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TEACHERS’ RESOURCES 

   

  

PLOT SUMMARY   

Meg McLean is a scholarship student at the ultra-elite 
Douglas College. Meg’s younger sister, Liza, is along for 
the ride, and everything Liza has done since they arrived 
at the school seems to be putting their chances of 
success at risk. 
 
Until one day, when Liza’s behaviour is so at odds with 
her usual temperament that Meg knows something is 
very, very wrong. 
 
Benedict Hargreaves (the fourth) is Douglas College’s 
wealthiest student and perhaps the only one who isn’t 
influenced by the school and its strict code of conduct. 
Is he brave enough to help Meg uncover what has 
happened to her sister? Or is he part of the elusive ‘they’ 
who seem to be controlling everything – and everyone? 
 
And, when more than one murder takes place, can Meg 
really trust anyone? 
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ABOUT AMY DOAK 

 

Amy Doak writes mysteries filled with action, 
adventure, fun and heart. Her debut Young Adult 
novel Eleanor Jones is not a Murderer won the 2024 
Davitt Award for Best Crime Novel; was a CBCA 2024 
notable; and was shortlisted for both the 2024 ABIA 
Awards Books of the Year for Older Readers, and for 
the 2024 Davitt Awards Best Debut Crime Novel. 

The sequel, Eleanor Jones Can’t Keep a Secret, was 
shortlisted for the 2025 Indie Book Awards, the 2025 
ABIA Awards and was a CBCA Awards 2025 Notable 
Book.  Eleanor Jones is Playing with Fire is the third 
book in the series and this, along with standalone YA 
mystery What Have They Done to Liza McLean?, were 
released in 2025. 

Amy lives in regional Victoria with her husband, two 
teenage children, dog, and a very grumpy cat. 

 
PRAISE FOR What Have They Done to 
Liza McLean? 

‘A dark, edgy, twisty high school thriller, which will 
sink its thorns into you, and won’t let go right through 
to its spooky finale.’ Adam Cece, author of The 
Locked Room 

‘A twisty boarding-school mystery dripping with 
creepy Stepford tension and blooming with swoony 
romance! Amy Doak absolutely does not miss.’ 

Ellie Marney, New York Times bestselling author 
of None Shall Sleep 

‘A sharp and sinister story, full of dark secrets and 
dangerous turns, that draws you deep into an elite 
world to expose the rot beneath.’ Margot McGovern, 
author of This Stays Between Us 

‘Boarding school, botany and bodies – this book has it 
all! Amy Doak’s What Have They Done to Liza 
McLean? is an absolute banger.’ Lili Wilkinson, author 
of Unhallowed Halls 

AUTHOR INSPIRATION 

The first seed of the idea of What Have They Done To 
Liza McLean? came from a school visit. I was chatting 
with kids about what they wanted to be when they 
finished school and there was an alarming amount of 
‘rich and famous’ responses. I kept questioning the 
students at the time: how would that happen? What 
would you do? How would you spend your days? And 
too many said they didn’t really care! We then talked 
about YouTube stars and when I started to break 
down the work involved for many of them, they agreed 
that it didn’t seem like the most fun way to spend your 
life. It got me thinking about the question, what would 
you be prepared to do (or not do) in order to ‘have it 
all’? 

Around this same time, I also went to the annual 
Clunes Book Town Festival, which is a weekend in a 
pretty little country town and for two days it is just 
taken over by books and authors! It’s a great weekend 
and a lovely place to wander and enjoy all the Gold 
Rush-era buildings. The Melbourne school Wesley 
College also has their Year 9 campus at Clunes and 
that got me thinking about boarding schools in 
isolated places. The combination of these two ideas, 
along with a lifelong obsession with Victorian-era 
greenhouses and a podcast deep dive about MK Ultra 
that I was enjoying, inspired both Douglas College 
and the key elements in the story. 

