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INTRODUCTION

I Hold Your Heart by Karen Gregory is suitable for teaching to students aged 14+. The four extracts included in this Teaching Guide introduce 
students to the themes and ideas in the story and are accompanied by corresponding discussion questions and activities. The themes covered in this 
pack are useful for stimulating RHSE or extra-curricular debate around important contemporary issues – ‘gaslighting’ and abusive relationships, being 
watched by others, coercion and control, social media, and identifying real, true love.

‘I Hold Your Heart is a thoughtful presentation of how abuse can manifest in young relationships and how difficult it can be to escape and digest the 
complex feelings that surround it. Young women are at a heightened risk of experiencing partner abuse and novels such as this play such an important 
role of highlighting the warning signs and support available for themselves and their peers. We would encourage all young adults to read this beautiful 
and heartbreaking piece of writing that leaves you more informed and better equipped to engage in healthy relationships.’ Solace Women’s Aid

CONTENTS
 
EXTRACT 1: Being Watched (taken from Chapter 1) 
Objectives: Consider the subject of being watched and how it feels; write a poem entitled ‘Watching Me’ describing an experience of being watched.
Subjects: Reading Comprehension and Inference, RSHE, Speaking and Listening, Design, Art and Technology, Creative Writing: Poetry

EXTRACT 2: Gaslighting (taken from Chapter 22)
Objectives: Roleplay an important scene from the text; create a poster entitled ‘Recognising Gaslighting’ advising young people how to recognise and 
avoid abusive relationships.
Subjects: Reading Comprehension and Inference, RSHE, Speaking and Listening, Drama, Writing to Inform and Explain 
 
EXTRACT 3: Social Media (taken from Chapter 31)
Objectives: Discuss the impact that social media can have on personal relationships; summarise significant events from the text on a timeline.
Subjects: Reading Comprehension and Inference, RSHE, Speaking and Listening, Design, Art and Technology 

EXTRACT 4: Identifying Love (taken from Chapter 54)
Objectives: Identify behaviours and emotions that you associate with the word ‘love’; write a letter from the perspective of a character warning 
another that they are in danger.
Subjects: Reading Comprehension and Inference, RSHE, Design, Art and Technology, Creative Writing, Writing in Role

ABOUT THE BOOK

The tense, tender must-read book of the summer – perfect for fans of Louise O’Neill and Sara Barnard 
 
‘That’s how you make me feel – like there’s something good in the world I can hold on to.’ He kisses me again, draws me so close to him it’s almost 
hard to breathe. 
‘I love you, Gem. And I promise I’ll hold your heart forever.’ 

When Gemma meets Aaron, she feels truly seen for the first time. Their love story is the intense kind. The written-in-the-stars, excluding-all-others 
kind. The kind you write songs about. 

But little by little their relationship takes over Gemma’s life. What happens when being seen becomes being watched, and care becomes control?

Told in both Gemma’s and Aaron’s words, this is a raw, moving exploration of gaslighting in teenage relationships that skewers our ideas of what love 
looks like. 
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EXTRACT 1: BEING WATCHED (Taken from Chapter 1) 

At that moment I get the sudden sense I’m being watched. I shift my gaze and see a tall boy, maybe a couple of years older than me, a golden 
Labrador at his calf. Technically, he’s not supposed to be here, but there’s a public footpath running across the next field and sometimes dog 
walkers stray over. He’s only about three metres away, and as my eyes meet his, I get this weird sense I know him. Or that he knows me. An 
odd feeling flutters in my stomach, halfway between nervousness and interest. I wonder how long he’s been there. He’s about the best-looking 
boy I’ve ever seen – I suspect he knows it too. This is confirmed by the smile he flashes me: all overconfident, slightly teasing. I’m suddenly 
uncomfortably aware that I’m probably bright red with the heat and the cheering, and my fringe is sticking to my forehead. 

The boy holds my gaze for a beat longer than generally considered socially acceptable, then his smile widens. Something about it makes 
me smile back too.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:

•	 Have you ever felt like you were being watched? How did it make you feel?
•	 How does Gemma react to being watched in this instance? Why do you think she reacts this way?
•	 How is Aaron described in this extract? What do these descriptions imply about him?
•	 How are the themes of coercion and control already present in this first meeting between Aaron and Gemma?
•	 Are there any words or phrases in the extract that foreshadow events to come later on? Give examples.

ACTIVITIES:

ACTIVITY 1: HOW DOES IT FEEL? Subjects: Reading Comprehension and Inference, PSHE, Design, Art and Technology

•	 Think about a time that you have been watched. It could be a completely innocent example, like when you’ve been playing sport, doing 
a presentation, or a stage performance. Or it could be a time that made you feel uncomfortable, for instance, someone judging your 
appearance or unwanted attention from someone.

