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Reading Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland in English class is
too dangerous an adventure – or is it?
Why is a hairband called an Alice band in the UK? Students will probably find it
curious and therefore memorise it much more easily when they learn that this
object was named after Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, as the main
character was often depicted wearing a hairband. This is just one example of
the numerous cultural and linguistic references students may discover when
reading Alice’s Adventures.
Alice’s Adventures having been our school topic this year (2013-14), all our
English students were asked to read it. The lower level students (elementary to
intermediate) used graded readers, whilst the higher levels (upper-intermediate
and advanced) have had a challenging task reading it in its original version.
The entire English department worked as a team, planning the reading to be
split into chapters, creating the activities and exercises to be done in class (as
well as out of class, using Moodle), some from scratch, and sharing teaching
materials for different levels.
All levels have done reading comprehension and vocabulary activities through
different types of exercise, including multiple choice, Wh-questions, ordering,
matching, crosswords, word puzzles, sentence completion and open questions,
among others. Nevertheless, we wanted the higher levels to go beyond this
approach and to focus mainly on what is most characteristic of this novel: its
word play and its linguistic and cultural references. In order to achieve this goal,
students did several phonetics and vocabulary activities, many of them in
groups.

Are you ready to ‘go down the rabbit hole’1 with Alice? Below are several
examples of the activities and worksheets done in class allowing students to
interpret Lewis Carroll’s wonderfully chaotic world of words.

Chapter III – A Caucus Race And A Long Tale
Chapter III is full of puns achieved by different semantic meanings and
homophones. We asked students to find out the different meanings of ‘caucus
race’, especially the UK idiomatic meaning, used in the novel, which have
probably confirmed their idea and Alice’s words that she thought ‘the whole
thing very absurd’. Another challenge was to identify the word play with the
following homophones:
dry: not wet ≠ not interesting (‘This is the driest thing I know’)
tale ≠ tail (‘It IS a long TAIL, certainly,’ said Alice. ≠ ‘Mine is a long and
sad TALE!’ said the Mouse. )
knot ≠ not (‘I beg your pardon’, said Alice very humbly: ‘you had got to
the fifth bend, I think?’ / ‘I had NOT!’ cried the Mouse, sharply and very
angry.)
Consequently, students were further challenged with additional English puns to
be completed.
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Expression used today to say get into trouble, ‘to enter a period of chaos or confusion’. Urban
dictionary:

http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=%22Go%20Down%20the%20Rabbit%20H
ole%22

Chapter IV – The Rabbit Sends In A Little Bill
One of the activities we prepared for students after reading this chapter was to
identify certain words through their phonetic transcription in order to solve the
graphic puzzle. Even higher level students generally find it difficult to recognise
and read the phonetic symbols. With this activity they had to be absolutely
correct if they wanted to get the sketch of the white rabbit.

Chapter V – Advice From A Caterpillar
A good way to help students improve accuracy in pronunciation, word stress
and intonation is to use rhyming poems. Knowing that two words have the same
last sound, students are forced to pronounce them well. Students were put in
groups and given the poem ‘You Are Old, Father William’ to complete the
missing rhymes. Although the missing words are very common and well known
to students, if done individually this task could be extremely difficult and
discouraging. After completing the gap filling, students listened to the read
poem and corrected their answers, as well as their pronunciation.

Chapter VI – Pig And Pepper
One of the biggest advantages of reading literature or good extensive texts is to
be exposed to content-rich vocabulary in context, which allows students to
increase their vocabulary knowledge and efficiency through strong word
connections. Alice’s Adventures is a rich source of semantic fields, such as
sounds animals make, ways of looking or verbs of movement. Using mindmaps with the definitions and providing a short list of words students should be
able to relate what they remember from the story to the nuances of meaning of
each word given.

Chapter VII – A Mad Tea Party
Perhaps the most well-known and amusing chapter of the novel, ‘A Mad Tea
Party’, is full of puns which make us laugh. Nevertheless, in order to appreciate
such typical English humour, students first need to know the different meanings
of the words used in such word games. In 1985 a special production for
television was made2 of Lewis Carroll’s Alice books3. Our students were asked
to view this worthwhile ‘Mad Hatter Tea Party’ television adaptation and to
answer some questions about it. It is advisable to revise or pre-teach some
words so that students may better understand the puns. Examples of these are
as follows:
• introduce: give sb’s name ≠ begin (‘May I introduce myself?’/ ‘My dear
child, if you want an introduction, go and get yourself an orchestra’)
give: give sb’s name ≠ provide/offer (‘She wants to give us her name […]
That is ridiculous: we already have names, we don’t need hers.’)
room: space ≠ place (‘There’s plenty of room; here are at least nine
empty chairs.’/ ‘We didn’t say there aren’t any chairs; we said there
wasn’t any room […] we are here in the great outdoors, and there are
certainly no rooms here’)
March: ‘March Hare’ (=as mad as a hatter) ≠ January hare/ February
hare (‘How did you become a March Hare?/ Actually I started […] to be a
January hare’)
run: operate ≠ go quickly (also as opposite to ‘be seated’) (‘Are you sure
your watch is running?’/ ‘Of course it isn’t running; it’s sitting here quite
quietly in my hand’)

Another approach to this TV clip could be to ask students to watch the video
and answer the questions without providing them with additional information
about the word play. Afterwards they would complete extracts from the Mad Tea
Party scene with the words used to make the pun.
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An Irwin Allen production which can be seen here:

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AroNyp9ovUc
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Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass

Chapter IX – The Mock Turtle’s Story
To understand the title of this chapter and the chapter itself, students must first
know what ‘mock’ means as a verb (to laugh at someone) and as an adjective
(not real but pretending to be exactly like something). As for this type of soup,
the teacher may simply suggest reading about mock turtle soup on Wikipedia4.
Students will then be able to comprehend the joke and the Turtle’s words –
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Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mock_turtle_soup

'Once,' said the Mock Turtle at last, with a deep sigh, 'I was a real Turtle.' –
since mock turtle soup was supposedly made from unreal turtles/calf’s meat.
For this chapter students were required to read the phonetic transcription of the
words given and fill in the gaps with the correct spelling. In one of the
sentences, students should recognise the homophones ‘tortoise’ and ‘taught us’
and laugh at the pun in the sentence ‘We called him Tortoise because he taught
us’.

In addition to the activities done in class, Alice in Wonderland was present all
through the year at our school along with the well-known French novel Le Petit
Prince, by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, which was the French department’s topic.
Most students, who probably read these worldwide reference stories in their
childhood, had the chance to start afresh and read the novels in original version
from a grown-up perspective.
Alice and Le Petit Prince met inside and outside the school in different cultural
events. They invited students to go to the cinema to watch Tim Burton’s Alice in
Wonderland in original version, to meet at the (English) ‘Mad Tea Party’ and the
(French) ‘Crêpe Party’ and to participate in Sant Jordi’s literary contest
submitting a visual poem.

To conclude, although the reading and the lesson planning made us both –
students and teachers alike– feel at some point as bemused as Alice on the
Queen’s Croquet-Ground, it was a worthwhile learning/teaching experience.
Most of us could probably say that ‘I can't go back to yesterday because I was a
different person then [before reading Alice’s Adventures]’5.

Teaching materials
The worksheets attached to this article were created by Mercè Solanelles,
Mercè Clemente, Esther Vilana i Mavilde Rebelo.
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Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, by Lewis Carroll