I also loved the idea of playing with speculative 
fiction. My Eleanor Jones series is firmly set in a real 
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life, contemporary setting and I work hard to make 
sure that all of the things that occur could easily 
happen. With What Have They Done to Liza McLean? I 
wanted to play with ‘what ifs’ a little more. The other 
challenge I set myself was to have two different 
points of view – something that is tricky when your 
timeline runs over a short period. I had great fun 
getting to know Meg and Benny though. They are both 
so different to each other, and to Eleanor, and seeing 
the world through their eyes was so enjoyable.  

PRE-READING QUESTIONS & ACTIVITIES 
1. Look at the cover. How has the designer used 

typography and colour to communicate what the 
book is about and what genre or category it might 
fit into? 

2. How has the designer created mood? 

3. Based on the blurb on the back of the book, 
design your own cover for What Have They Done 
to Liza McLean?. 

WRITING STYLE 
Questions and activities 

1. How would you describe Amy’s writing style? 

2. Can you find examples of literary devices such as 
symbolism and foreshadowing used throughout 
the story?  

3. How is foreshadowing used to create tension? 
Find examples. 

4. How has the author hooked the reader into the 
story in the first few pages?  

5. This novel uses the dual points of view of Meg and 
Benny. How would the story be different if it had 
been told just from Meg’s point of view? How 
would this change the pacing and tension within 
the story? 

6. Dark Academia is a genre on the rise. Why do you 
think it is so popular in fiction and film and 
television? 

7. What elements of the novel make it fit within the 
Dark Academia genre. What other tropes or 
genres can you identify within the story? 

KEY STUDY TOPICS 
Elite boarding schools & wealth 

Questions and activities 

1. Wealth is a key theme throughout the novel and 
Douglas College students are mostly from 
wealthy, powerful and influential families. What 
would you be prepared to do (or to sacrifice) to be 
rich and/or famous? Would you be prepared to 
make that same sacrifice just to ‘fit in’?  

2. Many of the wealthy characters in the story don’t 
feel like they have control over their lives. (Kitty, 
Benny, Ophelia.) If you had to choose between 
wealth and status, or freedom, which would you 
choose? 

3. Benny has a reputation as the richest kid in 
school because of who his father is, and everyone 
assumes that his house is incredible. Meg soon 
discovers this isn’t the case. Have you ever made 
assumptions about a fellow student or a friend 
before meeting them and then found you’re 
wrong? 

4. In the story Meg talks about the difference 
between the scholarship kids and the fee kids. 
Why do you think this is? Is this a justified division 
between the groups? Why or why not? 

5. Boarding schools have long been popular settings 
in novels, particularly for middle grade and YA 
stories. (For example, Tom Brown’s School Days 
by Thomas Hughes, the Malory Towers series by 
Enid Blyton, The School for Good and Evil series 
by Soman Chainani, Murder Most Unladylike 
series by Robin Stevens and Unhallowed Halls by 
Lili Wilkinson.) Why do you think this is? Research 
the history of boarding schools in fiction and find 
out when it first became a trend.  

6. Think about the phrase ‘keeping up appearances’. 
There are several examples of this in the narrative. 
(Meg and Liza hiding their history, Benny 
pretending his situation is better than it is, 
Ophelia playing the ‘game’ of perfect Douglas 
student …). Choose one of these characters (or 
another you can find) and write a series of diary 
entries from that character’s point of view. 

7. Read the description of dinner times at Douglas 
on page 80. Do you think this is based on a real 
situation in a boarding school? Research other 
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quirks and traditions boarding schools might 
have. 

8. Why do you think boarding schools – especially 
elite ones – have a reputation in fiction for being 
mysterious? Research the history of secret 
societies and elite boarding schools and 
universities. 

Friendships & family 

Questions and activities 

1. Look at the way the main friendship group 
develops over the course of the narrative. Do you 
think Meg, Benny, Clara, Macks, Kevin & Serge will 
remain friends in the future? Why or why not? Is it 
likely that Liza will join the group? 

2. Do you think you would know if someone close to 
you had been affected like Liza was? What would 
be the sure sign that they were different?  

