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Summary

Much more than just a run-of-the-mill pirate book, Tough Boris is a beautiful and succinct tale 

that teaches an important lesson.  Centered around Boris, the story's namesake, the book begins with a 

wordless page filled with an ocean where upon the horizon sits a ship and upon a sand dune sits a 

young boy.  This scene sets the stage for the tale that's about to begin – told with few words set 

amongst images that speak volumes.

A good portion of the story is spent getting to know Boris and his many pirate-like qualities.  

He's large, he's mean, he's selfish, he's dirty, he's brave, and he's incredibly intimidating, yet clues are 

given throughout his description that begin to reveal Boris' softer side.  The illustrations accompanying 

Boris' description not only echo the qualities described, but allow readers to gather other information 

about Boris, such as his affinity for music and his love for a green parrot who appears to be his 

companion.

The story ends dramatically with the death of Boris' beloved parrot.  Despite Boris' tough and 

mean pirating ways, he still has a heart and is crushed when he learns of the loss of his beloved 

companion.  When a funeral is held for the bird, Boris cries, as do many of the other men on board the 

ship.  Readers learn that despite being a pirate, Boris still is capable of feeling sadness and pain, and 

that it is completely acceptable for him to show these feelings to his crew.  Rather than feel vulnerable 

and hide his sadness, Boris is able to share his feelings – and does so powerfully.

Alongside the story of Boris is a secondary tale, told almost exclusively through the book's 

illustrations.  Through close examination of each image, readers discover that the boy from the sand 

dune at the beginning of the book has become a stowaway on the ship.  Though the boy is nameless 

and goes unmentioned throughout the entire story, it is his watchful eye that makes the observations 

that contribute to Boris' description, and it is clear by the end of the book that the nameless boy has 

been narrating the story all along.



Critical Thinking Questions 

The questions listed are meant to be used to spark discussion amongst readers of Tough Boris.  

The questions can (and should) be asked while the book is being read, rather than after readers have 

digested the entire story.  The questions help readers to make predictions, reflect upon what they have 

read so far, and gather information about characters – all valuable skills that contribute to success in 

reading comprehension.

– Where in the world do you think Boris comes from?

– What do you think it would be like to meet Boris?  How would he act, talk, etc.?

– What do you think the men in Boris' crew think of him?  Why would they want to work on 

Boris' pirate ship?

– What do you think life is like on the pirate ship?  Why?

– What role do you think the parrot plays in Boris' life?

– How would you feel if you were the stowaway boy in the story?

– Why do you think the pirates act scary all the time?  Are they perhaps putting on a show?

– Describe how Boris looks and feels when his parrot dies.  How would you act and feel?

– Why do you think Boris takes the stowaway back to land at the end?  Why doesn't the boy 

belong on the ship?

– Why do you think the stowaway boy cries at the end of the story?

Mini-Lesson

Designed for use with 2nd grade students (readers ages 7 and 8), the mini-lesson below 

introduces students to strategies for making meaning using visual clues.  In the story Tough Boris, 

many adjectives are used that may be new to young readers.  By using some context clues alongside 

information gleaned from accompanying illustrations, young readers can learn to decipher new words 



for themselves, thus empowering them by helping them move a step closer to being independent 

readers.

What Does it Mean?

1. Begin the lesson by reading Tough Boris together.  During this first reading, a few 

critical thinking questions may be asked in order to support readers in comprehending 

the story.  Before sharing the story, ask readers to let you know when they hear a new 

word or a word whose meaning they're unsure of.  After each 2-page spread, ask readers 

to share any such words.  Create a list on a large piece of paper or a chalk board. 

Readers with advanced vocabularies could help by identifying words that they suspect 

others may not know the meaning of.

2. After the story is finished and readers have had a chance to digest it together (through 

discussion and the use of some critical thinking questions), re-visit the words on the list 

within the context that they were discovered.  Explain to students that their job will be to 

gather clues about the meaning of the words using the literary context and 

accompanying illustrations.  Explain to students that the focus will be on adjectives, and 

that because adjectives are describing words, they'll need to look specifically at Boris in 

order to make useful observations that will help them decipher the words.

3. Using a word from the list as an example, share with students your own strategy for 

using visual clues to determine a word's meaning.  A good word to use as an exemplar is 

the word massive, found on the 6th page of the story.  Read the page aloud to 

students,“He was massive.  All pirates are massive.”

4. Then, while sharing the illustration, make some observations about Boris' appearance 

out loud.  Some useful observations to share could be Boris' height when compared to 

the other pirates on the page, the size of his yellow wooden clogs, the width of his body, 



the space that his coat takes up, the size of his hand when compared to the parrot he 

holds, and the amount of space that his body takes up in the illustration.

5. Next, ask readers if they can make any other observations about Boris' appearance. 

Write your observations and those of readers in the same space where the word list was 

written.

