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AL CAPONE DOES MY SHIRTS
by Gennifer Choldenko

Genre:  Historical fiction

Themes:  Family loyalty; taking responsibility for oneÕs actions; honesty is the best
policy; accepting differences; coping with disappointment

Suggested reading level:  Grades 5-8

Author information:  Gennifer Choldenko was born in Santa Monica, CA in 1957 and
loved horseback riding as a child.  She did graduate studies at the Rhode Island School of
Design and worked in advertising before discovering her gift for writing for young
people. She lives with her family in San Francisco.

Reading aloud:  Al Capone Does My Shirts would make a fine read-aloud. Narrator
Moose Flanagan's voice is conversational and engaging, and the unique setting is
intriguing.  Along with a cast of well-drawn characters, the story contains enough drama,
conflict, and humor to appeal to both girls and boys.  There is also a delightful surprise
ending.

Booktalk for adults:  ÒToday I moved to a twelve-acre rock covered with cement,
topped with bird turd and surrounded by water.Ó  So begins twelve-year-old Moose
FlanaganÕs story of his familyÕs coming to Alcatraz Island in 1935 so his father can work
at the prison there.  Although he misses his old hometown, Moose is a responsible lad
who adjusts to his new reality with a sense of humor.  His older sister Natalie has
undiagnosed symptoms of autism, and his mother is banking on NatalieÕs being admitted
to a special school in San Francisco, but when sheÕs not accepted, Mom turns to Moose to
look after Natalie in the afternoon while she teaches piano lessons. Bitterly disappointed
at not being free to play baseball after school on the mainland, Moose is, nevertheless,
kind and good toward Natalie, who can be stubborn and moody.  His greatest challenge
on the island, however, is Piper Williams, the stern wardenÕs pert and comely daughter,
who implicates Moose in a scheme to offer classmates the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity
to have convicts launder their clothes.  Moose also has family problems Ð DadÕs at work
almost all the time, MomÕs super anxious about Natalie, and money is always in short
supply.  Nevertheless, MooseÕs ingenuity somehow holds.  HeÕs steady, honest, and
insightful in narrating this engaging historical tale of family loyalty and serendipity.

Booktalk for kids:  How would you feel if your Dad took a job as a prison guard and
your family had to move to an isolated island with a bunch of dangerous criminals?
ThatÕs Moose FlanaganÕs situation.  He has to take a boat to get to school and instead of
playing baseball after school, his Mom now expects him to look after his older sister with
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special needs.  Find out what happens when the warden's cute but bossy daughter
involves Moose in a secret plan to sell classmates the chance to have their dirty clothes
washed by notorious prisoners like Al Capone.
Curriculum tie-ins:

History
Use the informative Author's Note at the end of the novel as a springboard for further
research by teams of students, who then can share their learning through oral reports to
the class.

Suggested research topics are:
• The history of San Francisco, including Alcatraz Island and the Golden Gate

Bridge
• What life was like during The Great Depression
• Biographies of Al Capone, Machine Gun Kelly, Roy Gardner, and Bonnie and

Clyde

Creative Writing
Each morning Moose asks Natalie: ÒThe sun get up okay this morning?Ó  Discuss the
meaning of MooseÕs question and have students write a response that Natalie might give,
including dialogue back and forth with Moose.  Then have the students look at the
question for themselves and write a personal response to it.

Science
Research the history, symptoms, and treatment of Autism. Which of NatalieÕs behaviors
give clues that she is autistic?   Brainstorm why Mrs. Flanagan would always give
NatalieÕs age as 10, when she was really 16.  How would a child like Natalie be treated
today?

If you loved this, you'll like:

Curtis, Christopher Paul. Bud, Not Buddy. Delacorte, 1999.
DiCamillo, Kate. The Tale of Despereaux. Candlewick, 2003.
Hiaasen, Carl. Hoot. Knopf, 2002.
Philbrick, Rodman. Freak the Mighty.  Scholastic, 1993.
Sachar, Louis. Holes. Farrar, 1998.

Other books by this author:

Notes from a Liar and Her Dog.  Delacorte, 1999.
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THE VOICE THAT CHALLENGED A NATION: MARIAN
ANDERSON AND THE STRUGGLE FOR EQUAL RIGHTS.

by Russell Freedman

Genre:  Biography

Suggested reading level:  Grades 4-8

Author information:  Russell Freedman is the award-winning author of 47 books.  He
grew up in San Francisco and worked as a reporter and editor for the Associated Press,
where he enjoyed doing research. As an author, he now focuses on topics that interest
him. He won the Newbery Medal in 1994 for Lincoln: a Photobiography, and a Newbery
Honor each for Eleanor Roosevelt: A Life of Discovery in 1994 and The Wright Brothers:
How They Invented the Airplane in 1992, and a Laura Ingalls Wilder Medal.  The Voice
that Challenged a Nation won the Robert F. Sibert Informational Book Award in 2005.

Russell Freedman now lives in New York City.

Reading aloud:  I suggest the first chapter of the book.

Booktalk for adults:  The Red Clover book, When Marian Sang (Ryan and Selznick)
provides an introduction to the deeper and elegant The Voice That Challenged a Nation:
Marian Anderson and the Struggle for Equal Rights, by Russell Freedman.  He opens
with the famous Lincoln Memorial Concert, an open air event attended by 75,000 people
on Easter Sunday, 1939.  As you know, Marian Anderson had been denied the right to
sing at Constitution hall by the Daughters of the American Revolution, and the concert at
the Memorial consequently became a significant event in civil rights history.  Having set
the stage, as it were, Freedman tells of MarianÕs childhood, her developing passion for
singing, her gift, and her family, particularly her close relationship with her mother.
Marian Anderson was a very private person, but she became, through the course of her
life, one of our most famous crusaders for civil rights.  Freedman has incorporated
carefully-chosen black and white photos, a discography, bibliography, footnotes, and
index.

