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Zach Malone couldn’t sit still. His leg bounced under his desk as Ms Parker wrote on the whiteboard. The words “Australian Animal Research Project” made his heart beat faster.

“Animals!” he whispered. Animals were his favourite thing in the whole world.

His hand shot up before Ms Parker finished talking.

“Yes, Zach?” Ms Parker smiled.

“Can I do my project on the platypus? They have special bills that can sense electricity and they’re one of only two mammals that lay eggs and—”

Some kids giggled. Jake rolled his eyes.

“Hold on, Zach,” Ms Parker said. “I haven’t explained the project yet.”

Zach’s cheeks felt warm. He took a deep breath, like his mum had taught him. His fingers found his fidget cube in his pocket. He clicked the little buttons while Ms Parker talked.

“For this project, you’ll work in pairs,” Ms Parker said.

Zach’s stomach did a flip. Pairs? Working with other kids was hard. Sometimes they got cross when he talked too much or couldn’t sit still.

Ms Parker picked up her class list. “I’ve already chosen your partners.”

The class groaned. Zach squeezed his fidget cube harder.

“Emma and Zach, you’ll be partners.”

Zach looked across the room. Emma Taylor sat up straight at her desk. Her books were always neat. Her pencil case was always tidy. She pushed her glasses up and glanced at Zach. She didn’t look happy.

Zach tried to smile, but his tummy felt wobbly.

“Each pair will research an Australian animal and create a poster,” Ms Parker explained. “You’ll have one week to work on it during class time. Next Friday, you’ll present your poster to Mr Collins, who will judge the best one.”

“A competition?” someone asked.

“Yes,” Ms Parker nodded. “The winning pair gets a special prize—a voucher for the tuckshop.”

The class buzzed with excitement. Zach’s leg bounced faster under his desk. He loved animals. He knew lots about animals. Maybe he could win!

“Now, move to sit with your partners and start planning,” Ms Parker said.

The classroom filled with the scrape of chairs and chatter of voices. Zach grabbed his pencil case and hurried over to Emma’s desk.

“Hi!” he said, plopping down in the empty chair next to her. “I’m really excited about this project because I love animals. Did you know the platypus was so weird that when scientists first saw it, they thought it was a fake animal someone made by sewing parts together? And they have venom too! The males have special spurs on their back legs that—”

“We need to make a plan first,” Emma cut in. She opened her notebook to a clean page. She had already written the date at the top in neat handwriting.

“Oh. Right.” Zach tried to focus. The classroom felt noisy as kids chattered to each other. Someone dropped a book. The lights seemed extra bright today.

Emma wrote Animal Project Plan on the page. “What animal should we research?” she asked.

“Platypus!” Zach said right away. “They’re amazing! They have fur but lay eggs and they close their eyes underwater but can still find food with their bills and—”

“Wait,” Emma said. She frowned a bit. “I was thinking we should do koalas. They’re easier to research.”[image: image]
“But koalas are boring,” Zach said. “They just sleep all day. Platypuses are way more interesting!”

“It’s platypi,” Emma corrected.

“Actually, it’s not,” Zach said, bouncing in his seat. “Scientists say ‘platypuses’ is the right word because it comes from Greek, not Latin. I read a whole book about them!”

Emma blinked. “Oh.”

“So, can we do platypuses? Please?” Zach’s words came out fast. “I know so many cool facts already.”

Emma tapped her pencil on her notebook. “I don’t know...”

Zach’s hand flapped with excitement. “They’re mammals, but they lay eggs! And they don’t have stomachs! And—”

“Zach, you need to let me think,” Emma said.

Ms Parker walked by their desk. “How are you two going?” she asked.

“We can’t decide on an animal,” Emma said. “I want to do koalas because they’re easier, but Zach wants to do platypuses.”

“Platypuses are super interesting!” Zach blurted. “Did you know they don’t have stomachs? They just have a long tube that goes from their mouth to their bottom.”

Ms Parker nodded. “That sounds fascinating, Zach. Why don’t you both take five minutes to write down reasons for your animal choice? Then you can share your ideas.”

“Good idea,” Emma said. She drew a line down the middle of her page. “Koalas on this side, platypuses on that side.”

Ms Parker moved on to the next group where Miss Chen, the learning support teacher, was helping Liam sound out words at the reading corner. Zach picked up his pencil, but words were hard to write. His head was full of platypus facts, but getting them onto paper was tricky. His handwriting was messy, and spelling was hard.

“Can I just tell you the facts and you write them down?” he asked.

Emma frowned. “That’s not fair. We both need to do equal work.”

Zach’s leg bounced faster. The classroom felt hotter suddenly. He tried to write, but his hand couldn’t keep up with all the facts in his head.

“Look,” he said, pointing to Emma’s page. “Koalas only eat one thing—eucalyptus leaves. That’s boring. Platypuses eat worms and shrimp and yabbies and—”

“But koalas are cuter,” Emma said. “Everyone likes koalas.”

“But platypuses are more unique!” Zach said, his voice getting louder.

Some kids looked over at them. Zach didn’t notice. He was too excited about platypuses.

“They hunt underwater with their eyes closed!” Zach moved his arms to show how platypuses swim. His elbow knocked Emma’s pencil case.[image: image]
The pencil case tipped over. Coloured pencils, textas, and rubbers spilled across
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