
The Underneath 

 

The Underneath, Kathi Appelt; Atheneum Books, 2008. 

Grade Level: 6-8 

ISBN 13 HB 9781416950585 

ISBN 10 HB 1416950583 

ISBN 13 PB 9781416950592 

ISBN 10 1416950591 
The Underneath by Kathi Appelt; illustrated by David Small, published  

By Atheneum, an imprint of Simon & Schuster Children's Publishing. 

Synopsis: 

An old hound, and a cat and two kittens who live underneath a run-down shack survive separation, danger and 

tribulations. 

 

General Review: 

An abandoned pregnant cat forms a bond with an abused bloodhound.  As long as they stay underneath the house, 

they are safe.  When the kittens are born, one out of curiosity leaves the underneath and sets off a chain of events.  

Entwined in the text is the story of an ancient shape-shifting water snake and the story of the abusive owner of the 

bloodhound.  Illustrations add mood to the text.  While the journey the three stories take is somewhat 

discouraging, the reader will find an appropriate ending.  Readers will be drawn by the vulnerable pets’ survival 

adventure.  

 

Themes: Betrayal, Hope, Love, Survival, Dogs, Cats, Bayous 

 

Author Information: 

www.kathiappelt.com 

authors.simonandschuster.com 

 

Discussion Questions (Standard 3; Benchmark 3) 

 Until Ranger the bloodhound meets Mama the calico cat, he doesn’t realize how lonely he is.  What are 

the differences between being alone and being lonely?  Can you be lonely even when you are around 

people? 

 Gar Face the trapper lives in a world of anger and hatred.  He does evil things, but did he deserve to die in 

the jaws of the Alligator King? 

 Anthropomorphism is assigning human characteristics to non-human beings.  Give examples of this from 

the book.  Do you think plants or animals have feelings? 

 Ranger, Mama, Sabine and Puck refer to themselves as a family.  What is a family?  Describe your own 

family – does it include people not related to you? 

 After Mama drowns, what are some of the ways the kittens had to grow up?  Give examples. 

 

Activities: 

 Write song lyrics or a poem that shows an emotion – loneliness, anger, fear, love. (Standard 3; 

Benchmark 4) 

 Write a story from a creature’s point of view. (Standard 3; Benchmark 4) 

 The book Incredible Journey was made into a movie.  Take the main characters from Underneath and 

cast famous actors and actresses in their roles.  Remember to think of voices when casting the parts of the 

non-human characters. (Standard 3; Benchmark 4) 

Similar Books for Further Reading: 

 

 Incredible Journey by Sheila Every Burnford 

 Shiloh Series by Phyllis Reynolds Naylor 

http://www.kathiappelt.com/


 

A Difficult Boy 

A Difficult Boy.  M.P. Barker; Holiday House, New York, 2008.   

Grade Level:  6-8 

ISBN & Cost:  978-0-8324-2086-5, $16.95, $7.95 paperback. 

                                                           Cover Art by Marc Tauss. A Difficult Boy ©2008 by M.P. Barker 

Synopsis:   

Nine-year-old Ethan is an indentured servant in 1839, and being trained to do his job on the Lyman’s well-to-do 

farm by Daniel (called Paddy by others), an older Irish boy who is also a servant.   Daniel doesn’t seem to want to 

be Ethan’s friend, but Ethan observes how Daniel is mistreated even more than he by the landowner, simply 

because he is Irish.   

 

General Review:   

Ethan is a boy that readers will be able to relate to, because the author lets us listen in on his thoughts throughout 

the story as he deals with a tough life situation.  Although young, Ethan has a clear sense of right and wrong, but 

he can’t always understand why he and others are being mistreated when they didn’t do anything wrong in his 

view. It is hard for him to accept that he has been sent away from his own impoverished family to be a servant in 

another household because his father felt that he couldn’t give Ethan as good a start in life as this landowner 

would be able to provide. Ethan believes that he needs to fight for the rights of others, like Daniel, an older 

indentured servant who is sometimes his friend.  However, appearances can be deceiving, and the story reveals 

that there are secrets that have been hidden for many years from Daniel, Ethan’s father, and many others in the 

community who see the landowner Lyman as a fine, upstanding citizen.  This book may be difficult for younger 

readers due to harsh realities it conveys. 

Themes:  

Indentured servants -- Juvenile fiction. ; Social classes -- Juvenile fiction. ; Prejudices -- Juvenile fiction. ; Irish 

Americans -- Juvenile fiction. ; Swindlers and swindling -- Juvenile fiction. ; Massachusetts -- History -- 1775-

1865 -- Juvenile fiction.  

 

Author information:  Ms. Barker states that she is an archivist, historian and a freelance historical consultant.  

She has served as costumed interpreter,.  Her website is http://www.mpbarker.net/ 

M. P. Barker." Contemporary Authors Online. Detroit: Gale, 2009. Literature Resource Center. Web. 27 Apr. 

2010.Document URL 

http://go.galegroup.com/ps/i.do?&id=GALE%7CH1000187331&v=2.1&u=ksstate_kckcc&it=r&p=LitRC&sw=w  

Gale Document Number: GALE|H1000187331  

Discussion Questions:  (Standard 3; Benchmark 3) 

1. Ethan unhappily leaves home to work as an indentured servant for Mr. Lyman. When away from his 

family, he has to make some serious choices at a very young age.  How does he show courage even 

though he is on his own without adults to guide him?  What are some of his courageous acts?  

2. What part do horses Ivy and Phizzy play in the story?  What do they represent when ridden by  the 

horseback riders in  the story? 

3. The titles of books often relate to the story line. Who is ―A Difficult Boy‖ in this story? What do you 

think the title means? 

http://go.galegroup.com/ps/i.do?&id=GALE%7CH1000187331&v=2.1&u=ksstate_kckcc&it=r&p=LitRC&sw=w


4.  What assumptions about other people (for example Daniel, Mr. Lyman, Silas, and Mr. Stocking, the 

peddler) did Ethan have to change when he got to know these individuals? Have you ever made a snap 

judgment about someone that you had to change once you got to know them? Think of some examples 

of judging someone from a distance rather than personal knowledge.  

Activities:   

1.   Research information about indentured servitude in the early 1800’s when this book took place. What 

was required to hire an indentured servant?   How did the system work?  Relate this information to Ethan 

in this book by designing a contract that might have been signed by Ethan’s father and Mr. Lyman.  

