for mainstream 
books selected against criteria for their suitability for emergent readers 
 
Audio version of the Quick Reads are available from W F Howes Ltd as part 
of their Clipper Emergent Reader programmes (www.wfhowes.co.uk/cerp/)  
 
Other publications for emergent readers include those from Sandstone Press 
(www.sandstonepress.com) and New Island’s Open Door series (www.newisland.ie) 
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Adult Core Curriculum References 

 
Dear diary 
 
Rt/E3.1, .2, .4, .7, .8   
Rt/L1.1–.5 
 
Wt/E3.1–.4 
Wt/L1.1–.5 
 
SLc/E3.1–.3 
SLc/L1.1, .3, .4 
 

Setting the scene 
 
Rt/E3.2, .4, .7, .8  
Rt/L1.1–.3, .5 
 
SLr/E3.1–.6 
SLr/L1.1–.6 
 
SLc/E3.1, .3 
SLlc/L1.1, .3, .4  
 
SLd/E3.1–.3  
Sld/L1.1–.3 
 

Problems and 
solutions 
 
Rt/E3.2, .4, .7, .8  
Rt/L1.1–.3, .5 
 
SLr/E3.1–.6  
SLr/L1.1–.6 
 
SLc/E3.1, .3     
Slc/L1.1, .3, .4 
 
SLd/E3.1–.3  
SLd/L1.1–.3 


