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CCSS-aligned Guided Reading Lesson Plan 
This lesson plan is designed to be used over a period of time. It can be divided into parts to fit teachers’ schedules. Parts 2 
and 3 can be done independently by students.

Part 1 is a discussion designed to encourage students, especially those who feel they’re “not good artists” or 
who haven’t had much experience drawing cartoons or comics.

Part 2 is addressed to students. It goes through the skills in the book and suggests that children practice them. 
Sections can be assigned for as much time as is required or convenient, or students can work at their own pace.

In the third part, students will make their own comics, starting with a four-panel strip 
and working up to a full comic whose length and subject matter they will choose.

The book develops skills from simple to more complex: 

Children in grades K-1 can focus on pages 6-13 (doodling, basic shapes, making 
marks and patterns, drawing faces, giving characters emotions, drawing profiles). 

Children in grades 2-3 should do all of those activities and then investigate pages 14-
22 (using the ABCs, using clothes and props, drawing bodies, and drawing animals).

Students in grades 4 and up should do all of the previous activities and then move on to pages 23-41 (comics 
language, making characters cute or menacing, props, scale and setting, perspective, point of view, balloons 
and lettering, pages and panels, choosing a setting, using prompts, making a four-panel strip, and finding their 
own voice). Of course, high school and college students and adults can use this book, too!

These ideas are not set in stone. If a first-grader wants to work on animals, or if a second- or third-grader wants to try out 
balloons and lettering, by all means allow him or her to do so. The complexity of what children can do is very individual. Often 

they can understand and accomplish more than you might imagine.

Everyone should do Part 1, either with the teacher or independently, depending on his or her age 
and ability to understand.

The numbers in the left-hand column refer to the ELA Common Core State Standards being 
addressed.  The Standards are listed by grade level at the end of this document.

Comics:  
Easy as ABC!
by Ivan Brunetti
A TOON Graphic 
Grades K-5
Lexile level=TBD
ISBN= 978-1-943145-44-7 (hardcover)
ISBN= 978-1-943145-39-3 (paperback)

Richard Kutner, New York, NY. 
Richard Kutner is the head of the TOON 
Educational Team. He is a translator of both prose 
and graphic literature with a forty-year background 
in education. He holds degrees from New York 
University and Yale, and was the 2014 recipient of a 
Hemingway Grant for his work with TOON.

p a g e   2 0  -  C O M I C S  |  E a s y  a s  A B C !

ANIMALS

Look at real animals
and draw them: it will
fuel your imagination!

Animals are fun to draw. Use
simple shapes for them as well.

“If your drawing of an
animal does not turn
out the way you like,

remember that the animal
probably wouldn’t draw
you very well, either.”
–LEMONY SNICKET,

author of a series of
unfortunate events

TOON_ABC_v43_fnl.indd   20 1/9/19   3:59 PM
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RI.K.5, RI.K.6 Look at the front and back covers of the book and at the title. What do they make you think 
about drawing comics?

Drawing comics is easy. People and things don’t have to look exactly the way they do in real 
life. You can use many different shapes to represent them. The book is going to be lively and fun 
to use. Many people make comics.

RI.K.1, RI.1.1, 
RI.1.7, RI.2.1, 
RI.3.1

Now look at Elise Gravel’s “ugly drawings” on the 
inside cover. What makes her drawings ugly? Are 
they funny, too? Does a drawing have to be 
beautiful? Why or why not?

Part 1

Besides, there’s more to art than drawing ...

This painting (One: Number 31, 1950), by 
Jackson Pollock, is worth millions of dollars 
and was created by dripping paint on a 
canvas lying on the floor. It’s in the Museum 
of Modern Art, in New York.

And look at this painting, by 
Yves Klein.

Some children say they don’t like to draw because 
they’re not good at it. But even art that is simple 
or what some people might call “ugly” can be 
meaningful and important--and even beautiful! You 
don’t have to draw things exactly the way they look 
in real life to make a great cartoon or comic. Look at 
this drawing by a famous artist, Joan Miró. 
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RI.K.6, RI.K.8, 
RI.1.7, RI.1.8

Ivan Brunetti says that doodling is the first step in 
cartooning. You should do it a lot. Just be careful of 
when and where you doodle! Use some of 
Brunetti’s basic shapes, on page 6. Make marks, 
connect dots, and use patterns. (See page 7.) Things 
don’t have to be complicated, unless you want to 
make them that way. 