(Standard 3, Benchmark 4) 

2.   Look through the story, and brainstorm as a group words found throughout the book that you are not 

familiar with.  Make a list of these words and the page numbers on which they are found.  Dividing into 

small groups, assign a word to each group.  After groups discuss the words, they should then make an 

effort to define them using clues from the context.  Share with the entire group definitions each small 

group came up with, and clues as to how definitions were decided upon.  (Standard 9, Benchmark 1) 

3.   When we hear the word, ―immigrant‖ in the news of 2010, we may be reading someone’s opinion about 

problems with the immigration of people into America, often as ―illegal immigrants‖ today referring to 

Hispanics in particular. The treatment of people moving from Ireland to America in the 19th century may 

be considered similar to the experiences that immigrating Hispanics are facing in the early years of the 

21st century.  Immigrants of different origins have faced differing amounts of prejudice throughout 

history.   Research prejudice toward  Irish immigrants during the time period  this book took place.  

(Standard 2, Benchmark 4)  

4. Daniel is a ―Papist.‖  What does this mean?  Ask students to research the meaning of this term, its history, 

and how it was regarded during the time period discussed in this book.  (Standard 2, Benchmark 4) 

 

Similar Books for Further Reading   

 Avi, Crispin: The Cross of Lead  

 Curtis, Christopher Paul. Elijah of Buxton 

 Humphrey, Sandra McLeod (Author),  Strassburg, Brian (Illustrator), Hot Issues, Cool Choices: Facing 

Bullies, Peer Pressure, Popularity, and Put-downs 

 

 

The Boy Who Dared 

 

Bartoletti, Susan Campbell; Scholastic Press, 2008 

 

Grade Level: 6 – 8 

  

ISBN & cost: 978-0-439-68-13-4 $16.99 

 

                                                                                 ©2008, used by permission of publisher. 

 

Synopsis:  

In October 1942, seventeen-year-old Helmuth Hubener, imprisoned for distributing anti-Nazi leaflets, recalls his 

past life and how he came to dedicate himself to bring the truth about Hitler and the war to the German people. 

 

 

http://www.amazon.com/Sandra-McLeod-Humphrey/e/B001JP2RW4/ref=ntt_athr_dp_pel_1
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_2?_encoding=UTF8&sort=relevancerank&search-alias=books&field-author=Brian%20Strassburg


 

General Review:  

In this fictionalized biography,  Hubener’s life is recalled as he awaits trial in a jail cell. He remembers growing 

up during Hitler’s rise to power, and how his view of the regime changes from childish adoration to youthful 

resistance. The questions he poses to himself bring him to actions that prove his courage.  

 

Themes:  

Courage -- Juvenile fiction. ; Anti-Nazi movement -- Juvenile fiction. ; World War, 1939-1945 -- Underground 

movements -- Juvenile fiction. ; Hübener, Helmuth, 1925-1942 -- Juvenile fiction. ; Germany -- History -- 1933-

1945 -- Juvenile fiction. ; Censorship -- Juvenile fiction 

 

Author Information:   

Author’s website:    http://www.scbartoletti.com/ 

Something about the Author, volume(s) 88, 129, 135, 173 

 

 Kansas State Library website http://kslib.info/  and find author information Contemporary Authors Online 

available through Gale Resources, Literature Resource Center 

 

Discussion Questions: (Standard 3, Benchmark 3)  

1. How does membership in the Jungvolk, the Hitler Youth group, compare to membership in a gang in 

present-day America? 

2. On page 26, Helmuth expresses shock that a Mormon would not ―respect their country and it’s leaders, 

even if one disagrees with them.‖  How does one reconcile differences between personal beliefs and 

government mandates 

3.  Is it OK to do something as long as you don’t get caught? 

4. Has there ever been a time you have wished for courage to speak the truth as the minority rather than 

remain silent? 

 

Activities:   

1.   Research the life of Helmuth Hübener, the central character in this book.  He was of  Mormon religious 

background, and was disturbed by the mistreatment of Jewish citizens in the early 1940’s.   Research 

different religions or faiths discussed in this book , in particular Judaism and Mormonism, to help with  

understanding of the role of religions in the book.  How did the fact that Huebner was a Mormon affect 

his actions?   How are the religious teachings different?  How are they the same?  Make a Venn diagram 

displaying the information comparing the two religions.  (Standard 3, Benchmarks 4)  

2.   Research the history of the Nazi movement in the Third Reich.  Learn more about German life in the 

1930’s-1940’s.   Who were the political leaders of the government, and what were the major teachings of 

those in power?  What methods were used to get kids of your age to buy in to this misinformation?  One 

research path might be through the Kansas State Library, which offers databases available to all Kansans.   

You can look up ―Hitler Youth‖ on the Kansas State Library website   http://kslib.info/)  by going to Blue 

Skyways, and ―Explore Our Resources,‖ and then use ―Student Research Center‖ for more information 

about the movement and resistance to it.    Draw a historical timeline of the Nazi movement, beginning in 

1933 when Hitler was appointed Chancellor of Germany, and continuing through 1945. (Standard 3, 

Benchmark 1)  

3.   Check out the following website of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum:   

http://www.ushmm.org/education/forstudents/   Research what life was like during the Holocaust as well 

http://www.scbartoletti.com/
http://kslib.info/
http://kslib.info/
http://www.ushmm.org/education/forstudents/


as pockets of resistance to the treatment of Jews.  Have the students share five pieces of information they 

learned either verbally or in a electronic presentation.   (Standard 3; Benchmark 4)  

 

Similar Books for Further Reading: 

 Lowry, Los,  Number the Stars 

 Bartoletti, Susan Campbell,. Hitler Youth : Growing up in Hitler's shadow  

 Warren, Andrea, Surviving Hitler: A Boy in the Nazi Death Camps   

 Roy, Jennifer, Yellow Star  

 

Waiting for Normal 

Waiting for Normal. Leslie Connor;  

Katherine Tegen Books, An Imprint of Harper Collins Publishers, 2008 

Grades 6-8 

ISBN 978-0-06-089088-9 

ISBN 978-0-06-089089-6   $17.89 

                                                           Used with permission of HarperCollins Children's Books. 

Synopsis:   

Twelve year old Addie has a strange and erratic life. Her mother swings from a fun and loving parent to missing 

for days at a time.  Addie has learned to take care of herself and avoid social services, but all she really longs for 

is a normal life with her half-sisters and step-father. 

 

General Review:   

Waiting for Normal is a wonderfully written book about the difficulties many children face when they live with a 

parent suffering from mental illness. Addie is a smart, hard working middle school student who just wants a 

normal life and tries her best to have one despite her mother’s problems. She is supported by a loving and 

interesting cast of family and friends including her ex-step-father, grandfather and the odd pair that run the 

minimart next to her new trailer home. Addie has a hectic life between practicing the flute, caring for her pet 

hamster, and covering for her mother so social services won’t take her away. This story is a true to life portrayal 

of the craziness some children face and the self reliance they build when they live on the fringes of normal. 