Booktalk for kids:   Can you imagine waiting 20 years after a marriage proposal for your
sweetheart to say yes?  Orpheus Fisher fell in love with Marian Anderson when she was
still a high school student and proposed marriage, but she turned him down and went on
to build one of the most distinguished careers in 20th century musical history.  The great
conductor, Arturo Toscanini, said, ÒA voice like yours is heard once in a hundred years.Ó

Marian Anderson was born in 1897 in Philadelphia, and early on she knew she loved to
sing. But from the beginning she knew that to achieve the kind of greatness she deserved,



6

she faced racial prejudice. So she inadvertently became a crusader for civil rights,
opening doors that had formerly been closed to black Americans.  Even with the support
of First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, though, Anderson was denied permission to sing at
Constitution Hall by the Daughters of the American Revolution, which ran the hall.  So in
her most famous concert, Marian sang for free on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, and
she made both civil rights and musical history.

And what of Orpheus Fisher? Finally, in 1943, the two were married. Marian received the
Presidential Medal of Freedom, a Congressional Gold Medal, and sang her farewell
concert in 1965 at Carnegie Hall.  Still, she continued to sing, and when she died at 96, it
was one day short of the 54th anniversary of the Easter concert.  Another great singer,
Jessye Norman, said, "If the planet Earth could sing, I think it would sound like Marian
Anderson."

Curriculum tie-ins:

Writing and social studies
Marian married her husband only after 20 years of courtship.  He was persistent!
Interview other older people in your family and community to discover stories of how
they met and how long it took them to get married.

Language Arts
Look at When Marian Sang (Ryan) and compare the two stories.  What do you learn in
one that you donÕt learn in the other?

History and social studies
There were some people in MarianÕs life who made a huge difference. Read FreedmanÕs
biographies of Eleanor Roosevelt and Franklin Delano Roosevelt, and locate other
biographies of people mentioned in the book. Develop a chart or a timeline with points
showing the connections among these leaders.

Music
Interview the music teacher in your school or do research on your own about other great
singers of both opera and spirituals.  What is the history of American spirituals?  Listen
to some of them and to Marian Anderson.

Writing and social studies
If you were going to write a biography of a famous person, living or dead, who would
you choose and why? Discuss your ideas with a partner and list five things youÕd like to
find out about the person youÕre interested in.

If you loved this, you’ll like:

Anderson, M. T. Strange Mr. Satie.  Viking, 2003.
Bridges, Ruby. Through My Eyes.  Scholastic, 1999.
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McWhorter, Diane. A Dream of Freedom.  Scholastic, 2004.
Orgill, Doris. Mahalia: A Life in Gospel Music. Candlewick, 2002.

Partridge, Elizabeth. This Land Was Made For You and Me: The Life and Songs
of Woody Guthrie. Viking, 2002.

Pinkney, Andrea Davis. Ella Fitzgerald: The Tale of a Vocal Virtuoso. Jump At
The Sun, 2002.

Raschka, Chris. Charlie Parker Played Bebop. Scholastic, 1992.

Other books by Russell Freedman:

Babe Didrikson Zaharias. Clarion, 1999.
Children of the Wild West. Clarion, 1983.
Eleanor Roosevelt: A Life of Discovery.  Clarion, 1993.
Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Clarion, 1990.
Lincoln, a Photobiography  (Newbery Award winner). Clarion, 1989.
The Life and Death of Crazy Horse. Holiday House, 1996.
The Wright Brothers: How They Invented the Airplane. Holiday House, 1991.
And many others.
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A HOUSE OF TAILORS
by Patricia Reilly Giff

Genre:  Historical fiction

Author/Book website:  www.randomhouse.com/features/patriciareillygiff/index.htm

Themes:  Mid-19th century German immigrant experience, coming of age, self-reliance,
family relationships, determination, family history, creativity

Suggested reading level:  Grade 5 and up

Author information:  Patricia Reilly Giff has been awarded the Newbery Honor twice
for her novels Pictures of Hollis Woods and LilyÕs Crossing.  She is the author of more
than 60 books for children and young adults, including several that have been chosen as
ALA Notable Books and ALA Best Books for Young Adults.  Ms. Giff lives in
Connecticut.

Reading aloud:  Patricia Reilly Giff has said, ÒI want [children] to make the connection
that writing is talking on paper.Ó  A House of Tailors has a cadence and rhythm just right
for reading aloud.  13-year-old DinaÕs story is filled with vivid descriptions, touching
moments, and harrowing escapes.  DinaÕs clear voice will carry listeners along as she
escapes from Germany, comes to America, and realizes that she has exchanged one house
of tailors for another.

Booktalk for adults:  Patricia Reilly Giff writes in the Afterword to A House of Tailors
that Dina is based on her own great-grandmotherÕs life.  In this novel, Giff has written
both a tribute to her ancestor and a family history for her children.  She has also brought
to vibrant life the Brooklyn of 1870, complete with the ever-present threat of smallpox,
the day-in, day-out struggle to make ends meet, and the simple joy of sharing an ice
cream with a friend on a hot summerÕs day.

Spunky 13-year-old Dina Kirk hates sewing.  Yet she is trapped in her widowed motherÕs
business, Frau Kirk and Daughters Ð Tailors.  The year is 1870 and the place is Breisach,
Germany, where war rages between the Germans and the French.  Dina longs to go to
America instead of her older sister, Katharina Ð an impossible dream until an impulsive
act places Dina in danger of imprisonment.  Until now the war has been merely an
inconvenience to Dina and her French friend, Elise, who lives across the river.  They
enjoy trading patterns with each other, and Dina continues to sneak out of the house and
row across the river to meet her.  One night, she is caught by German soldiers and
accused of being a spy.  She manages to escape, but it quickly becomes clear that her
only hope is to take her sisterÕs place in America.
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Distraught at the thought of leaving her beloved family, Dina is heartened by her belief
that her sewing days are over.  After a rough voyage, Dina thought ÒÉOf the needles that
had stabbed my fingers every day since I was four, the hours in front of that sewing
machine, running up seams, turning collars, binding blankets and sheets.  No more!  I
would never sew again.Ó  Her jubilation begins to ebb, though, as her uncle leads her
through the teeming streets of Brooklyn, New York, to the top floor apartment she will
share with him and his family.  The first thing she sees is the sewing machine in the
middle of the room.  With a sinking heart, Dina realizes that she has crossed the Atlantic
to another house of tailors.