RI.K.1, RI.K.7, 
RI.1.1, RI.I.7, 
RI.3.1

On pages 9 and 10, Ivan shows you how to draw faces and how to use simple 
shapes to vary them. On page 11, he gives you hints at how to change the 
eyebrows, eyes, and mouth to show different emotions. Make some of your own 
faces showing some of these emotions. Are there other emotions you can show?

RI.K.1, RI.K.4, 
RI.K.7, RI.1.1, 
RI.1.4, RI.1.7

Now try drawing some profiles (pages 12-13). We get a different feeling when we 
view a face from the side.

RI.2.5, RI.2.6 Pages 14 and 15: Can you make a drawing of a person or animal for every capital 
and small letter in the alphabet? Give it a try. 

RI.2.2, RI.2.4, 
RI.2.6

Time to try some bodies, to see how much more they can tell us about the 
characters’ personalities. Practice some, using Ivan’s ideas on pages 16-19.

RI.2.2, RI.2.5, 
RI.2.6, RI.2.7 Animals are fun to draw, too, and you can make them with 

simple shapes. Look at pages 20-21, especially at the elephant 
on p. 20. And be sure to take Ivan’s advice and look at real 
animals. You’ll learn how their bodies are organized, and 
they’ll help your imagination to grow.

RI.3.4, RI.3.7, 
RI.3.8

Study the comics language on page 23. You can use lines, symbols, stars, tears, 
bursts, and emanata to express different things. The word “emanata” comes from the 
word “emanate,” which means to spread out from.

RI.3.7, RI.3.8 Page 24 has some good ideas to give your character personality. Try to draw some 
cute or menacing characters. Or friendly, timid, or excited ones.

Part 2
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RI.4.4, RI.4.7, RI.5.4, 
RI.6.4, RI.6.5, RI.6.7, 
RI.7.4

C O M I C S  |  E a s y  a s  A B C !  -    p a g e   2 5

PROPS
Props are the objects that help you set 
the scene-just like in the theater.

Draw everything you see around you, 
to understand it better. Then use 
your notes, your imagination - and 
your memory!

TOON_ABC_v43_fnl.indd   25 1/9/19   4:00 PM

Props: You might think that props--objects that help you set 
the scene--are hard to draw, but Ivan shows you how to 
create them with simple shapes on page 25. Make some of 
your own. Keep a notebook of drawings of props that you 
can refer to when you want to use one in a cartoon or comic.

RI.4.4, RI.4.7, RI.4.8, 
RI.5.4, RI.5.8, RI.6.1, 
RI.6.4, RI.6.5, RI.6.7, 
RI.7.2, RI.7.4, RI.7.5

On page 26, you’ll learn how to keep people’s heads and bodies in proportion and how 
to create setting (where something happens) with a few details.

RI 4.1, RI.4.4, RI.4.7, 
RI.4.8, RI.5.1, RI.5.4, 
RI.5.6, RI.5.8, RI.6.1, 
RI.6.2, RI.6.4, RI.6.5, 
RI.6.6, RI.6.7, RI.7.1, 
RI.7.2, RI.7.4, RI.7.5, 
RI.8.2, RI.8.4

Read page 27 to learn about perspective, which is 
creating the illusion of depth on paper. Practice some 
one- and two-point perspective. Then try Ivan’s way of 
showing space on page 28.

RI.4.1, RI.4.4, RI.4.7, 
RI.5.1, RI.5.4, RI.5.7, 
RI.6.1, RI.6.2, RI.6.4, 
RI.6.5.RI.6.6, RI.6.7, 
RI.7.1, RI.7.2, RI.7.4, 
RI.7.5, RI.8.3, RI.8.

Page 29: Do you always have to show the whole setting? 
Think about how to use long shots, medium shots, and close-ups in your story. 
Why would you choose one over the others? 