 

Themes: self reliance, mental illness, mothers, family, step-fathers, friendship, music 

 

Author information:   

www.lesslieconner.com 

www.harpercollinschildrens.com 

School Library Journal’s Best Books 2008 

ALA Top 10 Best Book for Young Adults 

 

Discussion Questions:  (Standard 3; Benchmark 3) 

1.  Did Addie make the right choice in not telling her step-father, grandfather or social services about her 

mother’s absences? Why do you think she did it? What would you do in a similar situation? 

2.  Addie faces many difficult situations each day – what do you feel is the hardest thing she has to 

overcome? Why? 

http://www.amazon.com/Surviving-Hitler-Nazi-Death-Camps/dp/0060007672/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1266436668&sr=1-1
http://www.lesslieconner.com/
http://www.harpercollinschildrens.com/


3.  Addie keeps a list of words she hears that she likes – what is your favorite one? What does it mean? Try 

to use it in normal conversation.  

4.  Addie’s mom has a mental illness known as bipolar disorder. People with this illness will switch from 

high points of extreme happiness and high productivity to low points often marked by crying, anger and 

depression. What behaviors does Mommers display that reflect her illness? What are her high points? 

What are her lows? 

 

Activities:   

1.  Have the student research bipolar disorder – what treatments are available, how does the illness effect the 

sufferer, how does it affect loved ones of the sufferer? (Standard 3, Benchmark 2) 

2.  Have the student plan how they would take care of themselves if they were Addie. List what foods they 

could prepare for themselves. Do they have pets that would require care? What kind of care does the pet 

need? Do they have school activities they would need or want to try and continue? (Standard 3, 

Benchmark 3) 

3.  Divide the students into groups and have them debate the pros and cons of Addie’s decision to avoid 

social services instead of letting them help her. How does their personal experience contribute to their 

point of view? How does their point of view differ from Addie’s and how does that effect how they 

respond?  (Standard 2, Benchmark 2) 

 

Similar Books for Further Reading: 

 The Boy from the Basement by Susan Shaw 

 Call Me Hope by Gretchen Olson 

 

Diamond Willow 

Diamond Willow, Helen Frost; New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2008. 

Grade Level:  grades 6-8 

ISBN & Cost:  9780374317768, $16.00 

Jacket Illustrations by Max Grace. Diamond Willow © 2008 by Helen Frost. Used with the 

permission of Farrar Straus Giroux, an imprint of Macmillan Children's Publishing Group. 

 

Synopsis:   

Twelve year old Willow’s greatest joy is guiding a dog sled down the snowy paths in her native Alaska.  She and 

her dad really value their dogs who so bravely work together to pull sleds.  Who cares if Willow doesn’t have that 

many friends at school?  She has Roxy, her favorite dog, with whom she can communicate without words.  Can’t 

Willow’s parents see that she is grown up, and capable of facing many challenges by herself?  Maybe she’d be 

better off living with her grandparents who seem to understand her better anyway. 

 

General Review:   

The unique style of the text in this book will draw the reader into the story.  Most of the story is typed with the 

words forming the shapes of diamonds, a shape which further relates to the story of Willow’s life.  The story 

speaks to the reader even stronger when the words in bold are followed.  At the age of 12, Willow is trying to 

figure out who she is and if she can fit into a world made up of people like those in her school who she feels she 

has nothing in common with.  Aren’t dogs better companions? 



Themes:  

(Family life -- Alaska -- Fiction. ; Spirits -- Juvenile fiction. ; Sled dogs -- Juvenile fiction. ; Dogs -- Juvenile 

fiction. ; Popularity -- Juvenile fiction. ; Schools -- Juvenile fiction. ; Athapascan Indians -- Juvenile fiction. ; 

Indians of North America -- Alaska -- Juvenile fiction. ; Alaska -- Juvenile fiction.    

 

Author information:   

Helen Frost has interests in a variety of styles of writing, and has had her works in poetry published as well her 

children's books, anthologies, and a play.  Teaching is another of her interests, and she has written a book about 

teaching writing, and has taught writing to students ranging in age from pre-school to college. 

 

Access Contemporary Authors Online, Gale Literature Resource Center through Kansas State Library databases 

for further author information.    

 

Discussion Questions:  (Standard 3; Benchmark 3) 

1. Read page 1 of the story aloud. What do we already know about Willow from just one page of text? How 

does the author draw us into the story?  

2. How would your parents react if you suddenly made a decision to do something like Willow did when she 

decided to take Roxy to her grandparents?  Do you think she was justified in her decision? 

3. Do you think a dog can be ―part of the family?‖  Do you have any animals that you see this way?  Have 

you ever had to deal with ―euthanasia‖ for an animal, as was considered for Roxy?  Discuss your feelings.  

4. Do you have sparkly people at your school? (Willow discusses, p. 92)  Have you ever tried to make 

yourself invisible from them?  What does Willow discover when she talks to others besides her one 

known friend Kaylie?  

Activities:   

1. After reading the story, write a creative narrative from a sled dog’s point of view. What would this pet 

think about its life with humans? Standard 9, Benchmark 4 

2. Select a significant event from the book and draw an illustration. Be sure to include the page number(s) 

where the event takes place and write an original caption for the illustration. Standard 5, Benchmark 3 

3. In Diamond Willow, there is discussion of finding a diamond willow stick.  Is this a real item in nature?  

What are some resources you could use to find out more about diamond willow sticks?  Do some 

research, and prepare a brief report.  Standard 1: Benchmark 4 and Standard 7: Benchmark 1. 

4. List the qualities of the main characters in this story. Choose 2 or 3 and write/tell why these are important 

qualities to have. Standard 2 Benchmark 2; then prepare an imaginary interview with a character from the 

book. Write at least ten questions that will give the character the opportunity to discuss their thoughts and 

feelings about their role in the story. (Standard 2; Benchmark 1).    

 

Similar Books for Further Reading   

 Avi, The Good Dog 

 Burnford, Shelia, The Incredible Journey 

 Kadohata,  Cynthia, Cracker!: The Best Dog in Vietnam  

 Jordan, Sarah Clark, The Boss Queen, Little Big Bark and The Sentinel Pup 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Itch 

Itch. Michelle D. Kwasney; Henry Holt and Company, 2008. 