Dina is determined to work hard, save her money, and eventually earn her passage back
to Germany.  What she cannot foresee is her growing affection for her uncleÕs wife and
daughter, her blossoming friendship with a fellow immigrant, Johann, and her own
recognition of her skill as a dress designer and milliner.

In this beautifully realized coming of age story, Dina grows from an impulsive child into
a young woman endowed with strength and bravery, qualities she needs during a
smallpox epidemic and a raging fire.  Her grit and determination are enhanced by her
creativity and intelligence, and her description of creating a special hat is delightful.
While never forgetting home and family in Germany, Dina carves out a place for herself
in her new country.  But like immigrants before and since, Dina laments, ÒWe would
always have a longing to go back, and a longing to stay.Ó

Booktalk for kids:  Sewing!  No one hates it more than Dina Kirk.  SheÕs been doing it
since she was a little girl of 4 in her familyÕs tailoring business in Germany.  More than
anything, she wants to go to America to live with her rich uncle and never have to sew
another thing.  When soldiers accuse her of being a spy, DinaÕs mother decides she must
be the one to go to America instead of her sister, Katharina.  Dina makes the voyage to
New York only to find that her uncle is not rich at all.  In fact, he and his family live in a
tenement and barely make ends meet with the money from his day job and the extra
sewing he brings home each night.  When she sees the sewing machine in the middle of
the room, Dina realizes that she has crossed the Atlantic Ocean to another house of
tailors.  She promises herself that she will work hard to earn enough money to pay for her
passage back to Germany.  In the meantime, she fights with her uncle, gets caught in the
closet of a very rich woman, and discovers some special talents all her own.  Just when
sheÕs been able to save a substantial amount of money, fire destroys everything the
family owns!  Will Dina ever be able to stop sewing and return home to Germany?

Curriculum tie-ins:

Creative Writing
Dina in America and her sister in Germany remain close to each other by writing letters.
Imagine that you are writing to a close friend or relative who has never been to America.
Write a letter that describes life in your town to someone who has never been there.
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After the fire, DinaÕs uncle muses that if she hadnÕt come to Brooklyn, Barbara and
Maria might have perished in the fire.  Write a Òwhat ifÓ paragraph. What would be the
result if you did or didnÕt do something, however small or insignificant?

Imagine that you are a journalist and write a front page story about the tenement fire for
your newspaper, headline and all.

Art
Draw the picture that would accompany your newspaper story of the fire.

Design and make your own hat.  Start with a pattern.  What materials and equipment will
you need?  What trimmings will you use?

Science
What is smallpox?  Where does it come from?  How is it transmitted?  What are the
symptoms?  Is there any treatment?  Prevention?  Who was Edward Jenner?   How does a
vaccination work?

History, Drama
Divide up into small groups.  Write and enact a skit form a scene in the book; for
example, DinaÕs voyage from Germany to America; tricking the Health Department
agents when Barbara and Maria come down with smallpox; or rescuing Barbara and
Maria from the blazing tenement fire.

Social Studies
Trace your family tree.  Where did your ancestors come from?  Interview your parents
and/or grandparents about their backgrounds.  Where they born in America or abroad?  If
they were born in another country, what were their immigrant experiences?

If you loved this, you’ll like:

Brown, Jackie.  Little Cricket.  Hyperion, 2004.
Conlon-McKenna, Marita.  Wildflower Girl.  Puffin Books, 1994.
Hesse, Karen.  Letters From Rifka.  Henry Holt, 1992.
Kadohata, Cynthia.  Kira-Kira .  Atheneum, 2004.
Marsden, Carolyn.  Silk Umbrellas.  Candlewick, 2004.

Other books by Patricia Reilly Giff:

LilyÕs Crossing.  Random House, 1999.
MaggieÕs Door.  Random House, 2003.
Nory RyanÕs Song.  Bantam Doubleday Dell, 2002.
Pictures of Hollis Woods.  Random House, 2004.
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GODLESS
by Pete Hautman

Genre:  Realistic fiction

Themes:  Religion, thinking for oneself, leadership

Suggested reading level:  Grade 7 and up

Author information:  Many of the questions that disturb Jason in this book are questions
that Hautman himself pondered as an adolescent. Raised as a Catholic, he had many long
discussions with his lawyer father about the nature of God. As with many of his novels,
the ideas in this book start from experiences in his life that he then transforms.  Hautman
grew up in Minnesota and attended the Minneapolis College of Arts and Design and the
University of Minnesota. He works on several novels at once, moving from one to
another when he gets stuck.  He lives in Minnesota and Wisconsin and enjoys the
outdoors. He won the 2004 National Book Award for Godless.

Reading aloud:  A section from the so-called sacred text of the new religion might
stimulate discussions about the nature of religious texts and their influence on their
believers.

Booktalk for adults:  This is a challenging and timely book that should appeal to young
readers who have questions about the ideas presented to them. Although religion is the
subject, the theme goes beyond that to the issue of independent thought and received
wisdom. Jason thinks for himself in a world where young people are often asked to
accept what parents, teachers and the media tell them. Thinking for oneself may be the
best path towards a true belief. My grand daughter informs me that she has a teacher who
says that without questions there can be no knowledge. Although on the surface this book
may seem irreverent, it is deeply concerned about moral issues and the implications of
individual actions and ideas.