RI.4.1, RI.4.2, RI.4.4, 
RI.4.7, RI.4.8, RI.5.1, 
RI.5.2, RI. 5.4, RI. 5.8, 
RI.6.1, RI.6.2, RI.6.4, 
RI.6.5, RI.6.6, RI.6.7, 
RI.7.1, RI.7.2, RI.7.4, 
RI.7.5, RI.8.3, RI.8.4
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With comics, you need to show 
only enough of the setting for 
the reader to understand where 
the story takes place. There are 
many ways to do this.

In the first 
panel of 
Brunetti's 
Wordplay, 
we see Anne-
Marie and 
her friends 
lined up in 
a classroom. 
The artist's 
decision to 
keep the 
lines of the 
tables parallel 
makes this 
"long shot" 
easy to read.

PERSPECTIVE AND 
COMICS

1. Show your characters next to and 
above each other.

2. Use two-point perspective. Figures in 
the background will be smaller.

3. Cartoonist Ivan Brunetti came up with 
his own way of representing space.

TOON_ABC_v43_fnl.indd   28 1/9/19   4:00 PM
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POINT OF VIEW
Depending on where you place the point of view (called the eye level,) a scene can be 
seen from below (worm's eye) or above (bird's eye.)

LONG SHOT - MEDIUM SHOT - CLOSE-UP

After the long 
shot, much of 
the comics story 
can be told 
with "medium 
shots," as in this 
next page of 
Wordplay.
The cartoonist 
no longer needs 
to show the 
whole scene. 

A long shot (left) sets the scene. Close-
ups (above) are a good way to bring 
attention to the character's emotions.

WORM'S EYE BIRD'S EYE ANOTHER BIRD'S EYE

TOON_ABC_v43_fnl.indd   29 1/9/19   4:00 PM
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BALLOONS & LETTERING

Make sure to follow these 
RULES for the balloons:

Balloons tell us what the character says or thinks. 

The SHAPE of the balloon and the size of the 
lettering tell us HOW to read the words.

Place the balloons first, to 
make sure they'll fit.

TRY IT!

TOON_ABC_v43_fnl.indd   30 1/9/19   4:00 PM
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BALLOONS & LETTERING

Make sure to follow these 
RULES for the balloons:

Balloons tell us what the character says or thinks. 

The SHAPE of the balloon and the size of the 
lettering tell us HOW to read the words.

Place the balloons first, to 
make sure they'll fit.

TRY IT!
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Time for balloons and lettering. Draw a character 
or group of characters talking 
and try to express their 
feelings with different kinds 
of balloons and lettering. Use 
some sound effects, too.
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Now that you’ve been practicing, it’s time to work on your own comic:

Think about where it’s going to take place. Choose a setting (page 34).

  

Should you draw first or write your story first? On page 35, Ivan says, “You can start with either, but think about 
what you’ll be drawing. Try to show the characters somewhere, doing something. It’s always good to let pictures 
suggest other pictures and tell the story.” So make a plan, either in words or pictures.

Think about how you will organize your story into panels on a 
page or pages. Ivan has very good advice on pages 32-33. Do you 
want to use a spread to make a big, dramatic drawing? Ivan has 
given you ideas for characters, settings, and props on pages 36-37. 

Before you create a long comic, try a four-panel one (pages 38-39). Make sure that your fourth panel is your 
punch line (page 32).

You’re all set! Have fun! Remember, practice makes perfect.

    

Part 3

p a g e   3 4  -  C O M I C S  |  E a s y  a s  A B C !

TELL YOUR STORY!
When searching for ideas, think about what you want to draw. 
Choosing a setting sometimes helps you think of a story. 

OUTDOORS

KITCHEN - INDOORS

BEDROOM

TOON_ABC_v43_fnl.indd   34 1/9/19   4:01 PM
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TELL YOUR STORY!
When searching for ideas, think about what you want to draw. 
Choosing a setting sometimes helps you think of a story. 

OUTDOORS

KITCHEN - INDOORS

BEDROOM

TOON_ABC_v43_fnl.indd   34 1/9/19   4:01 PM
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Wide scenes need 
wide panels.

Tall 
scenes 
need 
tall 

panels.

Two facing 
pages are called 

a SPREAD 
 and can 

be used to 
dramatic 
effect.

Give your 
characters 
enough room 
to breathe. 