Grade Level:  6-8 

ISBN & Cost: 9780805080834 $16.95 

                  

                                              ©2008, used by permission of Henry Holt and Company 

Synopsis: 

  It is 1968 and Delores Colchester, known as ―Itch,‖ moves from Florida to Ohio with her grandmother after her 

grandfather’s death.  Life is not the same.  She struggles to make friends until she meets Gwendolyn and her 

hoity-toity friends.  Gwendolyn seems perfect on the outside.  She is pretty, smart, and a talented baton-twirler, 

but in reality she is hiding a big secret that Itch uncovers.  Itch decides she needs to speak up about this secret.           

 

General Review:   

Kwasney does not shy away from themes about abuse.  In her first novel, Baby Blue, she tackles domestic 

violence. In her latest work she explores psychological and physical child abuse.  Readers will be touched by 

different relationships in this work.  The relationship between Itch and her grandfather almost bring tears to the 

reader’s eyes.  Readers will not be able to put this novel down until they discover whether or not Itch can remain 

friends with Gwendolyn after speaking up.  This is a satisfying story that does not leave the reader disappointed. 

 

Themes: Grandparents; Mothers; Child abuse; Friendship; Schools; Death; Grief 

 

Author information:   

Something About the Author, Vol. 162, 77-78 pp. 

Contemporary Authors Online, Gale, 2010.  Reproduced in Biography Resource Center. 

  Farmington Hills, Mich.: Gale 2010. http://galenet.galegroup.com/servlet/BioRC 

www.michelledkwasney.com 

 

Discussion Questions:  Standard 3; Benchmark 3 

1. What are the differences between Florida and Ohio? (Climate; Agriculture) 

2. Have you ever moved to a new city or state?  What did you miss when you moved?  How did you feel?  

Was making new friends easy or hard? 

3. Has anyone you loved died?  (Relative, Friends or Pet) How did you feel?  How did you deal with the 

death?  What was your favorite memory of the person or pet? 

4. Does being popular or being with the popular kids in school matter?  If so why?  If not, why not? 

5. Discuss what makes a family.  (Discuss the differences between Itch’s family and Gwendolyn’s family).  

6. Discuss what you would have done if you were in Itch’s position and discovered your friend was being 

abused. 

Study guide available on Michelle Kwasney’s website: 

http://www.michelledkwasney.com/uploads/ITCH_STUDY_GUIDE.pdf 

 

 

 

 

http://www.michelledkwasney.com/
http://www.michelledkwasney.com/uploads/ITCH_STUDY_GUIDE.pdf


Activities:   

1. Have students do research on musicians, especially the ones listed in the book.  Examples of musicians 

include Frank Sinatra and the Beatles.  Find some records and a record player to bring in and have 

students listen to music.  Display or show a phonograph.  Standard 1, Benchmark 5 

2. Learn more about the author, Michelle D. Kwasney, by accessing her website, 

www.michelledkwasney.com.  Standard 5, Benchmark 1 

3. Research the states of Ohio and Florida.  Choose a format (poster, report, PowerPoint etc.) to share 

findings.  Standard 3, Benchmark 2 

4. Have students research child abuse, and then choose a format to share findings.  Standard 1, Benchmark 3 

5. Have a social worker or case worker speak to class about child abuse and what they can do if they know 

someone being abused.  Standard 7, Benchmark 1 

6. Use a print or electronic dictionary and thesaurus to learn about the words Itch mentions throughout the 

book, especially the ones that made her ―Favorite Words List.‖ (Ex.insipid, pulverized)   Standard 1, 

Benchmark 4  

7. Have students interview parents or grandparents with a focus on sayings that they might have heard 

growing up.  Looking for sayings like the ones Itch mentions that her gramps used to say to her.  Ex.  ―If 

you can’t run with the big dogs, stay under the dang porch.‖  Standard 7, Benchmark 1 

8. Read one of the books mentioned in the work by Itch. Ex. Witch of Blackbird Pond Standard 5, 

Benchmark 1  

 

Similar Books for Further Reading: 

 Picture of Hollis Woods, Patricia Reilly Giff, 2002 

 Olive’s Ocean, Kevin Henkes, 2003 

 Bud, Not Buddy, Christopher Paul Curtis, 1999 

 Walk Two Moons, Sharon Creech, 1994 

 

Savvy 

Savvy, by Ingrid Law, Dial Books for Young Readers, 2008 

Grade Level: 6-8  

ISBN & Cost:  9780803733060; 0803733062; $16.99 

 Savvy by Ingrid Law. Copyright © 2008. Used with permission of Dial Books for Young 

Readers, a division of Penguin Young Readers Group. 

 

Synopsis:   

Recounts the adventures of Mibs Beaumont, whose thirteenth birthday has revealed her "savvy"--a magical power 

unique to each member of her family--just as her father is injured in a terrible accident. 

 

General Review:   

Author Ingrid Law’s vivid and quirky characters come to life in this story about a family with magical powers 

trying to live regular lives in the everyday world.  The Beaumont family seems fairly ordinary except for one 

thing: at age 13, each Beaumont’s savvy -- a supernatural power unique to that person -- is revealed.  The 

Beaumonts must then focus on learning to scumble, or control, their savvies.  For instance, the oldest Beaumont 

brothers cause a huge power outage and a hurricane before learning to tame their powers.  The story centers on 

http://www.michelledkwasney.com/


Mibs, the middle child of the five Beaumont siblings, who is about to turn 13.  Just days before her birthday, 

Mibs’s father is seriously injured in a car accident, and she finds herself praying for a savvy that can save him.  A 

meddling but well-meaning preacher’s wife complicates matters, and Mibs ends up stowing away on a bus with 

the preacher’s kids and two of her siblings tagging along.  They head out on a journey full of adventure to 

discover Mibs’s savvy and try to help her father with plenty of complications along the way.  Strengths of this 

book are its colorful characters and fresh, folksy storytelling with the feel of a tall tale.  The author has created an 

original, imaginative story about the importance of family and finding the strength to dig deep within oneself to 

overcome obstacles. 

 

Themes: Magic, Brothers and sisters, Voyages and travels, Kansas, Fantasy. 

