
A hilArious story of 
one boy’s meteoric rise 
to power!
This book is an enjoyable read which provides great 
talking points to spark off discussions about politics, 
citizenship, and elections. In the run-up to the 2015 
General Election in May it will get children thinking and 
talking – and laughing! 

tom mclAuGhlin
Before becoming a writer and illustrator Tom spent nine 
years working as political cartoonist for The Western 
Morning News ‘thinking up silly jokes about even sillier 
politicians’. 

Then, in 2004 Tom took the plunge into illustrating and  
writing his own books. Since then he has written and 
illustrated picture books as well as working on animated 
TV shows for Disney and Cartoon Network. The 
Accidental Prime Minister is his debut children’s novel.

He lives in Devon.

introDuction
When Joe tells a local news reporter exactly what he would do if he were leader of the country, the video goes viral 
and Joe’s speech becomes famous all over the world! 

Before long, people are calling for the current leader to resign and give someone else a go . . . and that’s how an 
ordinary boy like Joe ended up with the most extraordinary job. Now the fun can really start . . . 

‘Hats for cats! Pet pigs for all! Banana shaped buses! Swimming pools on trains!’
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http://www.theguardian.com/childrens-books-
site/2015/feb/21/why-stories-arent-just-for-
bedtime-tom-mclaughlin?CMP=share_btn_tw

See Tom’s ‘A dyslexic author’s writing tips for dyslexic 
kids’ at the end of these notes. And have a look at 
what he says about enjoying stories with children the 
whole day through!
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for teAchers AnD reADinG Groups
reading and talking about the Accidental prime minister

INTroDuCING THE Book

Look at the cover and the blurb, set the scene, and read aloud the first chapter to introduce the book—and maybe 
one or two tasters further on to attract people into the story.

Then read the book all the way through, either reading aloud to everyone together, or letting people read and 
experience the book for themselves. 

TALkING ABouT THE Book: SoME Book-TALk quESTIoNS

Get everyone to share their first responses to the book. This could be with the whole group—or children could 
discuss in small groups, and then share their main feelings and questions with everyone.

Then explore further what people think about the story.  Encourage lots of discussion—there are no wrong answers!

• How did you feel when reading this book?  And when you’d finished it?

• Which parts of the story do you remember most?

• Did you skip any parts?  Which ones?

• Was there anything that took you by surprise?

• Were there any parts you didn’t make sense of?

• If you gave up on this book can you say why?

• What were the funniest bits for you?

• Talk about anything you learned from reading this book.

• Are there things you’d now like to find out more about?

• What single word (or two!) describes this book for you?
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the AcciDentAl prime minister 
—AnD uK politics: thinGs to tAlK About

if the prime minister came to your school what question/s would you ask?

I wanted to ask a question about the park” . . .He normally liked to sit quietly . . . but he knew this 
could be his only chance to save his mum’s job.’ (p16)

Do you have a local problem which needs some action? (e.g. a threat to close your local library.)  

Talk about this in pairs/small groups & write down your questions, then discuss the issue as a whole group. 

Collect all the questions—there may be one you could actually send to the Prime Minister or to a local MP or 
councillor.

Do photographs always show the truth?

‘It was such a good picture. I couldn’t resist sending it to all the papers.’ 

‘But it makes me look bad, like I was laughing at other people’s misfortune. I wasn’t doing that, 
you know I wasn’t!’ (p160)  

Violetta uses a photograph to discredit Joe: talk about the ways in which photos may be used or manipulated to 
get messages across. Do you think a picture paints a thousand words?

the right to vote

Who is eligible to vote in a uk General Election? Talk about the right to vote, and how women in Britain didn’t 
get the same voting rights as men (i.e. to vote at 21) until 1928.  In 1969 the uk voting age was lowered to 18, and 
it’s now being proposed that the age be lowered to 16.  What do people think about this?