SIMPLER
IS 
BETTER

–JAMES STURM,  
Co-author of  

adventures in cartooning

“Cartooning is about 
finding a rhythm."

By alec lONgSTreTh

TOON_ABC_v43_fnl.indd   33 1/9/19   4:01 PM
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Below are the ELA Common Core State Standards for Reading for Information addressed in this book by grade level.

Key Ideas and Details Craft and Structure Integration of Knowledge and Ideas

K CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.K.1
With prompting and support, ask 
and answer questions about key 
details in a text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.K.4
With prompting and support, ask and 
answer questions about unknown words 
in a text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.K.6
Name the author and illustrator of a text 
and define the role of each in presenting 
the ideas or information in a text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.K.7
With prompting and support, describe the 
relationship between illustrations and the text 
in which they appear (e.g., what person, place, 
thing, or idea in the text an illustration depicts).

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.K.8
With prompting and support, identify the 
reasons an author gives to support points in a 
text.

1 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.1.1
Ask and answer questions about 
key details in a text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.1.4
Ask and answer questions to help 
determine or clarify the meaning of 
words or phrases in a text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.1.7
Use the illustrations and details in a text to 
describe its key ideas.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.1.8
Identify the reasons an author gives to support 
points in a text.

2 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.2.2
Identify the main topic of a 
multiparagraph text as well as 
the focus of specific paragraphs 
within the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.2.4
Determine the meaning of words and 
phrases in a text relevant to a grade 2 
topic or subject area.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.2.5
Know and use various text features 
(e.g., captions, bold print, subheadings, 
glossaries, indexes, electronic menus, 
icons) to locate key facts o information 
in a text efficiently.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.2.6
Identify the main purpose of a text, 
including what the author wants to 
answer, explain, or describe.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.2.7
Explain how specific images (e.g., a diagram 
showing how a machine works) contribute to 
and clarify a text.

3 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.3.1
Ask and answer questions to 
demonstrate understanding of a 
text, referring explicitly to the text 
as the basis for the answers.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.3.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specific words 
and phrases in a text relevant to a grade 
3 topic or subject area.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.3.7
Use information gained from illustrations (e.g., 
maps, photographs) and the words in a text to 
demonstrate understanding of the text (e.g., 
where, when, why, and how key events occur).

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.3.8
Describe the logical connection between 
particular sentences and paragraphs in a text 
(e.g., comparison, cause/effect, first/second/
third in a sequence).

4 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.4.1
Refer to details and examples 
in a text when explaining what 
the text says explicitly and when 
drawing inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.4.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specific words 
or phrases in a text relevant to a grade 4 
topic or subject area.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.4.7
Interpret information presented visually, 
orally, or quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs, 
diagrams, time lines, animations, or interactive 
elements on Web pages) and explain how the 
information contributes to an understanding of 
the text in which it appears.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.4.8
Explain how an author uses reasons and 
evidence to support particular points in a text.
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Key Ideas and Details Craft and Structure Integration of Knowledge and Ideas

5 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.5.1
Quote accurately from a text 
when explaining what the text 
says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.5.2
Determine two or more main 
ideas of a text and explain how 
they are supported by key details; 
summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.5.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specific words 
and phrases in a text relevant to a grade 
5 topic or subject area.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.5.6
Analyze multiple accounts of the 
same event or topic, noting important 
similarities and differences in the point 
of view they represent.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.5.7
Draw on information from multiple print or 
digital sources, demonstrating the ability to 
locate an answer to a question quickly or to 
solve a problem efficiently.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.5.8
Explain how an author uses reasons and 
evidence to support particular points in a text, 
identifying which reasons and evidence support 
which point(s).

6 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.6.1
Cite textual evidence to support 
analysis of what the text says 
explicitly as well as inferences 
drawn from the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.6.2
Determine a central idea of a text 
and how it is conveyed through 
particular details; provide a 
summary of the text distinct from 
personal opinions or judgments.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.6.4
Determine the meaning of words 
and phrases as they are used in a text, 
including figurative, connotative, and 
technical meanings.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.6.5
Analyze how a particular sentence, 
paragraph, chapter, or section fits 
into the overall structure of a text and 
contributes to the development of the 
ideas.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.6.6
Determine an author’s point of view or 
purpose in a text and explain how it is 
conveyed in the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.6.7
Integrate information presented in different 
media or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively) 
as well as in words to develop a coherent 
understanding of a topic or issue.