 

Author information:   http://www.ingridlaw.com/ 

1. Official book website.  Includes information about the book, including a promotional video clip. You can read 

and listen to chapter one on this website. 

http://us.penguingroup.com/static/packages/us/yreaders/savvy/index.html 

2. Book and author information from Walden Media  http://www.walden.com/book/savvy/ 

3. Author interview transcript http://us.penguingroup.com/static/packages/us/yreaders/savvy/ingridlaw.html 

4. Podcast interview with author from Book Bites for Kids 

http://www.blogtalkradio.com/bookbitesforkids/2008/12/16/book-bites-for-kids-author-ingrid-law-is-todays-

guest/scrub/18 

5. Audio file and interview transcript from Read Kiddo Read http://readkiddoread.ning.com/page/ingrid-law 

6. Author’s blog  http://straightfromthejar.blogspot.com/ 

7. "Ingrid Law." Contemporary Authors Online. Detroit: Gale, 2009. Literature Resource Center. Gale. Kansas 

State Library. 5 Jan. 2010 <http://go.galegroup.com/ps/start.do?p=LitRC&u=klnb_kanstlib>.  Available 

through free access to KanED Education Desktop/State Library Databases. 

 

Discussion Questions:  (Standard 3, Benchmark 3) 

1. Why did the Beaumont family move away from the coast?  Why do they live in an isolated area? 

2. Describe the savvies of the Beaumont family.  Which savvy do you think is the most useful?  Once the 

young Beaumonts learn to scumble their savvies, how could they use their savvies to help people? 

3. Predict:  What will Samson’s and Gypsy’s savvies be? 

4. The author has created some very colorful characters in this story.  Besides just their savvies, what makes 

each character unique?  How would you describe these characters?  Do they remind you of people you 

know or of other characters from literature or movies? 

5. Mrs. Beaumont home chools each of her children after they turn 13.  Why does she do this?  Do you 

agree with her decision?   

6. What are the reasons that some people choose to home school in America today?  Do you think kids get 

as good an education from homeschooling as they do from a public or private school?  Why or why not?  

What are some pros and cons of homeschooling? 

7. In the Beaumont family, turning 13 is a big milestone.  What has been your best birthday so far?  What 

made it special?  What birthday are you most looking forward to?  Why? 

8. If you had the choice, would you want to be part of the Beaumont family?  Why or why not? 

 

Teacher’s guide from the publisher available online:  

http://us.penguingroup.com/static/packages/us/yreaders/savvy/Savvy.pdf 

 

Activities:  

1. Plan a birthday party for one of the Beaumont children.  Choose a theme that fits their personality and 

design invitations, decorations, a guest list, menu, games, music, and activities.  (Standard 1, Benchmark 

3) 

http://www.ingridlaw.com/
http://us.penguingroup.com/static/packages/us/yreaders/savvy/index.html
http://www.walden.com/book/savvy/
http://us.penguingroup.com/static/packages/us/yreaders/savvy/ingridlaw.html
http://www.blogtalkradio.com/bookbitesforkids/2008/12/16/book-bites-for-kids-author-ingrid-law-is-todays-guest/scrub/18
http://www.blogtalkradio.com/bookbitesforkids/2008/12/16/book-bites-for-kids-author-ingrid-law-is-todays-guest/scrub/18
http://readkiddoread.ning.com/page/ingrid-law
http://straightfromthejar.blogspot.com/
http://us.penguingroup.com/static/packages/us/yreaders/savvy/Savvy.pdf


2. How do you think the Beaumont family came to have their savvies?  Come up with a story that explains 

where their savvies come from.  Answer these questions in your story: Who was the first Beaumont to 

have a savvy?  Where did the savvy come from?  Why were they given savvies?  Why are they passed 

down through the family?  Why age 13? (Standard 1, Benchmark 3) 

3. Think about your friends and family.  What are their special gifts and talents?  Make a list.  What are your 

special gifts and talents?  What talent do you wish you had?  It can be real (singing) or imaginary (flying).  

(Standard 1, Benchmark 3) 

4. Mibs goes on a longer road trip than she had planned when she stows away on the bus.  Design your 

perfect road trip.  Where would you go?  What attractions would you visit?  How would you travel?  Who 

would you invite to go with you? What would it cost?  Map your route and estimate your expenses.  This 

would be a fun group project.  (Standard 1, Benchmarks 3, 4, 5; Standard 2, Benchmark 4; Standard 3, 

Benchmarks 1, 2, 3, 4; Standard 4, Benchmarks 1, 2; Standard 5, Benchmark 3; Standard 8, Benchmark 

3) 

 

Road trip lessons: 

 Longitude and latitude road trip lesson plan: 

http://www.nationalgeographic.com/xpeditions/lessons/01/g35/roadtrip.html 

 Road trip lesson plan (create travel plan, research sites): 

http://h30411.www3.hp.com/articles/viewArticle/p/courseId/1327/Road_trip_lesson_plan_.htm?courseSe

ssionId=1165&campusId=1104&webPageId=1000400 

 Teacher guided activities: http://www.parlo.com/en/teachers/lessonplans/roadeng_1.asp 

 

Similar Books for Further Reading   

 The Bronze Pen by Zilpha Keatley Snyder 

 The Lightning Thief by Rick Riordan 

 Inkheart by Cornelia Funke 

 The Dark is Rising by Susan Cooper 

 Travel Far, Pay No Fare by Anne Lindbergh 

 

Every Soul a Star 

Every Soul a Star. Mass, Wendy; Little, Brown Books for Young Readers, 2008 

 

Grade Level:  6-8 

 

ISBN 13 HB  978-0-316002561  $15.99 

ISBN 10 HB 0316002569  $15.99 

ISBN 13 PB 978-0316002578  $6.99 

ISBN 10 PB 0316002577 $6.99 

                                              © 2008, used with permission of publisher Little, Brown Books for Young Readers 

Synopsis:   

The Great Eclipse is about to occur and the Moon Shadow Campground is the place to be.  Ally, Jack and Bree 

are there for different reasons but their lives cross in unexpected ways. 

 

General Review:   

The solar eclipse is the background for this wonderful coming of age story.  Ally has lived at the remote Moon 

Shadow all her life.  Bree can’t live without the mall, and plans on becoming a model.  Jack is an introvert but 

hides his artistic talent.  They come to the Moon Shadow for the eclipse for different reasons, but the experience 

http://www.nationalgeographic.com/xpeditions/lessons/01/g35/roadtrip.html
http://h30411.www3.hp.com/articles/viewArticle/p/courseId/1327/Road_trip_lesson_plan_.htm?courseSessionId=1165&campusId=1104&webPageId=1000400
http://h30411.www3.hp.com/articles/viewArticle/p/courseId/1327/Road_trip_lesson_plan_.htm?courseSessionId=1165&campusId=1104&webPageId=1000400
http://www.parlo.com/en/teachers/lessonplans/roadeng_1.asp


affects their lives in ways they can’t imagine.  The story is told in alternating narratives and each character’s voice 

is clear.  The characters deal with the changes in their lives and discover strength in themselves and each other. 