Booktalk for kids:  When Jason is flattened by the school bully, he looks up and finds a
new God. Even more amazing is that the bully becomes a convert to JasonÕs religion with
unexpected consequences for everyone. This book is funny, serious and scary all at once
with some recognizable characters who provide surprises for themselves, their parents
and the reader.

Curriculum tie-ins:

Language Arts
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Develop a new political party, describing its goals and activities.

Write a movie script of the book, adapting and shortening it.

Science
Investigate the properties of water and its impact on different societies. Develop public
policies for its use.

Social Science
Study the history of a religion, looking at the major figures in its development.

Discuss how different groups might respond to a book like Godless.

If you loved this, you'll like:

Coville, Bruce & Jane Yolen.  Armageddon Summer.   Harcourt, 1999.
Haddix, Margaret Peterson.  Leaving Fishers.  S&S, 1997.
Lasky, Kathryn.  Memoirs of a Bookbat.  Harcourt, 1994.
Rylant, Cynthia.  A Fine White Dust.  Bradbury, 1986.

Other books by this author:

Hole in the Sky.  S&S, 2001.
Mr. Was.   S&S, 1996.
Stone Cold.  S&S, 1998.
Sweetblood.  S&S, 2003.
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THE TARANTULA SCIENTIST
by Sy Montgomery

Genre:  Nonfiction

Themes:   The power of scientific inquiry; amazing animal adaptations; testing scientific
hypotheses; do what you love, the spiders will follow.

Suggested reading level:  Grades 4-8

Author information:  When not at her home in New Hampshire, Sy Montgomery has
been chased by an angry silverback gorilla in Zaire and bitten by a vampire bat in Costa
Rica. She has worked in a pit crawling with 18,000 snakes in Manitoba and handled a
wild tarantula in French Guiana. She has been deftly undressed by an orangutan in
Borneo, hunted by a tiger in India, and swum with piranhas, electric eels and dolphins in
the Amazon.  The author of more than a dozen books, Montgomery, as you can see, takes
her research seriously.  Author website: http://www.authorwire.com

Plot summary:  Sam Marshall has a passion for tarantulas; he always has.  Since his
introduction to a spider at age thirteen, Marshall has loved learning about these eight-
legged kings of the forest floor.  As a professor of biology at OhioÕs Hiram College,
Marshall has pioneered scientific investigation of some of the 800+ tarantula species out
there.  Author Sy Montgomery and photographer Nic Bishop follow Marshall to the wilds
of French Guiana to learn more about these much-maligned, little-understood arachnids.
This book is as much about tarantulas as it is about how our fascinations can turn into
serious, lifelong study.

Reading aloud:  MontgomeryÕs writing is conversational, but it also includes a lot of
serious scientific information.  Sections of this book make for wonderful read-alouds: for
scientific inquiry, start with ÒLetÕs divide and search for holes with big hairy legs in
themÓ; for scientific method, ÒWhy would you want to shed your skin on a mat covered
with hair?Ó; for sheer exhilaration, ÒShe looks as if she might rush up SamÕs armÑmaybe
onto his face!  And if she does, will she bite him?  Would he die?Ó  However, using The
Tarantula Scientist as a sustained read-aloud would be difficult.

Booktalk for adults:  Any book that describes a tarantula by saying, ÒSheÕs a regular
eight-legged Martha Stewart!Ó had my vote for the list.  Here is another winning title in
the ÒScientists in the FieldÓ series by Houghton Mifflin.  By following arachnologist Sam
Marshall both in the field and in the lab, writer Sy Montgomery and photographer Nic
Bishop have created a fascinating story.  Because so little is known about tarantulas, the
reader learns not only about tarantulas, but also about the kind of scientific inquiry and
scientific method Marshall uses in discovering aspects of tarantula biology and behavior.
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Learning how Marshall discovered that some tarantulas use leg hairs as an early warning
system will fascinate readers as much as the news that tarantulas actually smell with their
feet!  The fantastic photography will attract some, repel others; but SamÕs love of his
study, his hard work, and MontgomeryÕs affection for her subject will keep avid readers
going.  One minor quibble is that beyond the basic introductory map of French Guiana,
thereÕs no other map reference for where all of this great fieldwork is taking place.  When
working with students, find a good map of French Guiana first.  But the wealth of
information, Sam MarshallÕs infectious attitude towards his work, and a great visual
layout will energize young scientists.  With over 700 species of spiders just in New York
and New England, thereÕs plenty of fieldwork to do close to home.

Booktalk for kids:  They come in small, medium, large, and even extra-large.  They are
available in a wide variety of colors.  And there are 850 different kinds!  Pick one up
todayÑif you dare.  ÒTheyÓ are tarantulas, and theyÕre amazing!  What other animal do
you know of that smells with its feet?  That hisses with its leg hairs?  That produces a
fiber that, by weight, is stronger than steel?  Join arachnologist (spider scientist) Sam
Marshall as he burrows into the tropical climate of French Guiana for these Òjaguars of
the forest floor.Ó

Curriculum tie-ins:

Geography
Investigate the physical geography of French Guiana.  Why do tarantulas thrive there?
Why donÕt they live here?

History
Montgomery writes that relatively little is known about tarantula biology and behavior.
Part of the reason for this may lie in French GuianaÕs own history.  How could the history
of the region have affected our lack of knowledge of many of its animal species?  Find
out what you can about the history of French Guiana to help you answer this question.

Science/math
Plan a plot analysis of different parts of the school grounds, including gardens.  Using the
principles of scientific method and scientific inquiry, what can be learned about different
areas of the outdoors around the school?  What new questions come about as the result of
the analysis?

Using a web as a graphic organizer, attempt to explain the interdependence of living
creatures in the tarantulaÕs habitat in French Guiana.