3. Meg and Liza’s mother was framed for a crime she 
didn’t commit. What would you do if you found 
one of your loved ones in this position?  

4. There are many different family dynamics in the 
story. Pick one of the students and create a family 
tree for them. Use the information in the story that 
you can find, but once you run out of details, start 
creating them yourself to complete your tree. Give 
character short biographies underneath to flesh 
out your chosen character’s family. 

Romance 

Questions and activities 

1. A part of the narrative is the developing romance 
between Benny and Meg. What would the story 
have been like without this romantic subplot?  

2. Meg and Benny are from very different worlds. Do 
you think this would impact their relationship 
going forward? 

3. Write a scene depicting the first ‘date’ Benny and 
Meg go on. Think about the dynamics – will they 
be the same without the distractions of the 
mystery about Liza and the school? Will they have 
things in common now that the mystery has been 
solved?  

 

KEY QUOTES 
1. ‘Every student at Douglas College has a Comm 

Band. Like a skinny rubber smartwatch, the 
Comm Band alerts us to school announcements, 
upcoming events and general information. No one 
has been able to confirm or deny it, but I’m fairly 
sure the Comm Band has a GPS tracking device in 
it too. There have been plenty of times, even in my 
short stint here at Douglas, that a student taking 
too long to get to a class has been found on the 
grounds and moved along. That’s why we didn’t 
risk wearing it here.’ (P98) 

Do you think the school administration are 
justified in getting students to wear the Comm 
Bands? Do you think this would have been 
something parents would have had to agree to 
before enrolling their children at Douglas 
College? Can you think of other books you’ve read 
that include technology being used to control or 
keep track of people?  

2. ‘I take a tentative step closer, my curiosity 
overtaking my fear and my guilt. I remember being 
told that once. If ever you’re afraid or worried, try 
to be curious instead. You can’t hold both 
emotions in your head at the same time, and 
curiosity will always make you calm. I’m finding it 
to be very true in this moment.’ (p.117) 

Do you think this tactic would work for you? Can 
you think of an incident when you might have tried 
this? Research why it could be a good technique.  

3. ‘There’s a freedom that comes with money, 
Macks, and a different kind of freedom that comes 
with unconditional love, and you’ve won both of 
those lotteries. I’m sorry, but she’s right. That 
does afford you a level of privilege.’ (P222.) 

What do you think about the discussion around 
privilege in this scene? Do you think those born 
with a certain amount of privilege have a 
responsibility to use it is a certain way? 

 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS & ACTIVITIES 
1. Choose a scene from the story and write it from a 

different character’s point of view. (For example, 
Prudence, Kevin, Kitty or Jessa.) You could 
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choose to write the scene in prose, or perhaps 
write a diary entry, blog or play script. 

2. Write a Q&A with Ophelia Rodgers a month after 
the events a Douglas College. 

3. Host a Book Club with What Have They Done to 
Liza McLean? as the focal point. (See worksheet 1 
for tips.) 

4. During the Cold War, the CIA employed a number 
of mind-altering tactics as part of what would be 
known as MK Ultra. One of these real-life cases 
inspired part of the story. They say truth is often 
stranger than fiction; investigate this program and 
see what you wouldn’t have believed could be 
real. 

5. Write a scene from the point of view of Bennedict 
Hargreaves the third. Set it when he was in year 
twelve at Douglas College. 

6. Write the scene where Clara, Serge and Kevin talk 
to Cody Saint James (pages 155–160) from Cody’s 
point of view. Make sure you include things like his 
motivations in that scene and his opinions of the 
people around him. 
 
 

 

  



 
 

 6 

 Host a BOOK CLUB with What Have They Done to Liza McLean? as the book for 
discussion. 