7 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.7.1
Cite several pieces of textual 
evidence to support analysis of 
what the text says explicitly as 
well as inferences drawn from the 
text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.7.2
Determine two or more central 
ideas in a text and analyze their 
development over the course of 
the text; provide an objective 
summary of the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.7.4
Determine the meaning of words 
and phrases as they are used in a text, 
including figurative, connotative, and 
technical meanings; analyze the impact 
of a specific word choice on meaning 
and tone.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.7.5
Analyze the structure an author uses to 
organize a text, including how the major 
sections contribute to the whole and to 
the development of the ideas.

8 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.8.2
Determine a central idea of a text 
and analyze its development over 
the course of the text, including 
its relationship to supporting 
ideas; provide an objective 
summary of the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.8.3.
Analyze how a text makes 
connections among and 
distinctions between individuals, 
ideas, or events (e.g., through 
comparisons, analogies, or 
categories).

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.8.4
Determine the meaning of words 
and phrases as they are used in a text, 
including figurative, connotative, and 
technical meanings; analyze the impact 
of specific word choices on meaning and 
tone, including analogies or allusions to 
other texts.
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The Shark King
by R. Kikuo Johnson
ISBN: 978-1-935179-16-0 
Guided Reading Level = N 
Lexile Level = GN 150

by Alexa Rosselli, 
Editorial Assistant

K E Y  I D E A S  A N D  D E TA I L S

I N T E G R AT I O N  O F  K N O W L E D G E 

A N D  I D E A S

C R A F T  A N D  S T R U C T U R E

Where does this story take place? Who 
is the man who rescues Kalei? Why does 
Kalei want Nanaue to wear his father’s 
red cape? How does Nanaue escape from 
the angry villagers?

RL.2.1, 

RL.3.1

On page 12, the Shark King says, “Our 
son won’t be safe in this world. I’m going 
where I can protect him.”  What “world” 
is he talking about?  How does the Shark 
King help Nanaue by the end of the story?

RL.2.2, 

RL.3.2

For Nanaue, what are some of the 
advantages of having shark traits?  What 
are some of the challenges or dangers?

RL.2.3,

RL.3.3

On page 27, the author uses a different panel 
for each day of the week to show the passage 
of time.  What is the other trend that he 
depicts across those five panels?

How else does the author indicate the passage 
of days, weeks, and years? Look at pages 10-
11, pages 16-17, and page 24.  What words 
or picture clues indicate how much time has 
passed between panels?

RL.2.4, 

RL.3.4 

When do we learn that Kalei’s husband is 
the Shark King?  What are the hints at the 
beginning of the story?

On page 11, identify a phrase or a sentence 
that is echoed later in the book to show a 
parallel between Nanaue and the Shark King.

RL.2.5,

RL.3.5

On page 8, the Shark King tells Kalei, “The 
King doesn’t like strangers,” as if he were 
speaking about somebody else.   Why does he 
do this?

RL.2.6,

RL.3.6

S P E A K I N G  A N D  L I ST E N I N G

/  W R I T I N G

Have students write an account of 
their own day if they had the ability to 
transform into an animal of their choice.  
Have them include the ways in which their 
family, friends, or neighbors would react 
or adapt to their animal form.

W.2.2, W.3.2, 

W.2.3, W.3.3, 

W.2.4, W.3.4, 

W.2.5, W.3.5 

After reading the story, split students into 
groups for discussion.  Which of their 
own traits are, like Nanaue’s shark traits, 
both a gift and a curse, or a strength and 
a weakness? In what ways do these traits 
make life better?  In what ways do they 
make it more difficult?

SL.2.1, SL.3.1, 

SL.2.2, SL.3.2, 

SL.2.3, SL.3.3, 

SL.2.4, SL.3.4, 

SL.2.6, SL.3.6
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ELA COMMON CORE STANDARDS

Why can’t the fishermen catch any fish? 
Use specific pages in the book to explain.