Themes: Solar Eclipses; Astronomy; Friendship; Coming of Age; Moving-Household; Family 

 

Author information:  www.wendymass.com  

 

Discussion Questions:  (Standard 3; Benchmark 3) 

1. Compare and contrast the characters of Ally, Bree and Jack both at the beginning and the end of the story.  

Do you see more similarities or differences in the way they changed?  

2. Why do you think the author used an eclipse as the setting for this story?  Do you think the eclipse 

affected they way the characters behaved? 

3. Think about Ryan’s character.  How do you think he affected the lives of the main characters?  Do you 

think he should have had his own narrative? 

 

Activities: 

http://www.wendymass.com/pdf/Every-Soul-Educators-Guide.pdf  

http://www.eclipsechaser.com   

http://eclipse.gsfc.nasa.gov/eclipse.html 

1. Research eclipses.  Have students build a model of a solar eclipse. (Science; Standard 4; Benchmark 4) 

2. Design and build a model of an unusual of your own.  Think about what makes it unique.  Why would 

people enjoy using it?  (Visual Arts; Standard 6; Benchmark 3) 

3. Write a short story about receiving alien transmissions from space.  How did it come about?  What do you 

think aliens would have to say?  What would you have to say?  How would you feel?  (Writing; Standard 

1; Benchmark 1) 

 

Similar Books for Further Reading   

 Criss Cross by Lynne Rae Perkins 

 Stargirl by Jerry Spinelli 

 The Green Glass Sea by Ellen Klages 

 

Milagros: Girl From Away  

Milagros: Girl From Away. Medina, Meg; New York, Henry Holt and Company, 2008.  

 

Grade Level: grades 6-8  

 

ISBN 13 (hardback): 9780805082302  

ISBN 10 (hardback): 0805082301  

 

                                                                                      ©2008, used by permission of Henry Holt and Company 

Synopsis:  

Milagros de la Torre is torn from her family and home on the mythical and idyllic Caribbean island of Las Brisas 

after an attack by bandits from a neighboring island. With help from family—and a little magic—she ends up on a 

small island in Maine, where the 12-year-old must overcome loss and make a new home. 

General Review:  

Magical Realism infuses the bittersweet tale of Milagros, a difficult but intelligent girl whose classmates shun her, 

whose mother seems distant and whose father ran away to become a pirate. Just as her life improves, an attack 

http://www.wendymass.com/
http://www.wendymass.com/pdf/Every-Soul-Educators-Guide.pdf
http://www.eclipsechaser.com/
http://eclipse.gsfc.nasa.gov/eclipse.html


puts an end to peaceful island life, separates her from her mother and forces her to flee. Aided by mysterious sea 

creatures, she is briefly reunited with her father and later rescued by a Maine island family. She struggles to feel at 

home in this cold, strange place.    

Themes: Mothers and daughters; Magic; Rays (fishes); Islands--Maine; West Indies; Maine; Pirates   
Author information:  Meg Medina has written fiction for adults and children, including adult stories about the 

Latino experience. She has also taught writing to children. Milagros: Girl From Away is her first novel. She lives 

in Richmond, Virginia, with her family. 

Author's website:  http://www.megmedina.com 

Discussion Questions:   

 Why does Milagros play pranks on the other Las Brisas children? Do you think this was right? Do you 

sympathize with her reason, even if you disagree with it? 

 Is Miguel (Milagros's father) a bad person, or just misguided, or  misunderstood? Does he earn 

forgiveness? 

 Milagros finally decides: ―In the end, it was not the place that made any difference to a girl's happiness 

after all.‖ Is this true? Do you think it would be true for you? 

 What does Milagros mean by ―See yourself with your own eyes,‖ and how does she learn to do that? 

 Why does Diana dislike Milagros? Do you see any similarities between Diana's parents and Milagros's? 

 What is Magical Realism? 

 Is Rosa a good mother to Milagros? Why do the other islanders think she's not? 

Activities:  

1. Write your own ―message in a bottle.‖ What would you say in one sentence that might help or inspire a 

person who found your bottle washed up on a beach?  

2. Research famous festivals around the world. Pick one you would like to attend and create a mask or 

costume based on your research about it.   

3. Make a list of things you like to do in your home town (paste a photograph of your house, room or friends 

next to it if you like). Pretend you have been transported to a strange place (real or imaginary) to live with 

a new family and can take nothing but the clothes on your back. Now make a list of things to do in your 

new home. What would you miss the most? The least? What new things would you try? 

4. Read about famous pirates (from any era or place.) Based on your reading, what do you think Miguel's 

daily life would have been like as a real pirate?  

 

Similar Books for Further Reading  

 The Graveyard Book, by Neil Gaiman  

 The Unnameables, by Ellen Booraem  

 Island of the Blue Dolphins, by Scott O'Dell  

 

 

 

The Cabinet of Wonders 

The Cabinet of Wonders.  Rutkoski, Marie; Farrar Straus Giroux, New York, 2008.  

Grade Level:  6-8 

ISBN:  978-0-374-31036-4;  Cost $16.95 

Jacket Illustration by David Frankland.The Cabinet of Wonders © 2008 by Marie Rutkoski. Used 

with the permission of Farrar Straus Giroux, an imprint of Macmillan Children's Publishing Group 

Synopsis:   

12 year old Petra’s greatest desire is to help her amazingly talented father regain his eyesight, after his eyes were 

stolen from him by the unscrupulous prince!  Petra meets Neel, who thinks he can help Petra in her quest, but can 

she overlook some of the habits that he learned in a world much different from the one she came from?    



Review:     

This book might help readers look at those around themselves differently, and discover the ―magic‖ that is within 

their grasp if they are willing to partner with others in different walks of life.  A mixture of fantasy and history, 

this tale invites us to travel deep into the Cabinet of Wonders, making it possible to talk to a friendly, well-read 

mechanical spider, or maybe even help an eccentric countess with magical feats such as the invention of a original 

hue that has never been a part of the color spectrum before.  The theme of the importance of family echoes 

throughout the story, but perhaps not necessarily in the sense of a ―traditional‖ family.   

 

Themes: Magic -- Fiction; Princes -- Fiction; Romanies -- Fiction; Fantasy; Inventors -- Juvenile fiction. 

 

Author information:  http://www.marierutkoski.com/ 

Author Marie Rutkoski is a professor of English literature at Brooklyn College and lives in New York City.  A 

second book in The Kronos Chronicles Series, The Celestial Globe, is expected to be released in April 2010. 