•	 Cut out the boxes and stick them on to a coloured piece of card in order of how you felt when you were being watched. Three boxes have 
been left blank for you to fill in your own emotions. (Students who cannot think of an example can use Gemma’s extract and imagine how 
she was feeling.)

•	 When you’ve finished, swap your sheet with a partner and explain why you have ordered them in this way. What differences are there 
between your experiences and how you feel about them?

ACTIVITY 2: WATCHING ME Subjects: RSHE, Creative Writing: Poetry, Speaking and Listening

•	 Use your experience and the words from Activity 1 to write a poem entitled ‘Watching Me’ about being watched and what it felt like. 
•	 If you are comfortable, take it in turns to read out your poems to the class. As a class, discuss common themes and emotions that arise 

throughout the different poems.

Excited Nervous Happy

Flattered Proud Anxious

Disrespected Powerful Angry
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EXTRACT 2: GASLIGHTING (Taken from Chapter 22)

‘And didn’t you say your dad drives him to all his practices and matches, took a different job just so he’d be closer to training, 
but that Portsmouth College was out of the question for you, even paying for you to get the train up? Even though songwriting’s 
your dream?’ Aaron says.

‘I—’
‘Do they even recognise how talented you are? You’ve got a gift, you really have.’
‘Thank you!’ I say it in a jokey voice, but Aaron’s still holding my eyes. He waits until I stop smiling, like he really wants me 

to understand, to feel what he’s saying.                                                
It strikes me then: no one’s ever cared about me like this – not Mum or Dad, not even Esi.
‘I just want you to realise how special you are, even if your parents are too blind to see it.’
‘Thank you,’ I say again, but this time my voice is full of tears. ‘I guess ... maybe they just don’t ... I don’t know.’ A wave of 

sadness overtakes me. I’m not sure I like thinking about this sort of stuff. Aaron pecks me on the nose, then stands up and pulls 
on his boxers.

‘I’m going to get you a drink – stay right there,’ he says. At the doorway he pauses. ‘You know, if I were in your place, I 
wouldn’t waste my time feeling sad about it. I’d be furious.’

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:

•	 What does the word ‘gaslighting’ mean? Why is this such a prevalent issue today?
•	 What is Aaron trying to do in this conversation with Gemma? Is he successful?
•	 Can you think of other examples in the text of when Aaron tries to control Gemma?
•	 How do themes of jealousy, control, and coercion all connect in the text? Can you give examples?
•	 Which characters see that Aaron is gaslighting Gemma? Why doesn’t Gemma listen to them sooner?

ACTIVITIES:

ACTIVITY 1: CONTROLLING ROLEPLAY Subjects: Reading Comprehension and Inference, RSHE, Drama, Speaking and Listening 

•	 Get into pairs with one of you being Gemma and the other being Aaron. Roleplay the extract, thinking carefully about tone of voice and 
body language and how they are powerful tools when communicating.

•	 Then, swap partners so that you get a chance to work with someone else. Try to make sure girls have the opportunity to play Aaron and vice 
versa. Also, try to make sure some pairs involve two girls or two boys. Roleplay the same extract again.

•	 Feedback as a class; how did it feel playing the characters? How might Aaron try to justify his words and actions? How did the two 
performances of the roleplay differ? Did anything change when the sex of the character changed? For example, how did it feel for the boys 
to act in role as Gemma?

•	 Roleplay the scene again, this time adding the interior monologues of both characters. What do you think each of them really thinking, even 
if they don’t say it out loud?

ACTIVITY 2: RECOGNISING GASLIGHTING Subjects: RSHE, Writing to Inform and Explain, Design, Art and Technology

•	 Create a poster entitled ‘Recognising Gaslighting’. In it, offer warning signs and advice so that young people like Gemma recognise that 
they are in an abusive relationship sooner and know what to do to get help.

•	 Give examples of the sort of language people use when they are gaslighting. Give examples of scenarios (like Gemma’s in this extract) to 
illustrate the point.

•	 Display your posters around school to raise awareness about the issues of coercion, control, and emotionally abusive relationships. 
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EXTRACT 3: SOCIAL MEDIA (Taken from Chapter 31)

When she doesn’t answer her messages, or her phone when I call her, that’s when I look. Not before. But I know how to get into 
her WhatsApp; it’s easy if you’ve got someone’s number.