RL.2.7, 

RL.3.7

On page 25, Nanaue asks his mother, 
“Where’s my dad?”  Who are the other 
fathers in this story?  What might have 
prompted Nanaue to wonder about his 
father?

RI.2.8, 

RI.3.8

On pages 38, Kalei finds the opihi on 
the cliff.  What do they remind her of? 
Identify the pages that establish the 
significance of the opihi, and explain how 
they take on a new meaning when they 
appear at the end of the story.

RL.2.9,

RL.3.9
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Lesson PLan Written by Dr. Katie Monnin

assistant Professor of Literacy at
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downloadable from Toon-books.com

THE SHARK KING
Written by R. Kikuo Johnson
Hardcover: 978-1-935179-16-0

Lexile Level = GN 150
Guided Reading Level = N

English Language Arts Elements of Story in The Shark King

Plot While fishing for her favorite food, the delicious sea snail, in Hawaii, a young woman named Kalei is 
threatened by a very large shark. She is rescued by a young man, with whom she falls in love, and soon they 
are married and expecting a child. Little does she know that her husband is The Shark King, and right before 
he gives birth he must leave her, to prepare a place for their son at the bottom of the ocean. As she raises her 
son alone, she finds out that Nanaue has a lot in common with his father. How will Kalei protect him from 
others who might judge his unique markings? Will she be able to keep him safe?

Characters Kalei, The Shark King, Nanaue, father and son villager, villagers
Setting The beaches and ocean in Hawaii

Themes Identity, Family, Destiny, Transformation, Multicultural Appreciation

Traditional and 
Contemporary 
Literary 
Pairing 
Suggestions

The Hungry Caterpillar by Eric Carle, The Sissy Duckling by Harvey Fierstein, The Family Book by Todd 
Parr, Giants Beware by Jorge Aquirre and Rafeal Rosado, A is for Aloha: A Hawai’i Alphabet Book by 
U’ilani Goldsberry and Tammy Yee, The Hawaii Snowman by Christine Le and Michel Le, Aesop’s Fables

Guided Reading Lesson Plan

Because this early reader comic book is rich with cultural learning opportunities 
it fits well alongside the IRA/NCTE standards that emphasize teaching reading, 
research, and multicultural appreciation. For those reasons, the following guided 
reading lesson plan focuses on how teachers and students can read and then 
conduct research on the foundational themes found in The Shark King. 

After they finish reading help students to conduct their own research on Hawaii  
and/or Hawaiian folklore. Provide students with supplemental fiction, 
nonfiction, and online resources to help them in their research process. Once 
they have conducted their research, students can fill out a questionnaire. 
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Overview The Shark King is a book that contains an incredible amount of information in the 
pictures. It serves as a great example of how much preparation work can go into making 
a book. Today, you will use it inspiration for your students to research Hawaiian climate 
and culture, to better appreciate the details of this story.

Subject English Language Arts
Grade Level 3-4
Suggested Time 45 minutes
Materials Pens, pencils, notebook paper.
Objectives Students will participate in an interactive read aloud and do additional research to learn 

about Hawaii and its culture, animals, plants, and people.
Before Reading: Today you are going to be reading The Shark King. This book has a beautiful setting 

that your students may not know too much about unless they have been there. Begin 
by showing the cover of the book and doing a cover talk. What can they tell about the 
story just by looking at the cover? What do they see in the panels behing the words “The 
Shark”? Where do they think this book is set?

Tell your students that this book is set in Hawaii. The author of this book, R. Kikuo 
Johnson, grew up in Hawaii, and he wanted to show how beautiful it was in making this 
book. But he had to do a lot of research in order to get all of the details right. Today, your 
students are going to learn as much as they can about Hawaii from this book, do research 
of their own, and get a sense of how much research an author or artist has to do in order 
to make a book.