 

Discussion Questions:  (Standard 3; Benchmark 3) 

1. Would you consider Astrophil to be Petra’s ―inner spider‖ or conscience?  What are some examples?  

2. What is the relationship between Dita and Petra?  Does Dita cramp Petra’s style?  How did Dita’s entry 

into the home affect Petra?   

3. How are families portrayed in this book?  How important were Neel’s and Petra’s families to them, and 

how did they demonstrate this?    

4. Sometimes adults overlook the ideas and capabilities of young people.  Discuss how Petra’s experiences 

affect her relationship with her father.  How does she gain power over her own life by the end? What can 

we learn from Petra and her actions?  

 

Activities:   

1. List the qualities of the main characters in this story:  Petra, Neel, Mikal Kronos, and Astrophil.  

Write/tell why these are important qualities to have. Standard 2, Benchmark 2 

2. Go to the library and find information about the Roma in Bohemia. What information about prejudice 

against these people did you find?  How does this information fit in with Neel’s story?  Standard 1, 

Benchmark 5 

3. Research Roma clothing, art, food and culture, some examples of which are provided in the book.  

Students may create some type of visual media demonstrating Roma clothing styles, transportation, 

writing and culture. Standard 1, Benchmark 5 

4. The clock built by Petra’s father is described on p. 114-115.  Draw a picture of your vision of  this 

amazing clock from the details provided in the book.  Or, how do you imagine that Iris looked?  Draw a 

picture of  Iris in action!  Standard 5, Bench mark 3 

 

Similar Books for Further Reading   

 Katherine Paterson, Jip, His Story 

 Bellairs, John, The House with a Clock in Its Walls  

 White, Ruth,  Belle Prater's Boy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.marierutkoski.com/


 

 

Keeping the Night Watch 

Keeping the Night Watch. Smith, Hope AnitaHenry Holt & Co., 2008 

Grade Level: 6-8 

ISBN & Cost: 978-0-8050-7202-0; $18.95 

                                                    ©2008, used by permission of Henry Holt and Company 

 

Synopsis:  

C. J.’s father has returned home after leaving his family behind. Since his father’s absence, C. J. has become the 

―man‖ of the family, and has taken on multiple responsibilities. Now that his father is back in the picture, C. J. is 

struggling with the overwhelming emotions of anger, his place in the family, and worries about how he should 

―be‖ with his father.  

 

General Review:  

This book dealt well with the many issues that children face when a parent leaves for a time and then suddenly 

returns.  The themes of family, courage, overcoming obstacles, and finally forgiveness are apparent in the many 

layers of this book.  Since the book is written in the poetic format, readers must read the poems not just for the 

story they tell, but for the deeper meanings they express.  The author did a beautiful job weaving the story with 

the many emotions that C.J. was facing.  Older readers would probably be better able to grasp the multiple 

meanings in the book.  

 

Themes:  Novels in verse. ; Family life -- Fiction. ; Fathers -- Fiction. ; African Americans -- Fiction. ; Families -

- Juvenile poetry. ; Fathers -- Juvenile poetry.   African Americans -- Juvenile poetry.    

 

Author Information: 

Biographical information can be found at the author’s website: http://hopeanitasmith.com/ 

 

Discussion Questions: (Standard 3, Benchmark 3) 

1. How does the author use allusion to help the reader gain a deeper meaning of C. J.’s story? 

2. As C.J. is experiencing the first family dinner after his father’s return, why does he describe his father’s 

words as ―plastic?‖ How does this connect to your life? 

3. How does the sister begin to connect to her father, and why is that so difficult for C. J.? 

4. At what point in the book can you see that the family is healing and coming together? 

 

Suggested Activities: 

Activity #1--What is Allusion?  Standard 2: Literature: Benchmark 1: The student uses literary concepts to 

interpret and respond to text. 2.1.5 identifies literary devices (e.g., foreshadowing, flashback, figurative 

language, irony, metaphor, tone/mood, and symbolism). 

When you read a story or a poem, the author often uses few words to represent a multitude of ideas. Allusion 

actually means ―reference,‖ so when you are reading a sentence or a phrase, the author may directly state one 

idea, but there may be references to other ideas. Common sources for allusions are references to another work of 

fiction, a film, a piece of art, or even a real event. In Keeping the Night Watch, the author uses allusions 

frequently to not only give you the reader a cohesive story, but to also help you search for a deeper meaning in the 

http://hopeanitasmith.com/


story.   For example, the author uses many allusions when describing the conversations taking place between 

family members as they are trying to reconnect after the father’s absence. 

Family Cooking Instructions 

 

Their conversation is sweet. 

Their words are light and airy 

like a just-baked cake. 

They sugarcoat it 

to cover up any flaws or imperfections. 

Try to hide the sunken part. 

They are so careful, 

each wearing their own apron 

to protect their clothed selves. 

And that's why, 

when I show up, 

metal-cold and steel-gray, 

they are not prepared. 

I slice through 

and we ooze out. 

That's when we see that 

we are not done in the middle. 

We need to bake a little longer. 

 

In this poem, the author is using a real event like cooking to create a deeper meaning to the family’s emotions and 

reactions to each other.  You will be given a strip that has an allusion written on it; follow the instructions to 

complete the task. 

1. Take the assigned allusion and read it to your group.  

2. On the back side of the strip, write what the phrase is referring to and what deeper meaning this represents 

in the novel. 

3. Explain the allusion to the class.  

 

Activity Suggestion #2--Writing from the Heart, Standard 1: Reading: The student reads and comprehends text 

across the curriculum, Benchmark 4: The student comprehends a variety of texts (narrative, expository, technical, 

and persuasive).  1.4.4 generates and responds logically to literal, inferential, evaluative, synthesizing, and critical 

thinking questions before, during, and after reading text.  *1.4.5▲uses information from the text to make 

inferences and draw conclusions. 

Over the next several class periods, you will respond to what you are reading in a variety of ways. After 

responding to the text, you will try your hand at writing a poem that has a personal connection to you.  

 

Double-Entry Journals 

To help guide you in your responses you will be using a double-entry journal. You will split your paper into two 

halves, either by drawing a line down the center or folding in half (hot-dog style). 

Day 1:  

In the first column, have students write a short excerpt from the text that they can identify as a text-to-world, text-

to-self, or text-to-text connection. You may want to talk to students about how to write from the text. For example 

they will need to use quotation marks, use ellipses when leaving out words from the sentences, put author’s last 

name and page number in parentheses at the end of the quote.  
 



In the second column, students will first need to identify the type of connection they are making. Then they will 

give a clear explanation about the connection. You could specify the length of the connection if you wanted to.  
 