Getting involved

‘Grown-ups have had their turn at running the country—why not let us kids have a go?’ (p25)

Talk about ways in which young people could get involved in government and making things happen, e.g. 
through the school council, or local councils. Here’s an example of a young activist petitioning against library 
cuts in Cornwall: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-cornwall-29052002 

promoting your party 

‘I wouldn’t waffle on about how bad the other lot had been, I’d sort stuff out.’ (p25)

In the run up to an election, watch some of the party political broadcasts, and look at election leaflets to see 
how local candidates are promoting themselves.  See how often they a) say what they will do if they win or b) 
criticise their opponents. Talk about which candidates you prefer, and why.
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Activities
The AccidenTAl PriMe MinisTer WorDSEArCH

See if you can find these names and words from the book, in the squares below—across, down, up, and from 
right to left.  

AJAy          pArK  reporters  violettA crump

perKins         DowninG street             pArliAment         politiciAn

youtube  Jet pAcK  summit        silliness

w K r A p K h f D v q p l u J G

o q A x v n x s n i K r e p x b

x c J l o u t e q o z y i A c c

m x v s s e n i l l i s J r b v

A c b m b c x A D e A q m e t K

p A r l i A m e n t x s l K u J

o J K K h o f s z t c r m x m h

l A J c A z y r x A b e c y p D

i y o u t u b e x c r t f r A b

t x l D m G n e v r w r D w r x

i c f D n e e r G u q o l q l z

c b x A z s A D f m z p h z i q

i m b x v b K c A p t e J x A w

A z c b m y r w q z c r u o m v

n D o w n i n G s t r e e t e m

w s n i s y l D A b D o v x n v

s c b m n f s w y s u m m i t y
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Activities
quIz: ABouT THE uk GoVErNMENT  

1.  The Prime Minister is
a. A clergyman
b. Head of the government
c. A painter and decorator 

2.  The Secretaries of State are in charge of
a. Computers and stationery
b. Government departments, e.g. Department of 

Education
c. Taking the minutes of meetings

3.  The Cabinet is
a. The place where all the laws are filed
b. The place where dinner plates are kept
c. The Prime Minister and all the Secretaries of State

4.  Parliament is the place where
a. HP Sauce is made
b. The Secretaries of State live
c. Politicians meet to decide laws and make 

decisions for the country

5.  A coalition government is
a. Where two or more political parties join together 

to run the country
b. A government of coal miners
c. Where members of parliament share computers 

6.  A General Election is held
a. At least every 10 years
b. At least every 5 years
c. Every 4 years

7.  The Prime Minister’s official residence is
a. 10 Downing Street
b. Buckingham Palace
c. Chequers

8.  Big Ben is
a. The leader of the members of Parliament
b. The tallest member of Parliament
c. The clock tower of the Houses of Parliament

9.  A Bill is  
a. A proposed new law
b. The cost of fixing Big Ben
c. Anyone in Parliament called William 

10. A summit meeting is
a. A meeting of heads of state
b. A meeting of mathematicians
c. A meeting at the top of a mountain

Here’s a research checklist for finding out more about the people and things in the quiz.

reseArch checKlist how britiAin is GoverneD
Write short notes or a sentence about what you find out for each of these

PArLIAMENT

A GENErAL ELECTIoN

MEMBErS oF PArLIAMENT

HoW A BILL BECoMES LAW

PrIME MINISTEr

CABINET

CoALITIoN GoVErNMENT

SECrETArIES oF STATE

SuMMIT MEETING

BIG BEN

DoWNING STrEET
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Activities
WrITE AND PrESENT A MANIFESTo

Before a General Election each political party publishes its manifesto. This is where they set out what they 
believe in and what they propose to do if they get elected to power, e.g. what laws they will introduce; or 
changes to taxes.

Here’s what Joe says he wants to make happen now he is Prime Minister:

‘One thing I promise you is that it won’t be dull, and I shall do my best by this country and its 
people!