If you loved this, you’ll like:

George, Jean Craighead.  The Tarantula in My Purse.  HarperTrophy, 1997.
Greenaway, Theresa.  Big Book of Bugs.  DK, 2000.
Jackson, Donna.  The Bug Scientists.  Houghton Mifflin, 2004.
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Marshall, Sam.  Tarantulas and Other Arachnids.  Barrons, 2001.
Singer, Marilyn.  Tarantulas on the Brain. HarperCollins, 1982.
Tyson, Leigh Ann.  An Interview with Harry the Tarantula. Nat'l  Geographic, 2003.

Other books by this author:

The Man-Eating Tigers of Sundarbans.  Houghton, 2001.
The Snake Scientist.  Houghton, 2001.
Encantado: Pink Dolphin of the Amazon.  Houghton, 2002.
Search for the Golden Moon Bear.  Houghton, 2004.
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BOUND
by Donna Jo Napoli

Genre:  Historical fiction/fantasy

Suggested reading level:  Grades 5-9

Author information:   Donna Jo Napoli is both a linguist and a writer of fiction. She is
chairperson of the Linguistics Department at Swarthmore College, and has written books
for children of all ages, from picture books through young adult novels. Donna Jo has 5
grown children, some of whom are co-authoring books with her.  Usually she has several
pets, but right now all she has is one cat named Taxi. She loves to go outside and confuse
the neighbors by calling quite loudly, ÒTaxi.Ó
Website: www.donnajonapoli.com

Plot summary:  In this Chinese Cinderella variant, Xing Xing is left in the care of her
stepmother after her beloved father dies. The stepmother cares only about her own
daughter, and her daughterÕs chances of marrying well. To advance the daughterÕs
prospects, stepmother binds her feet, hoping to make her more attractive to potential
suitors. The foot binding is extremely painful, and Xing Xing labors long and hard to
bring her stepsister comfort and food. Although Xing Xing does get the prince at the end,
it is not as a weak beautiful maiden, but as a young woman who knows what she wants.

Reading aloud:   There are some harrowing scenes in this book that might be traumatic
for certain kids, so be sure of the maturity of the group before you try reading it aloud.
That said, it would be a powerful read-aloud, and one that invites great discussion
possibilities.

Booktalk for adults:   Xing Xing is bound to her stepmother and the stepmother's
daughter, bound to a life of servitude and poverty, and bound to be single forever since
she has no parent to arrange a marriage for her. But she has freedom of movement, and
takes solace in the poetry and calligraphy that her father had taught her. She also has
found a beautiful carp in a nearby pool which she suspects is the reincarnation of her
mother, and which gives her comfort and peace. Her stepsister, Wei Ping, on the other
hand, is bound in a far more cruel way: she has had her feet bound, at a much older age
than usual, because her father was opposed to foot binding, but her mother is now sure
that small feet will make her more attractive to potential suitors. Her feet are terribly
painful, and she cannot walk. After she loses toes-first to a raccoon, and then to her own
motherÕs cleaver, the feet become horribly infected. It is up to Xing Xing to go on a
journey of discovery to find the traveling medicine man, and to bring relief to Wei Ping.
And yes, later there is a party and a prince, but in a nice departure from the common
western versions of this story, the fairy godmother character is Xing XingÕs mother who
helps from beyond the grave when Xing Xing finds hidden a beautiful dress and golden
slippers which had belonged to her mother. The ending when the prince finds Xing Xing
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gives a slight nod to feminism by having the two engage in a witty and intelligent
conversation. Xing Xing does not automatically accept his offer of marriage, but rather
talks to him long enough to know that he is smart, enjoys word play, is kind and likes to
travel. She does not fall head over heels in love, but realizes that he is her best bet, and
that life Òis bound to be better with a companion who knows how to be tender, a
companion you may grow to cherish.Ó

Booktalk for kids:   In most Cinderella stories, the stepsisters are pampered and treated
royally by their mother and the Cinderella character. But in this book set centuries ago in
China, the stepsister, Wei Ping, actually suffers more than the Cinderella character, Xing
Xing. For even though Xing Xing is treated like a slave, she is free to go about as she
likes, and can visit her favorite fish in the pond, or walk in the woods.  Wei Ping,
however, cannot walk at all because her mother has bound her feet in the old Chinese
way, causing her great pain. But even that initial binding is not all she must endure- a pet
raccoon actually bites off a couple of toes, and her own mother finishes the job with a
cleaver. This is not a fairy tale filled with magic and princesses, but rather a beautifully
told story that does not ignore harsh realities.

Curriculum tie-ins:

Language arts
Compare and contrast the traditional western version of Cinderella by Perrault with this
novel. What elements are the same? What is different?

Almost every culture has its own variant of Cinderella. Find Cinderella tales from several
different countries and compare them.

Science/Social Studies
Napoli has placed this story in a very specific time period-the seventeenth century Ming
Dynasty in northern China. Have your students research this time in history. Is everything
in the book consistent with what they discover?

The practice of binding feet is both repulsive and fascinating to people today. Have
students research the history and origins of this practice. Are there any people in China
today with bound feet?

Storytelling
To reinforce studentsÕ knowledge of one of the classic fairy tales, have them learn the
story, ÒCinderella,Ó to tell to younger children

If you loved this, you’ll like:

Kindl, Patrice.  Goose Chase.  Houghton, 2001.
Levine, Gail Carson.  Ella Enchanted.  HarperCollins, 1997.
McKinley, Robin.  Beauty.  Haper & Row, 1978.
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Other books by this author:

Zel.  Dutton, 1996.
Sirena.  Scholastic, 1998.
Beast.  Atheneum, 2000.
Magic Circle.  Dutton, 1993.
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BECOMING NAOMI LEON
by Pam Munoz Ryan

Genre:  Realistic fiction

Themes:  Family dynamics, loyalty, courage, absent parent

Suggested reading level:  Grades 5-8

Author information:   Pam Mu–oz Ryan, who has written over twenty-five books for
young people, received her Bachelor's and Master's Degrees at San Diego State
University and now lives in San Diego County with her husband and four children.  Born
and raised in California, Pam is the oldest of three sisters and the oldest of twenty-three
cousins on her motherÕs side.  She grew up with many of her aunts and uncles and
grandparents nearby, and considers herself truly American because her cultural
background is an ethnic smorgasbord. She is Spanish, Mexican, Basque, Italian, and
Oklahoman.  She got hooked on reading and books when she retreated to the air
conditioned library during the hot summers.  After she graduated, she spent time as a
teacher and school administrator but when she wrote her first book, she finally found
what she really wanted to do.

