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How I Survived Four Nights on the Ice

About the Book
Serapio Ittusardjuat recounts the traditional skills and knowledge he leaned on to stay alive  
after his snowmobile broke down halfway across the sea ice on a trip home from a fishing camp.

This harrowing first-person account, told in a graphic novel format, of four nights spent on the 
open sea ice—with few supplies and no water—shows young readers the determination and 
strength necessary to survive in the harsh Arctic climate, even when the worst occurs.

Teachers can use the book in the classroom in a number of ways, including:
•	 To explore the concepts of survival and determination
•	 As a study of the graphic novel as a text form
•	 As a springboard for discussions about the importance of traditional knowledge

About the Author
Serapio Ittusardjuat was born in a qarmaq (sod house) 
at Akunniq (between Sanirajak and Iglulik, Nunavut) 
on February 1, 1945. He went to residential school in 
Chesterfield Inlet, Nunavut, and Fort Churchill, Manitoba. 
He has studied art, jewellery making, and metalwork at 
Ottawa School of Art and Nunavut Arctic College, and is a 
certified journeyman mechanic. Serapio comes from a long 
line of walrus hunters. He organizes walrus hunts from his 
summer camp every year. He also goes caribou hunting with 
family and friends. He now lives in Toronto, Ontario, with 
his wife. 

About the Illustrator
Matthew K. Hoddy is an illustrator, comic book author,  
and animator hailing from Brisbane, Australia. Matt came  
to Toronto in 2014 on a working holiday and never left.  
His work ranges from material for children and young 
adults, through to autobiographical and introspective works. 
He is co-creator of the Space Pyrates and The Saga of 
Metalbeard comics. 
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Pre-reading discussion 
Graphic novels
Without reading any of the text, have students quickly skim through the first few pages of 
the book. Ask students what they notice about the format of the book. Some students may 
already be familiar with stories told in a graphic novel format, but others may not have a lot 
of experience reading graphic novels. 

If your students are already familiar with the graphic novel format, ask them to brainstorm 
what makes the graphic novel format unique. Some ideas may include:

•	 Story or information is told in the style of a comic book
•	 Story or information is told in words and pictures, in sequence across the page
•	 May include text features such as images, speech and thought balloons, sound  

effects communicated through special writing, frames, and panels

If your students do not have very much experience reading graphic novels, you may wish to 
point out some of the text features typically found in graphic novels before, during, and after 
the students read the book. Consider having a brief discussion about how to read graphic 
novels. This will ensure all students understand the importance of paying close attention to 
both the text and the illustrations in order to fully understand the story being told. 

Perspective
Ask students to consider the name of the story How I Survived: Four Nights on the Ice.  
Ask students:

•	 What kind of story do you think this will be? 
•	 Who do you think is telling the story?

Tell students that there is a clue in the title about the point of view, or perspective, from 
which the story is told. 

If students are already familiar with the concept of perspective (for example, first-person versus 
third-person narration), ask students from which perspective they predict this story will be told. 
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If students are not familiar with the concept of perspective, explain the following:
•	 First-person narration: The story is told from the point of view of the writer them-

selves. You can identify stories told in first person when the narrator uses pronouns 
such as “I,” “me,” and “mine” when telling the story. For example, “I went hunting.”

•	 Third-person narration: The story is told from somebody else’s point of view. You can 
identify stories told in third person when the narrator uses pronouns such as “he,” 
“she,” “they,” or “it.” For example, “He went hunting.”

 
Have students find the word in the title How I Survived: Four Nights on the Ice that gives 
readers a clue about the point of view from which the story is told. 

Survival
Do a word association exercise with students prior to reading. Ask students, “What words do 
you think of when you hear the word ‘survival’?” Record students’ responses on chart paper. 
You may revisit this list and add to it after students read the story.

Traditional knowledge
Show students the illustration on page 3 and read the text out loud: “Our way of life has 
always demanded that we travel through dangerous surroundings. This is one of the times I 
needed to remember what I had been taught.” Ask students:

•	 From the illustration on page 3 and the story’s title, where do you think the story 
takes place?

•	 What do you think the author means when he says, “Our way of life”?
•	 What kind of danger do you think the author is referring to?
•	 How do you predict the author’s statement, “This is one of the times I needed 

to remember what I had been taught” will connect to the concept of tradition-
al knowledge?