. . . I say we have a fancy dress day at least once a week         

. . . I think we should have one day a month where the teachers get to be the pupils and the 
pupils get to be the teachers.                                                              

 . . . And last but not least I want to save the park by my house . . . not just that one but all the 
parks.’ (pp81, 102)

Imagine you are standing for election—you need to tell people what you would do if you were elected, and try 
to persuade them to vote for you.

What would you put in your manifesto?

Here’s a template and some top tips on  
how to write a manifesto.

When you’ve written your manifesto you need to  
present it to everyone!

Here are some top tips for making your manifesto  
speech

1.  Be clear and concise—3 mins max

2.  Prepare and practise what you are going to say

3.  Believe in what you say!

4.  Speak directly to your audience

my manifesto
ToP TIPS

1. Make it clear and punchy 

2. Keep it simple so people will 
remember it

3. Say who you are and what you 
believe in, e.g. ‘green’ issues; or fun!

4. Make a clear list of what you plan 
to do and the changes you would 
make.

5. What are the benefits of your plans?
6. Don’t go on about your opponents—your manifesto is about you!
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Activities
WrITE AND PrESENT A MANIFESTo

Have a slogan to catch attention 
—and put it on your rosette

Joe’s is ‘Hats for Cats!’   

‘Fun for Everyone’ would also  
have made a good slogan for Joe!

Writing and presenting a manifesto  
would make a great classroom or group  
competition—with everyone voting on  
the best one.  

You could have serious themes, relating to  
current real-life issues—or maybe take a humorous 
approach. In fact although some of Joe’s ideas 
are funny and seem impossible (e.g. cats as wifi 
hubs) maybe they’re not so impossible, especially 
trying to bring people more fun. As he says: 

‘…to live in a world with no fun, no joy  
and no laughter, and no joy – well that’s  
no world at all.’ (p197)
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Activities
HAVE A DEBATE

Imagine you are members of Parliament having a debate—discussing a proposed new law, or something important 
for the country. You need to have: 

• A proposal or proposition, e.g. ‘. . . jelly should be free on the NHS’  (p101)

• A proposer to make a speech with arguments to support this proposal

• An opposer to make a speech giving the arguments against this idea

• Someone to second the proposer, adding to their argument

• Someone to second the opposer, with more arguments against.

• The rest of the class or group asking questions, to make sure everyone understands both points of view

• A vote—for and against the proposal.

Here are some more ideas for your debate proposal, taken from what Joe says in The Accidental Prime Minister!

• There should be one day a month where the children get to be in charge of the teachers

• Everyone should have as much fun as possible

• In parks there should be special swings and roundabouts for grown-ups

TIPS For DEBATING
• research your facts thoroughly—for both sides of the argument

• Make some notes to prepare your speech, but just refer to them, don’t 
read them out like an essay

• Make your points clearly, with persuasive arguments

• Be confident in your speech and body language

• Listen carefully to the opposing arguments
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Activities
WHo WouLD You VoTE For?!

Here are some well-known story book characters and a list of their manifesto slogans. Match up each slogan with 
the character you think is most likely to be arguing for this.

story chArActer mAnifesto sloGAn

WINNIE THE WITCH A chocolate factory in every town!

PADDINGToN Free honey for all!

BArrY LoSEr Hats for cats!

DENNIS THE MENACE Magic is magic!

CAT IN THE HAT Put marmalade in burgers!

WINNIE THE PooH Vote for World Menacing Day!

CHArLIE BuCkET Losers can win!

Which character would you vote for to be your local member of Parliament? Why?

Think of some more book characters and make up manifesto slogans for them.

Here is a list of some UK political parties with key slogans from their websites. Find out more about what each 
party says it stands for.

politicAl pArty whAt they sAy

CoNSErVATIVES Securing a better future

LABour The party of the many 
—not just a powerful few

LIBErAL DEMoCrATS Working to build a stronger economy  
in a fairer society

GrEEN PArTY We believe in The Common Good

ukIP  
(uk INDEPENCE PArTY)

A patriotic party that  
promotes independence
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more reADinG

AUTHOR TITLE PUBLISHER ISBN

Picture Books 
By Tom McLaughlin

The diabolical Mr Tiddles Simon & Schuster 9781847388803

The story Machine Bloomsbury 9781408839348

MorE FuNNY FICTIoN ABouT  YouNG PEoPLE SorTING THINGS ouT . . .

