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Reading comprehension

The �at desert goes all the way to the horizon. Luckily the ball hasn’t rolled that far. Luckily it’s 

been stopped by a tank. 

Dad’s always saying the desert’s been ruined by all the abandoned tanks and crashed planes and 

exploded troop carriers lying around, but sometimes war debris has its uses. 

“Thank you,” I mutter to this rusting hulk as I totter down towards Bibi. I’m shaky with relief but 

I still manage to put my feet exactly in her footprints. If we both do the same on the way back, 

I’ll be able to get her home safely. 

As I get close to her I hear a creak. I look up and see something unexpected. 

The gun barrel of the tank is moving. 

Just a fraction. 

Towards Bibi. 

She stops running. My heart has a missile attack. Then I grin as I realise what’s going on. 

“It’s ok,” I pant as I catch up to Bibi. “When the tank was abandoned, they mustn’t have 

bothered to put on the hand-brake or whatever it is that stops tank barrels moving in the wind.”

Bibi glares at me. “What are you doing here?” she says. “Don’t you think I’m grown up enough 

to get a ball on my own?” 

I sigh inside. When Bibi’s feelings are hurt, she usually gets violent. 

“It’s not that,” I say, thinking fast. “I’m just worried about the time. If you’re not back home 

when Mum wakes up from her nap and Dad gets back, they won’t know where you are. They’ll 

panic.”

‘Boy Overboard’ is an adventure story focusing on the travels of Jamal and Bibi. They have 

one dream: to play professional football so that they can make their government proud and 

avoid being persecuted. Travelling from war-torn Afghanistan, Jamal and his family must face 

landmines, pirates, storms and assassins. But will they ever get to Australia? 

Below, you will find different extracts from the book accompanied by some questions. 

Pages 8-9.
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“No they won’t,” says Bibi. “I left a note.”

“A note?” I say weakly. 

“Telling them I’ve gone to play football.”

My throat is suddenly dryer than a rusting hulk’s fuel tank. 

“Bibi,” I croak. “It’s really important we go home now and tear up that note.”

“Why?” says Bibi de�antly. 

“Girls playing football is a big crime,” I say. “Almost as big as Mum and Dad running an illegal 

school at home. If the government �nds that note, Mum and Dad are in serious trouble.”

Bibi’s face falls. “I didn’t think of that,” she says. 
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QUESTIONS

It is small. It is wide. It is vast. It is narrow. 

Bibi in the desert
a moving gun 

barrel of a tank
his football near 

a tank 
Bibi’s footprints in 

the sand

1. What does the phrase ‘the flat desert goes all the way to the horizon’ suggest about 

the size of the desert? Circle one. (1 mark) 

2. Why is it surprising that the author has used the word ‘luckily’ to describe where the ball 

has ended up? (1 mark) 

3. What clues are there in the text that this extract is set in a war zone? List three. (3 marks) 

4. a) What does Jamal see that is ‘unexpected’? Circle one. (1 mark)

4. b) Why is this unexpected? (2 marks) 

5. What phrase in the text shows that Jamal is extremely worried? (1 mark) 

6. How does Bibi feel about Jamal following her to collect the ball? (2 marks) 

1.

2.

3.
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true false

Bibi is a calm and relaxed character. 

Mum and Dad are waiting for the children at home. 

Bibi left a note to inform her parents where she is. 

Jamal is pleased with Bibi for leaving a note. 

7. Answer true or false to the following statements based on the text. (4 marks) 

8. “My throat is suddenly dryer than a rusting hulk’s fuel tank.” What does this show the 

reader about how Jamal was feeling? (1 mark) 

9. Why does Bibi’s attitude towards leaving a note change? Explain using evidence from 

the text. (3 marks) 
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I wish Mum and Dad and Bibi could hear this. 

“So there’s enough food for everyone in Australia?” I say. 

“Buckets,” says the man. “Supermarkets never close. Even better, if you’ve got a �shing line you 

can catch your own tea.”