4



inhabitmedia.com

NOTE TO EDUCATORS 
If your students are unfamiliar with 
the concept of traditional knowledge, 
consider having a brief discussion 
prior to reading the story. Traditional 
knowledge plays a key role in Serapio’s 
story and it is beneficial for students 
who are unfamiliar to have some 
context prior to reading. Inuit traditional 
knowledge (Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit) 
is a source of information based on 
historical and/or current observations 
by Inuit that has been passed on orally 
over several generations.

Post-Reading discussion questions
•	 The story begins with an older woman speaking to a young boy. Why do you think the 

narrator (the older woman) is telling the young boy the story? 
•	 Why was the narrator travelling to Iqaluit? 
•	 What was the first problem the narrator encountered when travelling back home to 

Igloolik? 
•	 On page 37, Serapio’s actions indicate his determination to survive. What does it 

mean to be “determined” about something? What is an example in your own life 
where you have been “determined” to overcome a challenge or succeed at something? 

•	 What do you think the narrator meant at the end of the story when he said, “Those 
lessons are not just of the past . . . they can be practised even today”?

•	 How would seeing Serapio’s survival story acted out in a movie be different from 
reading his story in graphic novel format? What would be the same and what would 
be different between learning Serapio’s story in these two formats?

Follow-up activities
Overcoming challenges
After the initial issue the narrator experiences with his snowmobile, he encounters many 
other challenges he must overcome in order to survive. Divide students into partners or 
small groups and give students three minutes to make a list of all of the challenges Serapio 
faced in his four days out on the ice. 

Bring the class back together and make a master list of the challenges Serapio faced. Have 
each pair or group of students share one of the challenges he faced. Repeat until a list of all 
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of the challenges Serapio faced has been recorded. The list should include the following:
•	 No lights on his snowmobile
•	 Lost the trail crossing the ice, and found himself in the rough ice
•	 Pull cord on the snowmobile engine broke
•	 Had to stay dry to avoid hypothermia
•	 Choke on snowmobile was leaking
•	 Very thirsty
•	 Only three hours of daylight because it was December
•	 Recovering from surgery so could not walk
•	 Wearing shirt made of store-bought materials 
•	 Had to keep kamiik dry
•	 The second time he made water from the basins, the water tasted of gasoline
•	 Plane could not see his flashlight

Assign one challenge to each pair or small group of students. Have students in their pairs or 
small groups discuss the following questions with respect to their assigned challenge. Note 
that for the last question, sometimes Serapio explains how he used what he had learned 
previously to act, but in other cases, students may need to infer or guess how he knew what 
to do. Have students record point-form notes so that they can share what they discussed 
with the whole class later.

•	 What happened right before and right after Serapio experienced this challenge?
•	 How do you think Serapio was feeling in the moment?
•	 How do you think you would be feeling in the moment? 
•	 How did Serapio address or deal with the challenge?
•	 How do you think Serapio may have used traditional knowledge to address or deal 

with the challenge?

 
Invite partners or groups of students to share what they discussed with their classmates.

Optional: Have students then select one challenge Serapio faced and independently 
write a short paragraph that outlines the challenge and how 
Serapio overcame it. 

Language of survival
In one of the pre-reading activities, you recorded the  
words students associated with the term “survival.”  
Read the list out loud to students and ask if there are any 
other words that come to mind after reading Serapio’s 
survival story. For each word that is on the list, challenge 
students to find a connection to Serapio’s story. For 
example, if the word “determined” was on the list, 
students may identify how on page 39, Serapio wills 
himself to keep walking. 
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Survival story as a graphic novel
Survival stories usually involve the character or characters having to overcome different 
challenges in order to survive. By their very nature, survival stories usually have stressful 
moments, particularly when the survival story is true! 

Ask students to select a scene in the story that they found to be the most stressful and 
consider how the graphic novel format contributed to the feeling of stress or unease in the 
reader. Remind students of some of the common text features found in graphic novels that 
were discussed in the pre-reading discussion. Tell students to look out for the following 
features:

•	 Speech balloons
•	 Sounds communicated through special lettering 
•	 Facial expressions (including close-ups)
•	 The use of colour in the illustrations

Have students make point-form notes about the features that contribute to the feeling of 
stress or unease in their selected scene. Then have students partner up to present to each 
other about their selected scenes. 

Review the difference between first- and third-person narration that was discussed in one of 
the pre-reading activities. Finish off this activity by having a class discussion based on the 
following prompt: Why do you think the author chose to tell his survival story using a first-
person point of view, in a graphic novel format?
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