To facilitate this, make a KWL chart about Hawaii. You can do this on paper or on the 
white board. Draw three columns. In the Know column, write down what your students 
already know about Hawaii. Ask your students to supply this information. In the Want 
column, add any questions your students have about Hawaii, things they want to know. 
Do not feel obligated to fill the Want column completely now. You will revisit it during 
reading.
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The Shark King
by R. Kikuo Johnson
Hardcover ISBN: 978-1-935179-16-0
Guided Reading Level = N 
Lexile Level = 150

by AlexA Rosselli

Lesson Plan for The Shark King
by R. Kikuo Johnson
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W W W.T O O N - B O O K S . C O M

Reading: Do an interactive read aloud of The Shark King. Be sure all students can see the 
illustrations, using the Elmo or document projector to display the pages clearly. There is 
a lot of information in the pictures of this story. At the end of each chapter, ask students 
what they learned about Hawaii, or what new questions they have now that they have 
read a bit of the story. What do they know about Hawaii’s people, animals, and plants? 
What do Hawaiians eat? Update the KWL chart as you go. 

After Reading: Time to Research
When you have finished reading the book, review your KWL chart. It should be a lot 
more full know than it was before. What questions did students have that were not 
answered by reading the book? What topics are they more interested to learn about 
having read The Shark King? How much do they think the author/artist had to know in 
order to make this book?

Have students turn and talk with partners to determine three questions that they could 
do additional research on to learn more about Hawaii and its culture. Then take students 
to the computer lab or library to do this research. Have each student hand in a sheet 
on which they explain three things they learned about Hawaii, where they got their 
information, and provide illustrations relevant to these facts.

W W W.T O O N - B O O K S . C O M

T H E  S H A R K  K I N G L E S S O N  P L A N  ( PA G E 2 )

The Shark King
by R. Kikuo Johnson
Hardcover ISBN: 978-1-935179-16-0
Guided Reading Level = N 
Lexile Level = 150
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What did I learn about Hawaii from reading The Shark King or my other research? 
Examples: What do Hawaiians eat? Does this story remind you of any other story?

______________________________________
 ______________________________________
 ______________________________________ 
 ______________________________________   

______________________________________
 ______________________________________
______________________________________  

______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________  

______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________  

THE SHARK KING
ISBN: 978-1-935179-16-0, $12.95

W W W.T O O N - B O O K S . C O M

©  a n d  ™  2 012  R AW  J u n i o r ,  L L C ,  a l l  r i g h t s  r e s e r v e d

T H E S H A R K  K I N G  A C T I V I T Y S H E E T

Name: ____________________       Date: _____________________

What do I know about Hawaii and its people, animals, and plants?
Make a list on the left, and draw on the right.



© TOON Books – Teacher’s Guide for Blancaflor by Nadja Spiegelman and Sergio García Sánchez– page 1

Blancaflor
by Nadja Spiegelman and 
Sergio García Sánchez 
A TOON Graphics
ISBN 978-1-943145-55-3 (hardcover) 
ISBN 978-1-943145-56-0 (paperback)

Richard Kutner, New York, NY. 
Richard Kutner is the head of the TOON 
Educational Team. He is a translator of both prose 
and graphic literature with a forty-year background 
in education. He holds degrees from New York 
University and Yale, and was the 2014 recipient of a 
Hemingway Grant for his work with TOON.

CCSS-aligned Teacher’s Guide

Overview In this Latin American folk tale, a girl with magical powers saves a prince and learns to be 
honest with herself and others about the things that make her special.

Subject Literature, folklore
Grade Level 3-5
Objectives • To help children learn to appreciate and use their talents without showing off.

• To help children gain an understanding of the strength and resourcefulness of women.
• To help children gain an understanding of the variety of ways text and images work together

to bring out the underlying ideas driving a literary narration.

VERBAL EXPRESSION
The questions in this section may be used for discussion or for written assignments.

RL.3.1, RL.3.3, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.1, 
RL.4.3, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.7

Do you notice anything strange about Blancaflor’s father on pages 5 and 6?

He is big and has horns and pointy teeth and ears. His hands have only four fingers, and his nails 
are long and pointy. He appears to have a bad temper.

RL.3.1, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.7

How do these things make you feel about him?  
What do you think he might do in this story?

RL.3.1, RL.3.3, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.1, 
RL.4.3, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.7

What do you notice about Blancaflor’s mother?

She is very long and thin.  She has black hands that seem 
to be an extension of her dress. 
She frowns.  Her nose, chin, shoulders, and elbows are 
very angular.

RL.3.1, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.7

How do these things make you feel about her?  What do 
you think she might do in this story?