6. Ask readers to consider the qualities on the list and talk to a neighbor about what they 

think the word massive could mean based on what you've observed.  Circle through the 

reading space and participate in portions of conversations to help guide readers in their 

thinking and in order to get a sense of when readers are ready to share their ideas with 

the group.

7. When sufficient discussion time has been had, ask readers to share their thinking about 

the possible meaning of the word massive.  Offer praise for any possible meanings 

shared, so long as readers share their thinking.  As the focus of the activity is on using 

visual clues to make an educated guess about a word's meaning, any student who has 

made an educated guess has succeeded – even if they haven't deduced the proper 

meaning.

8. Share the dictionary definition of the word with readers.  Ask them to compare the real 

definition of massive with their own definition.  (This could be done in pairs.)  Then, ask 

readers to share whether they think they were close (or right on) and why.

9. This mini-lesson could continue with an exploration of the other words on the list.  

Likely candidates are tough, scruffy, greedy, and fearless.  Readers could work to create 

their own definitions for each word, work on single words in small groups, or  work 

together as a class to define them all.

Extension Activities



Each of the following activity suggestions are designed to support readers in not only deepening 

their understanding of this particular story, but in strengthening their skills in reading comprehension 

and writing, as well.  Loosely written so as to allow for adaptability, the activities have been designed 

with readers ages 7-10 in mind.

The Ethics of Pirating

Ethics are the moral principles held by humans that help them to make decisions (especially 

difficult ones).  Discuss the idea of moral principles with readers, making sure to have readers share 

some of the moral principles that they live by.  Ask readers how their moral principles have guided 

them through a difficult situation.  Then, have readers imagine that they are pirates from Boris' crew.  

How would their moral principles affect their ability to be a pirate?  It is likely that much of what the 

crew is seen doing (and much of what we can assume they have done and will do in the future) is not 

ethical according to our own moral codes.  If the pirates' ethics do not match those of readers, ask them 

to imagine what the pirates' moral codes might be like.  Exploring the similarities and differences 

between the ethics of readers and the ethics of pirates can help readers to understand how their own 

moral code affects the way they live (as it does for others – even characters in a book).

Visual Clues Tell Stories

Tough Boris is unique in that it tells two stories – one with words, and one with pictures.  The 

two come together at the end of the story, but there are very few words in the book that are part of the 

stowaway's tale.  Have readers examine the illustrations in order to better understand the boy's role in 

the book.  Then, have readers write their own secondary story that puts words to the stowaway's 

experiences.  Readers should consider ways to describe the boy's feelings, his surroundings, and his 

experiences based on what they can glean from the book's illustrations.  Using clues given by the boy's 

facial expressions, body language, location within an illustration, and his actions, readers will be able 



to tell unique (yet expected) stories about the stowaway.  Completing such an activity would allow 

readers to practice putting information that they have processed visually into verbal and/or written 

form.

Simple Stories to Teach Lessons

Readers of Tough Boris are given a great example of dealing with strong emotions appropriately 

and depending on those around you when things are difficult.  While Boris isn't happy to be sad, he 

allows his crew to know how he feels and is supported and cared for as a result.  Readers can help to 

teach lessons about other difficult situations in which one might need to depend on others for support, 

no matter how tough and independent the character.  Writing can follow the pattern of the book, 

beginning with a description of a complex character and ending with the character letting those around 

them know how they feel and being loved and supported for it.  Situations to end with could be 

anything from a first day of school to fighting with a best friend or sibling – perhaps the situation 

described could be one that a reader has actually experienced, allowing them to draw from their own 

experience in order to teach a lesson.  Be sure to share stories after they have been completed – there 

will likely be some important lessons to learn from each other.

Compare and Contrast Qualities

While Boris is a fairly typical pirate, he shows some surprising qualities at the story's end, 

allowing readers to learn from his surprising sensitive side.  Readers can practice comparing and 

contrasting by comparing and contrasting Boris' qualities.  This is most effective when done using a 

graphic organizer, but could also be done simply through a conversation.  Ask readers to brainstorm a 

list of Boris' qualities, focusing mainly on non-physical qualities such as his personality, decision-

making, body language, etc. (qualities that show us what his mind is like, rather than his body).  Then, 

compare and contrast these qualities, perhaps by sorting them into categories and identifying qualities 



that fit into more than one category.  In identifying the overlap qualities, readers can begin to think 

about the complexities of Boris' personality.

The History of Pirates

Allow readers to explore the history of pirates.  While pirates have been around for centuries, 

they still exist today in some parts of the world.  A study of real life pirates could be fairly open ended, 

but should eventually lead readers to be able to make some educated guesses about the time period in 

which the story takes place and the part of the world in which it is set (and, perhaps, the part of the 

world that Boris may be from).  Readers might share what they have learned by creating a pirate 

timeline or a book about notable pirates from history.