Author/Book website:  http://www.pammunozryan.com/

Reading aloud:  A tense character and plot-driven novel, this would work well as a
classroom read aloud with plenty of topics for discussion.  The chapters are short, with
intriguing endings which will leave listeners wanting more.  Several chapters, particularly
those set in Mexico, can be read alone as part of a booktalk

Booktalk for adults:  This book tells an emotionally true story that works well for
discussion on many subjects.  Naomi and Owen, traumatized early in their lives (she was
four, he one) when their mother left them alone in a Mexican motel room during a storm
while she went shopping, have found security with Gram, their great-grandmother with
whom they were left seven years before.  Naomi suffered for two years with selective
mutism and still finds it difficult to speak above a whisper.  Owen, an extremely bright
2nd grader with some severe physical problems, needs to have strips of tape on his shirt to
face the day.  Despite her age, Gram has cared remarkably for the children, not only
feeding and clothing them, but managing to find expert help for their physical and
psychological problems.  Now, seven years after their abandonment, the mother appears,
having renamed herself Skyla, and tries to insinuate herself into their lives.  She buys
presents and gushes over Naomi, but virtually rejects the deformed Owen.  It soon
becomes clear that she and her new boyfriend have concocted a plan to take in his and
her daughters to qualify for state child care funds.  When she succumbs to her chronic
alcoholism and turns threatening, Gram and her Mexican neighbors hitch up their house
trailer and drive to Mexico to find the children's father in Oaxaca.  Though the subject is
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dark, there is much of joy and redemption in this book.  Naomi has a real talent for
carving, a tradition in her fatherÕs family.  Owen is bright and optimistic and, though his
doctors say heÕll be a FLK (funny looking kid) until heÕs grown enough to have a final
series of operations, he needs little prompting to enjoy what he has.  The atmosphere of
warmth and security both in GramÕs trailer park and the Mexican community gives
support to children whose young lives have been difficult but who seem destined to
survive.

Booktalk for kids:  Naomi keeps a list of Ôpossible momsÕ Ð 1)volunteer, 2) business
woman, 3) plant nursery owner Ð and daydreams about having the perfect mother visit
her school. When their real mother appears after seven years, Naomi and Owen are
confused.  They love Gram and feel safe living with her but theyÕve always wondered
how life would be with a mother.  She buys Naomi new clothes.  Owen gets a bicycle.
ItÕs scary for Naomi to think of leaving the life she knows to live with this stranger, but is
afraid that maybe she should.  And then, their mother shows them her unfriendly side.

Curriculum tie-ins:

Social Studies
Ties in with Mexican geography, customs, folk arts.

Art
Simple soap carving projects.

Language
Build vocabulary extending NaomiÕs list of splendid words.

If you loved this, you'll like:

Alvarez, Julia.  Before We Were Free.  Knopf, 2002.
Cameron, Ann.  Colibri. FSG, 2003.
Creech, Sharon. Walk Two Moons. HarperCollins, 1994.
DiCamillo, Kate. Because of Winn-Dixie. Candlewick, 2000.
Holt, Kimberly Willis.  When Zachary Beaver Came to Town.  Holt, 1999.
Martin, Ann.  Here Today.  Scholastic, 2004.  (also on the DCF list)
Paterson, Katherine.  The Great Gilly Hopkins. HarperCollins, 1978.

Other books by this author:

Esperanza Rising. Blue Sky Press, 2002.
Riding Freedom. Scholastic, 1995.
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SCIENCE VERSE
by Jon Scieszka, illustrated by Lane Smith

Genre:  Mostly poetry.

Themes:  Science and parody.

Suggested reading level:  Grades 3 and up.

Author information:  Molly Leach introduced her boyfriend Lane Smith to Jon
Scieszka.  They discovered a mutual admiration for everything from Monty Python to
MAD Magazine.  Comparing rejections, they noticed that whereas Jon's stories were
criticized for being too weird and too sophisticated, Lane's illustrations were too dark and
too sophisticated. Since 1989 this ultra sophisticated and prolific pair has been messing
around like kids. Sceiszka says he got the ideas for the kind of books he writes when he
was a teacher.  He likes to read "fairy tales, myths, legends, newspapers, mattress tags
and scraps of paper with writing."  When Lane was a kid, he lived for Halloween; his first
success was Halloween ABC, by Eve Merriam. As well as illustrating books for kids, he
does magazine and CD covers and creates paintings which sell for thousands of dollars.

Reading aloud:  This book begs to be listened to and read, sung and even performed.
Science Verse is wildly funny, unexpectedly informative, and as infectious as that tune
you can't get out of your head. And don't forget to play the CD.  The duo read their book
along with sound effects, proper acknowledgements and outtakes.

Booktalk for adults:  From its periodic table endpapers to the predator and prey
pyramids illustrating "Food Chain," it's clear that these wise guys really know their
territory. Science Verse is full of insider information, from Jon Scieszka's pre-med studies
in college to Lane Smith's adaptation of that 60s era graphic of man evolving through
various permutations from ape to homo sapiens.  Whether they're poking fingers into a
digestive track, extolling Darwin while dissing your mama, or jumping rope around the
states of matter, Scieszka and Smith are on solid scientific ground.

