
The Best Medicine

By Christine Hamill
SUITIBLE FOR 
Age 10 to 13  
Grade 5 to Year 7

THEMES
• Family
• Friendship
• Sickness
• Comedy 

TEACHERS NOTES 



DESCRIPTION 
Things aren’t going well for Philip Wright. It’s not just the detentions or 
the girl problems that are getting him down. Or the fact that he weighs 
about the same as a medium-sized dog even though he’s practically 
a teenager. Now his best friend is acting super weird, his mum has 
stopped laughing at his jokes, and his English teacher thinks Philip  
is . . . a poet. When Mum gives him some seriously bad news, Philip 
looks to his comedy hero, Harry Hill, for an answer. But what if it’s 
impossible to joke his way out of this? The Best Medicine is an 
unforgettable reminder that laughter is the ultimate remedy.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 
Christine Hamill lives with her son in Belfast and teaches creative 
writing in a college of further education. This is her first novel and her 
first book for children. She is also the author of a non-fiction book for 
adults, B is for Breast Cancer.

AUTHOR INSPIRATION BY CHRISTINE HAMILL 
 
The inspiration for this book came from personal experience. One 
Saturday night during my treatment for breast cancer I was in the kitchen 
(close to tears) struggling to make dinner when I heard my son (who was 
ten at the time) laughing hysterically in the living room. I peeped in and 
saw that he was watching the comedian Harry Hill on TV. I sat down and 
watched with him and forgot about my troubles for a while. After that, 
watching Harry Hill’s TV show became our weekly funny half hour and the 
idea for The Best Medicine started to form.  



THEMES 

Family
A key theme of this book is family, and how families change and grow. 
Philip is the child of a single mother, whose cancer diagnosis changes 
everything for their small family. The Best Medicine explores this 
dynamic with depth and nuance, and shows how sometimes friends can 
be family, too.   

Friendship
The theme of friendship runs throughout The Best Medicine. It 
examines the complexities of pre-teen friendships and the way 
romance, family drama and growing up can impact these relationships. 
It also takes an interesting look at bullying, and allows for a complex 
conversation around this topic.  
 
Sickness
The Best Medicine looks at the way sickness can affect so many aspects 
of life, both for the person who is ill and the people who love them. It 
shows a wide range of reactions to such a diagnosis without judgement, 
and sends a clear message that it is always okay to laugh. It is a gentle 
look at the stress a cancer diagnosis can place on a family, and offers an 
example of a way to get through it.  
 
Comedy 
Philip’s desire to be a stand-up comedian allows the theme of comedy 
to run through the book and be used as a tool to examine some  
of the more challenging aspects of a cancer diagnosis. It  
is used to show that, though it might not seem like it, there  
is usually some humour to be found even in the darkest of situations. 



Friendship:
• Philip feels that he is being bullied by ‘the Yeti’ and excluded by 
his friend Ang. Is he really? How else could you see these events? 
How do you think Eddie and Ang view these interactions? Can you 
think of a tricky situation you have been in where someone else might 
have had a different point of view about what was going on?
• Why does Eddie behave the way he does? 
Do the reasons justify his actions?
• Do you think Philip waits until he has all the facts to make a decision, 
or does he jump to conclusions easily? How does this affect his actions? 
• Can some of Philip’s behaviour be thought of as 
bullying? Is he cruel, or just thoughtless?
• How do the circumstances of the book change Philip and 
Ang’s friendship? How strong was it to begin with? 
• Why do you think Philip hides his mum’s cancer? Are his reasons 
understandable? How do you think his friends would react if he gave 
them a chance? 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
 
Family:
• Philip’s relationship with his mother shifts over the course of 
the book. How does it change, and how is this shown? 
• Philip’s mother is a single parent. How does this affect 
their situation? How does it make Philip feel?
•  How does Susie fit in to Philip’s family? How does Philip feel about 
her, and how does that change? 



Sickness:
• Do you think Philip’s mum hiding her cancer has anything  
to do with Philip hiding it from his friends later?
• Philip worries about having to say the word ‘breast’ and 
feels embarrassed about his mum’s cancer. Why do you think 
this bothers Philip so much? Would it bother you?
• Do you think Philip understands the reality of his 
mum’s illness? Does he want to? Why, or why not? 
• How does having an ill person in the family change things 
for Philip? How do Philip and his mother cope with these 
changes? How do you cope in times of change and stress?

Comedy:
• Philip’s hero is Harry Hill, a British comedian. How does Philip’s 
relationship with Harry Hill shape him? Who are your heroes, and how do 
they shape you? 
• Comedy is very important to Philip, and one of the first 
things he notices going wrong with his mother is that she 
stops laughing at his jokes. What part does humour play in 
their relationship? Does this change with her illness?
• How does Philip use humour when it comes to his mother’s diagnosis? 
Does he like to hide behind his jokes? Why? How does humour 
work as a tool to deflect serious emotions? Is this a bad thing?
• What does it mean for laughter to be the best medicine? 
Do you think this is true? Why? How do you think 
humour and comedy help those who are unwell? 