I’m not sure what this means, but tea out of a bucket sounds good. 

“So people in Australia are happy?” I say.

“Happy?” says the man. “They start laughing �rst thing in the morning and don’t stop until two 

hours after they go to sleep at night.”

I can see it’s true. The Australian man’s been laughing right through our conversation. 

There’s one more thing I need to know.

“Do you have mines in Australia?” I ask. 

“My word we do,” says the man. 

My heart sinks a bit. 

“Lots of mines,” says the man. “Mines everywhere. Full of gold, some of them.” 

Gold? 

I stand in a daze as the Australian man gives me a wave and the truck moves away. 

Good old Mum and Dad. 

Trust them to choose the best country in the world. Even the landmines there have got gold in 

them so that if you get your legs blown off, you can afford the hospital bills and a wheelchair. 

I’ve got to tell Mum and Dad the good news. 

I start heading back in the direction I came from, picking my way between the tents, but after a 

while I’m not sure if it is the direction I came from. 

I try another direction. 

And another. 

No sign of our tent. 

I ask people, but they haven’t seen it either. 

Panic grabs my throat when I pass a three-legged goat I’ve seen before and realise I must be 

going round in circles. 

Pages 81-82
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grammarsaurus.co.uk

QUESTIONS

to be   
disappointed to feel excited

to feel 
apprehensive to feel jealous

1. ‘ “So there’s enough food for everyone in Australia?” I say.’ What does this suggest 

about the ability to get food where Jamal lives? (2 marks)

2. ‘ “Buckets,” says the man. “Supermarkets never close. Even better, if you’ve got a 

fishing line you can catch your own tea.”

I’m not sure what this means, but tea out of a bucket sounds good. ‘

What is Jamal mistaken about? (2 marks)

3. a) What is Jamal’s final question to the Australian man? (1 mark) 

3. b) Why do you think he asks this? (1 mark) 

4. What does it mean by the phrase ‘My heart sinks a bit.’? (Circle one.) 

5. The Australian man and Jamal are discussing mines. Are they talking about the same 

thing? Explain your answer using your knowledge of the text.  (2 marks)
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6. What phrase in the text means to be ‘confused’? (1 mark) 

8. What does it mean by the phrase ‘panic grabbed at my throat’? (1 mark) 

9. How does Jamal know that he is going round in circles? (1 mark) 

7. How did Jamal’s mood change throughout the text? Explain using evidence from the text. 

(3 marks) 
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The sailor complains bitterly in another language, pointing at Bibi and waving his hands. I hang 

on to Bibi tight. The smuggler shouts at the sailor in his own language. The sailor scowls and 

stamps away. 

“You should �re him,” says Bibi to the smuggler. 

“Be quiet,” snaps the smuggler. 

I put my hand over Bibi’s mouth and try to look polite. 

“Our family are on the other boat,” I say to the smuggler. “Please, you have to send them a 

radio message and get them to turn back. If you can’t see where they are they’ll be on your 

radar.”

“We haven’t got a radar,” says the smuggler. “Or a radio.”

I stare at him. No radar? No radio? What sort of boat is this? 

Panic surges through me. 

“We have to chase them,” I shout. 

“Sit down,” roars the smuggler. “Be quiet or I’ll throw you both off the boat myself.”

Several landmines go off inside me. I can feel Bibi struggling to get her mouth free. But I take a 

very deep breath and pull Bibi down onto the deck.

The smuggler gives us a hard look and walks away.

Bibi’s eyes are bulging with fury. I hold her tight and try to blink my own tears back. 

“It’s no good,” I say to her. “If we make them angry, we won’t get to Australia and we’ll never 

see Mum and Dad again. We just have to be patient.”

I stare across the water. I can just see the other boat, tiny and almost out of sight. I turn away. 