Not only does the duo have the science straight, but their facts are sardonically
juxtaposed with aptly chosen literature.  What genius to rephrase the chemical content of
a Nutrition Facts panel in the format of Lewis Carroll's nonsensical "Jabberwocky." Take
a look at their "Mini Ha Ha," subtitled (the Atomic Joke is on You): "From the shining
Big-Sea-Water/ To the trees near Gitche Gumee,/ Every thing is made of atoms, / Tiny
things you can not see./ Though I have just one small question./ (And I don't ask just to
blame them.)/ Scientists can't see these things, so/ How the heck then can they name
them?"  And who but this dynamic duo could illuminate the nature of light by posing its
riddle in the rhyme of Hey Diddle Diddle?

Science Verse comes with a CD of Scieszka and Smith reading its poetry, singing and
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goofing around.  They also cite all their sources (do they know we're listening?),
introduce their editor and recite a few poems she left on the cutting room floor.  Their
rapport sheds some light on why their names come together on the title page, without the
role assignments, "author" or "illustrator."  This is not to say that they don't have specific
talents, but to acknowledge, I think, how their creativity is interdependent.

The expressions Lane Smith gives our big-eyed companion on this journey through the
world of science range from horror through exasperation to wonder. The furrowed brow
of a mouse, half way up the food chain, speaks volumes. All these characters bounce and
writhe and float along in a wonderfully dark, mysterious, zany and energized multimedia
universe.  Fortunately, the book has the design talents of Molly Leach, too, who
surrounded the text's creamy font with expanses of bold colors, so that the illustrations
and text remain visually balanced and easy to read.

Science Verse is a worthy addition to an impressive body of work. Scieszka and Smith
honor the intelligence and curiosity of children, but perhaps what keeps their work fresh
is their knowledge of the exact location of a kid's funnybone.

Booktalk for kids:  You're bored.  It's science class again.  That period right after lunch
when all you want to do is nap.  Your teacher's face gets wobbly, the chatter of
classmates blurs into........  song! dance! Hey, what are the words to that jump rope chant
again? Why Mother Goose, you're all mixed up!  If this is science class, I must be
dreaming............Uh oh.

Curriculum tie-ins:

Science
Before reading or listening to the book, ask students to use dictionaries or encyclopedias
to look up topics covered in Science Verse:  evolution, the water cycle, the digestive
system, etc.  Share findings as a group, and then read the book.  After each piece, ask for
a brief recap of some of the science facts woven into the verse.

Language Arts/Art
Jon Scieszka has written books which were not illustrated by Lane Smith, and Lane
Smith has illustrated books written either by himself or others. Ask kids to compare and
contrast their reactions to, for example, The Book that Jack Wrote (illustrated by Daniel
Adel) and Hooray for Diffendoofer Day (written by Dr. Seuss).

Art
Lane Smith says he loves texture and grunge.  He creates his murky oil paintings and
collages by carefully layering paint, drawing, more paint, photographs and prints.
Encourage students to participate in this process.  Ask them to paint or draw a picture
they imagined while listening to the CD of Science Verse.  Cut out major elements from
both their own drawing and magazines.  Arrange them together in a collage, adding a top
layer of more color enhanced by some rubber stamp images.
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If you loved this book you'll like:

Other parodies for kids:
Davis, David.  The Trucker's Night Before Christmas.  Pelican, 1999.
Glazer, Tom.  On Top of Spaghetti.  Doubleday, 1982.
Katz, Alan.  I'm Still Here in the Bathtub: Brand New Silly Dilly Songs.

Scholastic, 2004.
Katz, Alan.  Take Me Out of the Bathtub and Other Silly Dilly Songs.  McElderry,

2001.
Livingston, Myra Cohn.  Speak Roughly to Your Little Boy, a Collection of

Parodies and  Burlesques........Chosen and Annotated for Young People.
Harcourt, 1971.

Tang, Gregory.  The Grapes of Math.  Scholastic, 2001.

Mother Goose and fairytale spin-offs:
Dahl, Roald.  Rhyme Stew.  Viking, 1990.
Greenberg, David T.  Whatever Happened to Humpty Dumpty? and Other
Surprising Sequels to Mother Goose.  Little Brown, 1999.
Sierra, Judy.  Monster Goose.  Harcourt, 2001.

Other books by this author/illustrator pair:

Baloney, Henry P.  Viking, 2001.
The Frog Prince Continued.  Viking, 1991.
Math Curse.  Viking, 1995.
Squids Will Be Squids.  Viking, 1998.
The Stinky Cheese Man. Viking, 1992.
The Time Warp Trio [series].  Viking, various since 1991.
The True Story of the Three Little Pigs.  Viking, 1989.
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CHU JU’S HOUSE
by Gloria Whelan

Genre:  Multicultural fiction

Themes:  Family; finding home; self-reliance; courage; discovering oneÕs inner strengths
and resources; making mistakes and redeeming oneself; making sacrifices; the
satisfaction of fulfilling promises and pledges; persisting in difficult tasks

Suggested reading level:  Ages 10-14; grades 5 up

Author information:  Gloria Whelan lives and writes in the woods of northern Michigan
in a cabin on small Oxbow Lake, a mile away from her nearest neighbor. She has written
more than two dozen books for children and won scores of awards for her writing,
including the 2000 National Book Award for Homeless Bird.

Plot summary:  Chu JuÕs House, a novel set in modern-day rural China, follows the
journey of a fourteen-year-old girl who runs away from home in order to save her baby
sister from being given up for adoption. On her journey, she meets a variety of people,
some helpful and some not, and holds a variety of jobs, from fishing to tending
silkworms at a factory. As each step takes her farther from home and family, Chu Ju
explores what those words really mean to her.

Reading aloud:  Chu JuÕs House is an excellent read-aloud. Although the premise is
based on political realities (the law requiring Chinese families to have only two children,
and the Chinese preference for sons), the book always feels immediate and personal,
viewed through Chu JuÕs eyes and told from her heart. The author has a deft hand with
description; each detail of the fascinating setting is carefully chosen, bright and vivid.
Chu JuÕs journeyÑwith its attendant dilemmas and difficult choicesÑprovides plenty of
rich discussion opportunities for students and teachers.