David Baddiel The Parent Agency HarperCollins 9780007554492

Pete Johnson how to Train Your Parents Yearling 9780440864394

Jo Nesbo dr Proctor’s Fart Powder Simon & Schuster 9781471125447

David Walliams Gangsta Granny HarperCollins 9780007371464

NoN-FICTIoN ABouT uk PoLITICS

Terry Deay Potty Politics Scholastic (out of print) 9780439013802

Adam Hibbert how to Be Prime Minister ouP (out of print) 9780199107971

Eleanor Levenson The election Fisherton 9780993077302

Andrew Marr Who’s in charge? Doring kindersley 9781409351016

SuFFrAGETTES

Carol Drinkwater suffragette (My story) Scholastic 9781407120720

Jacqueline Wilson Opal Plumstead Doubleday 9780857531094

some websites to explore
Useful information about UK government:

http://resources.woodlands-junior.kent.sch.uk/
customs/questions/government.html 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/6999499.stm

www.gov.uk/government/history/10-downing-street

Political parties:

www.conservatives.com

www.labour.org.uk

www.libdems.org.uk 

www.greenparty.org.uk 

www.ukip.org 
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Answers
WorDSEArCH:

w K r A p K h f D v q p l u J G

o q A x v n x s n i K r e p x b

x c J l o u t e q o z y i A c c

m x v s s e n i l l i s J r b v

A c b m b c x A D e A q m e t K

p A r l i A m e n t x s l K u J

o J K K h o f s z t c r m x m h

l A J c A z y r x A b e c y p D

i y o u t u b e x c r t f r A b

t x l D m G n e v r w r D w r x

i c f D n e e r G u q o l q l z

c b x A z s A D f m z p h z i q

i m b x v b K c A p t e J x A w

A z c b m y r w q z c r u o m v

n D o w n i n G s t r e e t e m

w s n i s y l D A b D o v x n v

s c b m n f s w y s u m m i t y

quIz:

1. b     2. b     3. c     4. c     5. a     6. b     7. a & c     8. c     9. a     10. a
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writinG tips from tom mclAuGhlin 
FrOM GUArdiAn children’s BOOKs

A dyslexic author’s writing tips for dyslexic kids 

Tom McLaughlin, who has always had a weird relationship with words, offers his supportive and beautiful writing 
tips to dyslexic children everywhere (and those who know them).

‘Would you like to do a piece offering some writing tips for dyslexic children they said. sure, i said, i mean, how hard can 
it be? Then it dawned on me, isn’t that like asking someone who’s colour blind for decorating advice?’ 

TIP 1:  SoMETIMES THE THINGS WE STruGGLE WITH CAN BE THE MoST rEWArDING. 
ALTHouGH I’VE oNLY JuST STArTED THIS ArTICLE, So LET’S NoT PAT ourSELVES 
oN THE BACk JuST YET. 

i’ll level with you, i have a weird relationship with words, mostly i love them, but sometimes, just 
sometimes they drive me round the bend. Between them falling out of people’s brains and landing on 
the page, something happens, they become lost or begin to dance around on the paper.

TIP 2:  NEVEr BE AFrAID To THINk VISuALLY.

it’s like i’m seeing them for the first time. The strange thing is this comes and goes. i have good days 
and bad. One minute i can be reading the most complicated thing in the world, i feel like i’m surfing 
along on every sentence, the next minute, i struggle to read the most simple of picture books to a child. 
sometimes one i’ve actually written myself. i know, it’s embarrassing.