Pages 116 – 117
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QUESTIONS

1. Match the words from the text to their closest synonyms. (3 marks)

2. Find and list three words which show that the sailor is feeling annoyed. (3 marks)

3. How does Jamal want the smuggler to make contact with the other boat? (1 mark) 

4. a) What does it mean by the phrase ‘panic surges through me’? (1 mark)

4. b) Why does Jamal feel like this? (2 marks) 

5. ‘Several landmines go off inside me.’ Why is ‘landmines’ an appropriate reference for 

this book? (1 mark) 

1.

2.

3.

bitterly

surges

bulging 

rushes

furiously

protruding 
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6. How does the smuggler feel about the children? Use evidence from the text to justify 

your answers. (3 marks) 

8. Explain how you think Jamal feels at the end of the extract. Use evidence from the text 

to support your answer. (3 marks) 

7. Jamal and Bibi present their fear in different ways. Explain how they differ in their 

reactions. (2 marks) 

Jamal Bibi
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The ball has been stopped by a tank. Tanks are associated with danger and not things 

that children should be going near. It suggests that the children are currently in a 

dangerous setting. 

Jamal thought that the tank was abandoned and so he didn’t expect it to move. 

My heart has a missile attack.

Children to mention three of the following:

   - abandoned tanks

   - crashed planes

   - exploded troop carriers

   - war debris

ANSWERS

It is small. It is wide. It is vast. It is narrow. 

Bibi in the desert
a moving gun 

barrel of a tank
his football near 

a tank 
Bibi’s footprints in 

the sand

1. What does the phrase ‘the flat desert goes all the way to the horizon’ suggest about 

the size of the desert? Circle one. (1 mark) 

2. Why is it surprising that the author has used the word ‘luckily’ to describe where the ball 

has ended up? (1 mark) 

3. What clues are there in the text that this extract is set in a war zone? List three. (3 marks) 

4. a) What does Jamal see that is ‘unexpected’? Circle one. (1 mark)

4. b) Why is this unexpected? (2 marks) 

5. What phrase in the text shows that Jamal is extremely worried? (1 mark) 

Pages 8-9.
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Bibi is angry that Jamal has followed her. I know this because in the text it says ‘Bibi 

glares at me’ and questions whether he thinks she’s not old enough to get a ball by 

herself. This shows that she’s annoyed with her brother for treating her like a child. 

This shows that Jamal was feeling anxious and nervous about Bibi leaving a note for 

their parents to find. 

To start with Bibi is annoyed as she questions her brother ‘defiantly’ which shows that 

she is cross with him for criticising her decision to leave a note. However, by the end of 

the extract, Bibi is shocked when it says ‘Bibi’s face falls’. This shows that she has had 

a change in opinion and is now anxious about the fact she has left a note which might 

get her parents into trouble. 

6. How does Bibi feel about Jamal following her to collect the ball? (2 marks) 

true false

Bibi is a calm and relaxed character. 

Mum and Dad are waiting for the children at home. 

Bibi left a note to inform her parents where she is. 

Jamal is pleased with Bibi for leaving a note. 

7. Answer true or false to the following statements based on the text. (4 marks) 

8. “My throat is suddenly dryer than a rusting hulk’s fuel tank.” What does this show the 

reader about how Jamal was feeling? (1 mark) 

9. Why does Bibi’s attitude towards leaving a note change? Explain using evidence from 

the text. (3 marks) 
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Pages 81-82

to be   
disappointed to feel excited

to feel 
apprehensive to feel jealous

1. ‘ “So there’s enough food for everyone in Australia?” I say.’ What does this suggest 

about the ability to get food where Jamal lives? (2 marks)

2. ‘ “Buckets,” says the man. “Supermarkets never close. Even better, if you’ve got a 

fishing line you can catch your own tea.”