Booktalk for adults:   ÒSend us a boy to care for us in our old age and not another girl.Ó
Ouch! Fourteen-year-old Chu Ju feels the sting of her grandmother Nei NeiÕs prayer. Chu
JuÕs family is expecting a second child, and in Communist China, only boys matter. They
carry on the family name, inherit property, and can bring wealth and honor to their
families. Girls must marry and leave home forever to serve their husbandsÕ families. To
make matters worse, families are only allowed to have two children unless they are rich
and can pay a special fee for a third child Ð one more chance at having a boy. Chu JuÕs
family is not rich. So when Chu JuÕs mother gives birth to a second little girl, the familyÕs
hopes for the future are dashed. While Chu Ju has a tender relationship with her parents
and her grandfather, Nei Nei is a constant harsh critic and rules the house. She decides
the family must give the new baby up for adoption, leaving a ÒspotÓ open for another
attempt at a boy. Chu Ju loves the baby and names her Hua, blossom. When it becomes
clear that Nei Nei wonÕt change her mind, Chu Ju decides to protect the baby by running
away and creating a spot for a new child. Thus begins her journey, and her new life.
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Chu Ju plans to run away to a city and get factory work making silk flowers. But her path
is beset with dangers; she must hide her identity so that no one will report her to the
authorities as a runaway and return her home. On her journey, she encounters people both
friendly and dangerous, and finds a variety of work: on a fishing boat, in a silk factory,
and finally in a small rice paddy with a kind woman whose son leaves to make his
fortune in the big city. Chu Ju canÕt bring herself to leave Han Na alone to manage her
rice paddy farm, and the two become like family. When Han NaÕs son is arrested in
Shanghai, Chu Ju again finds herself on a journey fraught with risks, and with decisions
to make about her own future. Gloria WhelanÕs lovely, clear prose brings the rural
Chinese landscape vividly to life through the adventures of a most engaging character
who faces difficult decisions with courage and grace. Children living in the U.S. today
will be astonished that this book, while set far away, does not take place Òlong ago,Ó but
in modern times.

Booktalk for kids:  What if your grandmother wanted to sell your new baby sister to an
orphanage? What if you really, really loved your baby sister, and you could protect her
by running away? This is what happens when fourteen-year-old Chu JuÕs family has a
new baby girl. The government has a rule against more than two children in each family,
so the familyÕs hopes for a boy are shattered. Chu JuÕs grandmother wants to give up the
baby, but Chu Ju makes other plans. If she leaves home, she reasons, she will leave an
opening in the family for another baby Ð maybe, this time, a boy. Chu Ju sets out
intending to work in the big city of Shanghai, but along the way, she gets sidetracked by
unexpected adventures and dangers.  Finally, she must decide what the words home and
family really mean to her.

Curriculum tie-ins: 

Language Arts
Have students imagine what Chu JuÕs life might have been like if she had made different
choices Ð if she had stayed at home, for instance, or made it to Shanghai right away Ð or
if she had made a different decision at the end of the book. Another story or poem might
be made out of thinking about Chu JuÕs sister as a teenager, or what Han Na was like as a
girl.

Geography
 Map out Chu JuÕs journey from a rural Chinese village to Shanghai. A little research on
the river route might yield interesting results. Also, try to find a similar route in the U.S.
How would a Vermont child get to New York City, and what would he or she face along
the way?

Math
Figure out how much silk could be made in a year from the cycles of silkworm tending
and silk gathering that Chu Ju describes, and how many families her rice paddy yield
could feed in a year. Look at the population of China, and figure out how it changes in a
generation when families have two children, three children, and four children. (Great
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lead-in to discussion about population!)

Social Studies/History
Explore how childrenÕs lives in rural China are different from and similar to the lives of
children in the U.S. today. Learn about ChinaÕs history and its current changing social
policies. Talk about population issues and government interventions; are they ever fair?
Find out about Gloria WhelanÕs research: how accurate is this depiction of a world and
customs so far away? How did she do her research? Did she travel to China, read about it,
talk to people? How can readers know how much of a fictional story accurately reflects
the culture they are reading about?

Food for discussion:
• This story takes place far away and seemingly long ago for young American

readers. What makes Chu Ju a heroine we care about and can relate to?
• Do you think Chu JuÕs decision to run away was brave or cowardly? What might

you have done in her situation?
• If you were the leader of a country where food was scarce and population was

high, how would you try to solve the problem? Is it fair for a government to tell
people how many children they can have?

• This book is set in 2001. What makes this story feel longer ago than that?
• The author describes the silk-making process and work in a rice paddy in detail.

Were you surprised to find out how these products are made/grown? Can you
think of other products youÕd like to find out about?  For instance, a pair of blue
jeans?

• What makes a family: blood ties? strong emotional bonds? something else? Did
you agree with Chu JuÕs decision at the end of the book, in terms of her family? If
you were writing a sequel to this book, what would you have happen?

If you loved this, you'll like:

D'Adamo, Francesco.  Iqbal.  Atheneum, 2003.
Howard, Ellen.  The Gate in the Wall.  Atheneum, 1999.
Marsden, Carolyn.   Silk Umbrellas.  Candlewick, 2004.
Paterson, Katherine.  Lyddie.  Dutton, 1991.
Paterson, Katherine. The Same Stuff as Stars.  Clarion, 2002.
Yep, Laurence.  Dragonwings.  Harper & Row, 1975.

Other books by this author:

Angel on the Square.  HarperCollins, 2001.
Goodbye, Vietnam.  Knopf, 1992.
Homeless Bird.  HarperCollins, 2000.
The Impossible Journey.  HarperCollins, 2003.