To prepare: 

• Set a date (allowing enough time for people to read the book);  

• Pick a venue for the event;  

• Send out invitations to attendees; 

• Prepare a list of questions to discuss at the event. You could include discussions 
topics like: 

o What do you think happened to Ophelia after the Garden Party? 

o Do you think Prudence’s legacy will continue? Why or why not? 

o Given the situation, do you have any sympathy for Kitty? 

o What do you think drove Prudence to begin down this road of manipulation 
and control? 

o What are some other books you’ve read that cover similar themes? 

o If What Have They Done to Liza McLean? were made into a movie, who do 
you think would be cast in the main roles? 

o How is this book different to Amy Doak’s other books? (The Eleanor Jones 
mysteries.) 

• Research the author and find out if they have any other books or if they have won 
any awards. 

• Think of a few talking points in the book to research further (Eg: Kevin mentions the 
the CIA used to brainwash people – research this fact for discussion; the use of 
botanicals in literature; other boarding school mysteries.) 

 

WORKSHEET 
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FURTHER READING FROM PENGUIN RANDOM HOUSE AUSTRALIA 

Eleanor Jones is Not a 
Murderer by Amy Doak 
Eleanor Jones has just started at 
her ninth high school in less than 
five years. Since she and her mum 
are always moving on, Eleanor 
likes to stay on the outer, to stay 
invisible. So maybe it’s just bad 
luck that the very first person she 
talks to at Cooinda Secondary 
College, Angus Marshall, is 
stabbed and left for dead the 
same day. The last message on 
Angus’s phone is from Eleanor. 

After being interviewed by the 
police, Eleanor realises they don’t 
have all the facts and decides to 
investigate. In trying to 
understand what happened to 
Angus, Eleanor inadvertently 
becomes involved with an 
eclectic group of fellow students – 
all of whom have their own 
reasons to want to solve the 
mystery.  

As they slowly unravel Angus’s 
secrets, Eleanor discovers the 
true meaning of friendship – and 
uncovers a danger lurking at the 
heart of the town . . . 
Teachers’ resources available. 

 

 

 

   
Eleanor Jones Can’t 
Keep a Secret by Amy 
Doak 
Things have settled down in 
Cooinda and Eleanor Jones is 
getting used to her new normal – 
spending time with her friends, 
going to school, and working on a 
project at the local old age home. 
But just as things start to feel 
calm, a series of events once 
again rock Eleanor’s world: Troy’s 
ex-girlfriend is back in town and, 
during a visit to the old age home, 
Eleanor’s buddy Nance admits to 
witnessing a murder, swearing 
Eleanor to secrecy. 
 
In an effort to definitely not be 
concerned about Troy’s ex, 
Eleanor throws herself into 
solving the mystery of the murder 
Nance spoke about. Enlisting the 
help of new friend and genealogy 
expert Jem to research Nance’s 
past, Eleanor soon realises that 
digging into old secrets can 
sometimes be incredibly 
dangerous indeed. 

 

 

Eleanor Jones is 
Playing with Fire by 
Amy Doak 
 
Eleanor Jones isn’t looking for 
trouble. 
  
But someone is starting fires in 
Cooinda – and the first one looks 
like a murder. Eleanor is 
determined not to get involved, 
but when she receives a note 
warning her to ‘keep quiet’ she 
can’t help but work out who sent 
it. 
  
Who had motive to murder 
Eleanor’s neighbour? Could it 
really be one of her classmates? 
And are the fires connected to the 
car thefts in town? The more 
Eleanor tries to do the right thing, 
the more danger she finds herself 
in . . . 

 

Teachers’ resources available. 
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TITLE AUTHOR ISBN SCHOOL 
YEAR RRP QTY TOTAL 

What Have They 
Done to Liza 
McLean? 

Amy Doak 9781761350641 7-10 $19.99   

Eleanor Jones Is 
Not a Murderer Amy Doak 9781761342417 7-10 $19.99   

Eleanor Jones 
Can’t Keep a 
Secret 

Amy Doak 9781761342424 7-10 $19.99   

Eleanor Jones is 
Playing with Fire Amy Doak 9781761350634 

 7-10 $19.99   

    TOTAL   
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