Day 2:  

In the first column, have students write two prediction questions: one question should be about what will happen 

next in the story; the second question should be about how the story will end. 

In the second column, students will write their prediction responses.
 

Day 3: 

In the first column, students will write a short excerpt from the text that uses imagery. Students will need to be 

reminded to use proper punctuation and parenthetical documentation 

In the second column, students will write their emotional response to the imagery.
 

Day 4:  

In the first column, students will write an example of a use of symbolism in the text.  

In the second column, students will write what the phrase symbolizes and how the phrase is used to help them 

further understand the text. 

 

Activity Suggestion 3—Analysis of Many Layered Themes 

Standard 1: Reading: The student reads and comprehends text across the curriculum.  Benchmark 4: The student 

comprehends a variety of texts (narrative, expository, technical, and persuasive).  1.4.4 generates and responds logically to 

literal, inferential, evaluative, synthesizing, and critical thinking questions before, during, and after reading text.  

*1.4.5▲uses information from the text to make inferences and draw conclusions. 

 

Theme is often seen as the lesson learned by characters throughout the book. However, when reading a novel, you may 

come across multiple themes, and some of them are common among books.  For example, themes of bravery, friendship, 

trust, fairness, family, etc. can be found in many novels.  Keeping The Night Watch is no exception to the rule about 

multiple themes. In the following lesson, you will be analyzing how different themes are used in this book, and then 

discussing how the theme can be found in other novels.  

Below you will write responses for how these different themes can be found in the novel. You will use some of the 

author’s words to support your response. Look at the example provided for assistance. 

 

 

The Floating Circus 

The Floating Circus. Tracie Vaughn Zimmer; 

Bloomsbury USA Children's Books, 2008 

 

Grade Level: gr. 6-8 

 

ISBN & Cost: 978-1599901855, $15.99 

                                                                                     ©2008 Bloomsbury Children's Books 

 

Synopsis:  

When Owen’s orphanage puts him and his younger brother Zach on an orphan train to the West, Owen ditches the train 

and sets out on his own, figuring his brother has a better chance of being adopted by himself. Owen finds work on a circus 

boat, cleaning up after the animals. Just as he begins to build a sense of family with a freed slave named Solomon, a friend 

named Caleb and a baby elephant named Little Bet, disaster strikes, the boat is destroyed, and Owen must find a way to 

survive.  

 



General Review:   

This historical novel will enlighten readers about a little-studied aspect of American history, the circus ships that traveled 

up and down the Mississippi River during the middle of the 19
th
 Century. Zimmer gives readers plenty to consider and 

discuss, including social issues like slavery, child labor and animal cruelty. But these ―big ideas‖ are balanced out by a 

story that is fundamentally about one boy trying to survive on his own, which provides a human gateway into the larger 

issues. 

 

Themes:  

Abandoned children -- Juvenile fiction.; Circus -- Juvenile fiction. ; River boats -- Juvenile fiction. ; Free African 

Americans -- Juvenile fiction. ; Yellow fever. 

 

Author information:   

Something About the Author, vol. 169. 

 http://www.tracievaughnzimmer.com/  

 

Discussion Questions:  (Standard 3; Benchmark 3) 

1. Because of his injury, Owen decides to desert his little brother on the orphan train and strike out on his own. What 

motivated Owen to make this decision? Is it a good decision in terms of the consequences he faces in the book? If 

you were in his position, what would you decide? 

2.  Mendeley is a cruel elephant trainer, and in the end, pays for his cruelty with his life. How will Owen be different 

in training Little Bet? Compare and contrast the two training styles and discuss how one is better than the other. 

 

3. Owen considers himself lonely and friendless. Examine the relationships Owen has in the book—with Zach, with 

Solomon, with Caleb, with Little Bet. What can you tell about Owen’s character by the way he interacts with 

others? Would he make a good friend for you? 

4. The freaks earn a living by displaying their differences to others, yet when Owen sees them eating a meal 

together, he forgets their oddities and notes that they seem like a family. What allowed this change in perspective? 

Can you think of examples when there was more to a person or people than it seemed at first glance? 

 

Also, the author’s website includes discussion questions under the ―For Teachers‖ link: 

http://www.tracievaughnzimmer.com/TVZ/CIRCUS_files/floating_circus.pdf 

Activities:   

1. During the 1850s, most American children worked long days. Have students research the types of 

work children did during this period, and then write job descriptions for various positions. Have 

students discuss the pros and cons of various jobs. To extend this activity, bring a copy of Zimmer’s 

book Steady Hands: Poems About Work into the classroom. Ask students to browse the book for 

contemporary jobs they might like to have and compare and contrast these modern-day jobs with the 

options available to 19
th
-Century children. (Standard 5, Benchmark 3) 

2. Have students research the advent of child labor laws. Hold a debate as to whether labor laws were a 

good idea and whether they were stringent enough from the start. (Standard 2, Benchmark 2) 

3. Using a blank map of the United States, have students track Owen’s journey, labeling all the places 

named. Have them research an estimated number of miles he travels during the story. (Standard 3, 

Benchmark 4) 

4. Ask students to write a future chapter of the book. They might imagine him on Dan Rice’s circus 

boat, training and performing with Little Bet. Or they might catch up with Owen just as he finds 

Solomon and begins to set him free. Or maybe they see him visiting the spinster sisters and reuniting 

with his younger brother Zach. (Standard 8, Benchmark 2) 

5. In her Author’s Note, Zimmer recommends a visit to the Circus World Museum in Baraboo, 

Wisconsin. Have students research the museum using its website 

(http://circusworld.wisconsinhistory.org/) and plan a trip to the museum, including a budget and an 

itinerary. (Standard 3, Benchmark 1) 

 

 

http://www.tracievaughnzimmer.com/
http://www.tracievaughnzimmer.com/TVZ/CIRCUS_files/floating_circus.pdf
http://circusworld.wisconsinhistory.org/


The author’s website includes project ideas under the ―For Teachers‖ link:  

http://www.tracievaughnzimmer.com/TVZ/CIRCUS_files/floating_circus.pdf 

 

Similar Books for Further Reading   

 The Freedom of Jenny by Julie Burtinshaw 

 Nobody’s Boy by Jennifer Fleischner 

 Tomorrow, the River by Dianne E. Gray 

Come Morning by Leslie D. Guccione 

 Children of the Orphan Trains (nonfiction) by Holly Littlefield 

 Desperate Journey by Jim Murphy 

 Twenty-One Elephants and Still Standing by April Jones Prince 

http://www.tracievaughnzimmer.com/TVZ/CIRCUS_files/floating_circus.pdf

