
COMPREHENSION EXERCISE 1 
 

 “Christopher Belle, pay attention!” The teacher’s voice cut through the classroom 

noise 

like a laser. Heads turned, a girl with blue-ribboned pigtails sniggered. There was a 

moment of silence. It stretched. 

Twenty-four desks played holos of silently rotating gold atoms. Only one didn’t. 

Above its shiny plastic top whirled the model of Entropy that the class had been 

studying ten minutes ago. 

The blonde boy sitting behind it was still staring out of the window. The Educator 

gave a heartfelt sigh. Teaching the ‘development’ stream on Mondays always gave her 

a headache. 

“Christopher Belle.” 

The boy continued to stare. 

Christopher Belle remained oblivious. 

“Mr Belle. I am waiting.” 

“Do you want to pull this class into the bottom quintile?” 

Christopher Belle looked up. He hadn’t heard the question, but when Educator 

Cripps used that tone she could only be talking about one thing. Adopting a shy look of 

slightly gormless apprehension he shook his head, “N-no Ma’am.” 

“Good. Even if you are not riveted by this thermodynamics lesson, at least 

pretend to keep up with the class.” 

There was some nervous laughter. 

“Right you horrible lot! Now that we’re all awake, would someone be nice enough 

to tell Christopher our current projection code?” 

A pudgy girl with tinted prescription glasses looked up from the aquarium she 

was coding into the corner of her holo-screen. Tonelessly she rattled off a string of 

digits. 

Giving the teacher a winning and apologetic smile, Chris voiced them in. Then he 

sat, motionless and attentive as the swirling entropic forces pixelated out to be replaced 

with the spinning gold atom. Educator Cripps eyed him for a moment longer, then strode 

back to the central screen and continued the science class with an air of resignation. 

Belle would probably need yelling at again before the class was over. She made a 

mental note to send a comment to his Life Orientation Bot. Then she transferred her 

attention back to the rest of the learners, flagged as slow by the school optimisation 

algorithm, who formed her current development stream. 

At his desk by the window, Chris pretended to stare avidly at the rotating 

infographic, watching as the tiny South Africans joined hands with the tiny cartoon 

Chinese military and held the atom together despite the onslaught of entropic forces. He 

pressed the ‘More info!’ button and twiddled the opacity gauge. Immediately his screen 



widened and whitened, hiding him from the class behind a white page. Learners didn’t 

often press the ‘More info!’ button, but he’d been working on his ADHD act for a while 

now so hopefully the Educator would think it was normal. 

Chris risked a look outside. 

She was still there, crouched against the fence and holding her side with a hand 

that was covered in blood. 

 

Modified from Idea War: Volume 1, Chapter 2: Chain Link Fence 

 
Questions: 
 
1. How is Christopher’s behaviour different to that of the other children in the 

 class?                 (2) 
 
2.  What does the author mean with the word ‘holos’? Why do you think she used 

this word?                 (2) 
 
3.  How did Christopher hide himself from Educator Cripps’ view?         (1) 
 
4. This piece imagines a future Johannesburg schoolroom. Name two examples of 

words used to help the reader realise that this is in the future.         (2) 
 
5. Quote two examples to show that Educator Cripps doesn’t like teaching the 

development stream.                (2) 
 
6.1. Write down a different word for pixelated so that it still makes sense in the text. 

       (1) 
 

6.2. What do the following words mean? 
 

a) gormless (line 17) 
b) riveted (line 18) 
c) apprehension (line 17) 
d) opacity (line 36)                (4) 
 

7. What does the abbreviation ADHD stand for?            (1) 
 
8. Name the parts of speech of the following words: 
 

a) sniggered (line 2) 
b) heartfelt (line 8) 
c) slightly (line 16) 
d) apologetic (line 25) 
e) someone (line 21)               (5) 

 