TIP 3:  TrY NoT To GET ANNoYED AND THroW A Book/CuSTArD PIE/TANTruM AT 
ANYoNE WHo CorrECTS Your rEADING*. 

*That one’s more of a general life-style tip. 

despite all this, as a kid i loved stories, i loved jokes, and i loved TV (an author is allowed to say that 
out loud, right?) i used to read the same books over-and-over again. i still do that. i mean you wouldn’t 
listen to an album once right? 

TIP 4:  DoN’T BE AFrAID To SurrouND YourSELF BY WHAT You LoVE. 

i’m going to say something that’s going to shock you now. You might want to sit down, no, go on, really 
sit down. spelling isn’t important. it really isn’t, people get hung up on it. Being able to spell has nothing 
to do with being a good writer. Being able to know how a car engine works, doesn’t make you a racing 
driver. it’s about having something to say. it’s about feeling the wind in your hair. 

http://www.theguardian.com/childrens-books-site/2015/
jan/22/a-dyslexic-authors-writing-tips-for-dyslexic-kids 
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TIP 5:  IF ANYoNE GoES AT Your Work WITH A rED PEN, GrAB IT oFF THEM, SNAP 
IT IN TWo AND THroW IT ouT oF THE WINDoW, THEN ASk THEM To rEAD 
WHAT You HAVE WrITTEN, rATHEr THAN CorrECT IT. CorrECTIoNS CAN CoME 
LATEr, WHEN You HAVE BouGHT THEM A NEW rED PEN. 

Give poetry a try. What i hear you cry?! i know some of you think that poetry is lame, but it’s not. if 
someone as cool and bad ass as me likes it, then it’s okay for you to like it too. Poetry can be anything, it 
can be an emotion, and idea, a joke, a thought. Whatever pops into your head.

TIP 6:  PoETrY oFTEN WorkS To A STruCTurE, You kNoW THAT A CErTAIN LINE 
rHYMES WITH ANoTHEr, IT MAkES You THINk ABouT WorDS. IT’S LIkE THE 
FouNDATIoNS oF A HouSE ArE LAID ouT IN FroNT oF You, AND You HAVE 
To ADD THE WALLS AND rooF. 

if you’re not feeling particularly wordy some days, write without any. Use pictures. comic strips are 
stories, they have a beginning, middle and end, they just don’t need any words. 

TIP 7:  DoN’T BE SCArED oF A BLANk PIECE oF PAPEr, IT’S THE BEST THING IN THE 
WorLD. AT SoME PoINT EVErYTHING STArTED ouT AS A BLANk PIECE oF PAPEr, 
FroM Your FAVourITE Book To THE CoMPuTEr I’M TYPING oN, THEY ALL 
STArTED ouT AS NoTHING AND BECAME SoMETHING. 

You should never be afraid to talk about being dyslexic, whenever i tell people, they’re mostly interested, 
and i get asked all kinds of question. in fact the more i talk about it, the more it feels like i’m getting to 
know myself a little bit more.

TIP 8:  LEArN ABouT WHAT DYSLExIA IS, rEAD ABouT IT, You’LL FIND YourSELF GoING 
‘I ToTALLY Do THAT!’ quITE A LoT. THErE ArE MANY oTHErS LIkE You, ALL oF 
THEM ProBABLY HAVE FELT ISoLATED, STuPID, LIkE THEY DIDN’T BELoNG AT 
SoME PoINT Too. 

don’t ever worry about being wrong or getting things mixed up. i’m going to shock you again now, but 
teachers are pretty lovely, i know they hide it well, but they are. They will always help.

TIP 9:  WrITING IS ABouT You, THEY ArE Your THouGHTS, THE THINGS You HAVE To 
SAY, AND THoSE CAN NEVEr BE WroNG. 

Being dyslexic is who you are, and who you are is brilliant.

TIP 10:  SToP rEADING THIS AND Go WrITE SoMETHING AMAzING.

See Tom’s book The Story Machine, a story about the power of drawing and story telling.


