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Wombat Waiting

SYNOPSIS
Imagine that you are small dog living on the streets in Southern California. Life is hard but bearable. One day, though, 
you feel ferocious winds and see angry flames spreading in the hills above your city. This is what happens to Wombat, a 
stray dog looking for a person to love her. Which way should she go to escape the frightening fire? Suddenly a voice in 
her head (not exactly a dog voice but definitely not a human voice) says, “That way.” By following the voice, even when 
it’s confusing, Wombat ventures to new places, befriends new animals and humans, and surprises herself with her own 
courage. But most important to Wombat is that maybe- just maybe- the voice will lead her to that magical moment 
when she finds her person and finally leaps into their arms.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Katherine Applegate is the Newbery Medal–winning and #1 New York Times bestselling author of numerous books 
for young readers, including the One and Only series, the Endling series, Crenshaw, Wishtree, Odder, Pocket Bear, the 
Roscoe Riley Rules chapter books series, and the Animorphs series. She lives with her family in Nevada.

STUDY NOTES
PRE-READING
•	 Before reading Wombat Waiting, think about the title and what it might mean. Study the cover illustration and 

the table of contents. Read the opening quotation about dogs, and the definition of “destiny” given after the table 
of contents. Consider all those elements and write a paragraph predicting what the book will be about. Put your 
prediction in an envelope to be opened after you’ve finished reading the book.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
•	 Describe Wombat when you first meet her, including her history, living situation, and personality. What is her 

journey like before she gets to the shelter where she meets Henry? How does she change throughout the novel? By 
the end of the story, what things in her life matter most to her?

•	 What is the voice that Wombat hears? How does the typeface show that the voice is talking? What does the voice 
tell Wombat to do? Why are the voice’s instructions sometimes confusing to her? Talk about the voice’s advice: “The 
wrong way is the right way. The right way is the wrong way” (p 33). Why does Wombat describe the voice as, “…
reassuring and terrifying, a blessing and a curse” (p 102)?

•	 As she follows the directions of the voice, Wombat encounters Silas. What do they talk about? Discuss what 
Silas means when he says to Wombat, “You poor pup…You’re one of them, ain’t ya?” (p 41). Why does Silas add, 
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“Congrats. And condolences?” (p 41). What does Silas mean by a “destiny dog” (p 41)?
•	 Who is Henry and what is he like? What is he interested in? What does he like to do with his time? Describe his 

family and where he lives. Discuss the description, “Henry liked himself, liked being the kid that everyone could 
count on, reliable and solid as the mountains that stood watch over his world” (p 65). What are his feelings about 
the nighttime?

•	 How does Wombat act when she first spots Henry? What is Henry’s reaction? Why is Henry wary of dogs? What 
interactions do the two have before Henry changes his mind about Wombat? Why do you think he does change his 
mind?

•	 After he sees what happened to their house, Henry “…wanted to be strong. He wanted to be the old, reliable 
Henry. But he’d lost a piece of himself, it seemed” (p 292). Talk about his reactions to seeing the house. Discuss his 
thought that, “For the first time in his life, he dreaded night” (p 293). Besides the house, what other losses has he 
experienced and will he experience soon because of the fire?

•	 How did Barnabas end up in California? Describe his interactions with Henry and with Wombat. Discuss Barnabas’s 
thoughts about forgiveness and why it took years for him to feel “even a hint of gratitude toward humans” (p 239). 
Why is Barnabas described as “made for moonlight?” (p 243).

•	 Why is “waiting” in the title? Early on, Wombat thinks that to find her person, “Waiting was the key. Too bad 
she’d never been good at waiting” (p 20). When in the story is waiting important? When is it hard for her? Discuss 
Barnabas’s approach to waiting: “Turns out if you don’t think about tomorrow or yesterday—if you focus on now, 
and now alone—today will take care of itself” (p 242).

•	 Henry and his mother value helping others. Give examples of how that’s true before the fire, once the fire starts, 
and afterwards. How do other people help each other during the disaster? What are some problems that arise at 
the shelter, and how are they resolved?

•	 Wombat surprises herself by finding that she, too, likes to help others. Describe how and why she helps rescue the 
injured owl. How is Wombat helpful at the shelter? Why is it sometimes hard for her? Discuss why the book opens 
with the poem, “Fairy Dogmother,” and what it foreshadows about book’s end.

•	 The fire and the wind play big roles both in the plot and the atmosphere of the story. How and when in the story are 
they important? What feelings do you get about each of them? What are some of the images and actions that make 
the fire and the wind vivid to readers?

•	 Why do you think the author chose to tell the story in verse format? Why does the story have ten parts plus the 
coda? How do the different parts relate to the main characters? Talk about the titles of the parts and of the poems. 
What role do the illustrations play in enhancing the characters, setting, and emotions of the story?

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
Dedicated Dogs
•	 In Wombat Waiting, Wombat starts to help those around her in different ways and thinks, “Being useful felt pretty 

wonderful” (p 300). As a class, brainstorm a list of different dogs that are trained to be helpful such as therapy dogs, 
guide dogs, herding dogs, and other working dogs. In pairs, choose one such type of dog and do research on it using 
print and digital resources. Create a multimedia presentation to give to the class.

What Would You Take?
•	 Imagine that you must leave your home in a hurry like Henry and you aren’t sure you will be coming back. You can 

take only one large box of your possessions. What would you take? List some items and a line about why you would 
choose to take each one. Share the lists in small groups. Are there similar items or categories? Surprises? What do 
the lists show about what each of you value?

“Sending Sparks Skyward Like Fireworks”
•	 The author’s use of imagery makes the settings and characters come alive through comparisons. Sparks fly skyward 

“like fireworks” (p 73), debris bursts “like heated popcorn kernels” (p 75), and the red gash of the fire was “like 
a wound that would never heal” (p 33). Find five images that appeal to your imagination. For each, write a short 
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paragraph about the choice of comparison and how it affects the narrative.

Rescuing California Wildlife
•	 Dr. Rosemary, one of Henry’s mothers, runs a wildlife center called “O.W.L.,” which stands for “Orphaned Wildlife.” 

As a class, watch the video called “Look Inside California Wildlife Center!” It gives an overview of a wildlife center in 
Southern California. Discuss some of the animals that you see in the video and how they are being helped. On your 
own, choose another of the center’s videos to watch and report back on what you learned (https://cawildlife.org/
masonry-blog/videos/).

So Much Fun with Verse
•	 While discussing Wombat Waiting in a blog post, author Katherine Applegate and librarian Mr. John Schu agreed 

that “Animal stories help us understand ourselves better.” The author added that writing Wombat Waiting in free 
verse “Felt like the perfect way to get inside Wombat’s head and understand her fears and hopes. (Plus it’s just so 
much fun!)” Write a story in free verse with an animal as the main character. Try to convey your animal fears and 
hopes (https://tinyurl.com/3wfpw6yk).
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