I’m not sure what this means, but tea out of a bucket sounds good. ‘

What is Jamal mistaken about? (2 marks)

3. a) What is Jamal’s final question to the Australian man? (1 mark) 

3. b) Why do you think he asks this? (1 mark) 

4. What does it mean by the phrase ‘My heart sinks a bit.’? (Circle one.) 

5. The Australian man and Jamal are discussing mines. Are they talking about the same 

thing? Explain your answer using your knowledge of the text.  (2 marks)

 It suggests that there isn’t always enough food and people might struggle to get food. 

The Australian man uses the word ‘buckets’ to suggest that there is plenty of food but 

Jamal thinks it means that you can eat/drink your dinner out of a bucket. 

Do you have mines in Australia?

He is used to landmines being a real and present threat where he comes from and 

knows people who have died or had their limbs blown off from them. He wants to 

make sure that Australia isn’t so dangerous. 

No – Jamal means landmines whereas the Australian man means goldmines. 
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6. What phrase in the text means to be ‘confused’? (1 mark) 

8. What does it mean by the phrase ‘panic grabbed at my throat’? (1 mark) 

9. How does Jamal know that he is going round in circles? (1 mark) 

7. How did Jamal’s mood change throughout the text? Explain using evidence from the text. 

(3 marks) 

I stand in a daze

At the start of the conversation, Jamal is excited about the prospect of moving to 

Australia due to the amount of food there, the fact everyone is happy and that the 

mines have gold in them. He can’t wait to tell his parents the good news. However, by 

the end of the extract, Jamal is lost and unable to find his parents. He is extremely 

worried and panicking about returning to his tent safely. 

It means that he is feeling extremely frightened and alarmed and he feels his throat 

tightening because of this.

He sees a three-legged goat which he has seen before. 
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Pages 116 – 117

1. Match the words from the text to their closest synonyms. (3 marks)

2. Find and list three words which show that the sailor is feeling annoyed. (3 marks)

3. How does Jamal want the smuggler to make contact with the other boat? (1 mark) 

4. a) What does it mean by the phrase ‘panic surges through me’? (1 mark)

4. b) Why does Jamal feel like this? (2 marks) 

5. ‘Several landmines go off inside me.’ Why is ‘landmines’ an appropriate reference for 

this book? (1 mark) 

bitterly

surges

bulging 

rushes

furiously

protruding 

complains, scowls, stamps, shouts (children to pick three)

send them a radio message

It means that he was extremely worried and he could feel the fear throughout his body.

Landmines are referenced at the beginning of the story as Jamal comes from 

Afghanistan where he is used to living with the fear of landmines going off. Therefore, 

they are something he is likely to make comparisons with. 

He has been separated from his parents and is worried about getting back to them. He 

has realised that the boat they are on is very basic and does not have a radar or a 

radio. This means that they are unable to make contact with the other boat and it also 

might make him worry about his safety on the boat. 
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6. How does the smuggler feel about the children? Use evidence from the text to justify 

your answers. (3 marks) 

8. Explain how you think Jamal feels at the end of the extract. Use evidence from the text 

to support your answer. (3 marks) 

7. Jamal and Bibi present their fear in different ways. Explain how they differ in their 

reactions. (2 marks) 

Jamal Bibi

The smuggler is irritated by the children. In the text, it says ‘‘Be quiet,” snaps the 

smuggler’ and ‘“Sit down,” roars the smuggler. “Be quiet or I’ll throw you both off the 

boat myself.” This shows that he is not sympathetic towards the children and their 

problems and finds their questions annoying. 

At the end of the text, Jamal is feeling despondent and like he is out of options. In the 

text, it says ‘I stare across the water. I can just see the other boat, tiny and almost out 

of sight. I turn away.’ He is aware that without a radio on the boat, he won’t be able to 

contact his parents and the smugglers are not willing to help him. He knows he has to 

be patient but is upset and worried about not being able to be with his parents. 

In the text, it says ‘I try to blink my 

own tears back.’ which shows that he 

is upset and is close to tears. 

In the text, it says ‘Bibi’s eyes are 

bulging with fury.’ which shows that 

she is feeling angry with the situation 

and is presenting it by lashing out. 