The first thing I see are the messages from Cal. Way more of them than she said. The winky faces. Kisses. Little in-jokes 
from a time before I knew her. I read through each one, feeling the nausea rising. There’s a rational part of me that’s aware her 
messages indicate nothing more than friendship, though his are screaming he wants more. But a larger part of me feels like a 
vortex, as though my lungs are collapsing in on themselves and I’m struggling for breath, fighting to pull up and out.

Fighting to remember who I am.

Before I know it, I’m dressed and driving, taking the corners on the wrong side of the road, not bothering to brake at red 
lights, the night a blur of looming hedgerows and cat’s eyes flaring at me from the middle of the road. I kill the engine at the 
bottom of her track and sit there, holding on to the steering wheel.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:

•	 Why does Aaron hack into Gemma’s social media account? What is he expecting to find?
•	 Why is this a betrayal of Gemma’s trust and an invasion of her privacy?
•	 How does social media exacerbate or encourage the issue of gaslighting? 
•	 How does the writer convey Aaron’s unstable state of mind in this extract? Pick out words and phrases from the text.
•	 Can you think of other examples when social media has been misused in the text?

ACTIVITIES:

ACTIVITY 1: SOCIAL MEDIA DISCUSSION Subjects: Reading Comprehension and Inference, RSHE, Speaking and 
Listening

•	 Social Media is a pivotal part of modern life and how people form and sustain relationships. In small groups, discuss the 
following statement: social media only has a negative impact upon our personal relationships.

•	 Try to think about this statement from a number of different angles, using your own life and experiences, as well as different 
characters from the text to come up with ideas. Make notes on a piece of flip chart paper.

•	 Feedback your points to the class, summarising your views.

ACTIVITY 2: TIMELINE Subjects: Reading Comprehension and Inference, Design, Art and Technology

•	 Use the timeline to note down your top ten significant uses of social media throughout the text. Try to make sure you find 
some instances in which social media is a positive force as well as its negative influence on how events unfold.

•	 Looking back over your timeline, are there any turning points or missed opportunities where things might have turned out 
differently for Gemma? Use a different colour to note them down and put a star next to them to make them stand out.
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EXTRACT 4: TRUE LOVE (Taken from Chapter 54)

I sit for a while on the bed, cuddling one of Esi’s teddies, thinking about Moonshine slinking back to Aaron on the beach, how 
much I wish she was here. About Michael and Mum. All those messages she sent me. And I think it’s that which makes me look at 
the website Esi has left open on her laptop. I read the whole page fast, as if it would hurt less that way. Signs and symptoms of 
coercive control, emotional abuse.

Me and Aaron, we tick each box.

It takes another two days at Esi’s house before I know what I want to do.

I’m crying again when Esi comes in one morning. She doesn’t say anything, just sits next to me until I’m cried out. Then I 
look at her through tear-blurred eyes. ‘I need your help with something.’

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:

•	 Can you come up with a definition for the phrase ‘true love’? Is this kind of love easy to come by? Explain your views. 
•	 Why can’t Gemma’s and Aaron’s relationship be described as true love? 
•	 Why do you think the author has chosen the title ‘I Hold Your Heart’ for this story?
•	 What different kinds of love are present in the extract and in the text as a whole?
•	 Why is Gemma lucky to have a friend like Esi? How can Gemma help to support Esi and her own love-life in the coming months?

ACTIVITIES:

ACTIVITY 1: TRUE LOVE HEARTS Subjects: Reading Comprehension and Inference, RSHE, Design, Art and Technology

•	 Cut out the heart template. On one side, write down ‘What does true love look like?’ On it, write down words that you associate with 
behaviours and actions that show someone truly loves another person. Remember that this doesn’t just mean romantic love but platonic and 
familial as well.

•	 On the other side do the same again for the question, ‘What does true love feel like?’ This time note down feelings and emotions that arise 
from loving someone and being loved. 

•	 Peg these hearts to a piece of string and hang them across your classroom, walk round and discuss each other’s ideas.

ACTIVITY 2: A LETTER FROM GEMMA Subjects: Reading Comprehension and Inference, Writing a letter, Writing in Role  

•	 ‘At the end of the story, Aaron appears to be pursuing another girl at a coffee shop. Without intervention, it is highly likely that she will 
experience the same cycle that Cherine and Gemma went through.’ Do you agree with this statement?

•	 Imagining that you are Gemma, write a letter to the girl that Aaron meets, describing your experiences and explaining why Aaron is 
dangerous and needs professional help. Try to convey your state of mind at the end of the story and what you have learnt from your 
relationship from Aaron, advising her what to do. 
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