17
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RL.3.1, RL.3.3, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.1, 
RL.4.3, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.7

Look at pages 6-10.  Why does the prince seem so confident?

RL.3.1, RL.3.3, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.1, 
RL.4.3, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.7

How does Blancaflor show off on pages 8 and 
12?

RL.3.1, RL.3.3, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.1, 
RL.4.3, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.7

How does the prince think he got out of the lagoon?  Why? (page 14)  How did he really get 
out of the lagoon?

RL.3.1, RL.3.3, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.1, 
RL.4.3, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.7

How does the prince think the mountain and 
the lake changed places?  (page 17)  How did 
they really change places?

RL.3.1, RL.3.3, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.1, 
RL.4.3, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.7

How does the prince think the rocks turned 
to bread?  (page 19) 
How did that really happen?

18
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RL.3.1, RL.3.3, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.1, 
RL.4.3, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.7

How does the prince think he got the ogre’s mother’s ring? (p. 24) How did he really get it?

RL.3.1, RL.3.3, 
RL.3.6, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.2, 
RL.4.3, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.2, 
RL.5.7

Why doesn’t Blancaflor want the prince to know she is helping him?  Do you think she’s 
right to feel this way?

RL.3.1, RL.3.3, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.1, 
RL.4.3, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.7

How does the prince react to what’s happening on pages 31, 33, and 35?

THINKING QUESTIONS
RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.3.3, RL.3.6, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.1, 
RL.4.2, RL.4.3, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.1, 
RL.5.2, RL.5.3, 
RL.5.7

Page 41:  What gift would you want in honor of the royal 
wedding?
If you were organizing a royal wedding, whom would you 
invite?  What would you have to eat?  What would there be 
for the guests to do?  
What is your favorite sentence from the book?  Why?
What is your favorite illustration in the book?  Why?
Have you ever had a problem dealing with a show-off?  
What did you do?

Have you ever felt lucky or unlucky? What is luck? Do you believe in it? Why or why not?
Do you think the prince deserves Blancaflor?  Why or why not?

RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.3.3, RL.3.6, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.1, 
RL.4.2, RL.4.3, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.1, 
RL.5.2, RL.5.7

What do you think Blancaflor has learned in this story?  How can you tell?

RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.3.3, RL.3.6, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.1, 
RL.4.2, RL.4.3, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.1, 
RL.5.2, RL.5.7

What do you think the prince has learned?  How can you tell?

RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.3.3, RL.3.6, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.1, 
RL.4.2, RL.4.3, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.1, 
RL.5.2, RL.5.7

Do you think Blancaflor’s parents or sisters might have learned 
anything?  What might it be? 

RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.3.3, RL.3.6, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.1, 
RL.4.2, RL.4.3, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.1, 
RL.5.2, RL.5.7

What have you learned about yourself or your friends from this story?
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VISUAL EXPRESSION
RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Look at the cover.  What does the shape the water and rocks make look like to you?  What does 
this make you think might be an important idea of the book?

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

How does the artist use color to differentiate among the sisters?  What visual cues does he use 
to show that Blancaflor is different from her sisters?

The girls wear different-colored dresses. 

Something is placed between Blancaflor and her sisters (the birdcage or the mother), or there is a 
large space between her and them (panel 1 on page 8).  Her sisters sometimes look almost exactly 
alike, except for the color of their dresses (page 7, panel 6). They are always next to each other.  
They stand in the same positions (bottom of page 14).  At the beginning of the book, Blancaflor is 
interested in the bird, but her two sisters aren’t.  

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Look at how much space the ogre 
takes up in panels 1, 2, and 4 on 
page 5.  Why do you think this 
might be?  Why the change in the 
bottom panel on page 5?

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Notice how the artist uses big panels to focus our attention on important moments and a series 
of small panels to speed up the action (page 11, pages 13-15).

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Notice how the main action takes up most of the page, 
while secondary action is portrayed in small panels 
set “over” the main action (pages 17 and 19).  Note 
also how this allows the artist to portray simultaneous 
actions in one place, something that cannot be done 
in words (pages 17, 19, 21-23).  This is done in a very 
effective way on pages 32-33, with Blancaflor, the 
prince, and the mirror.

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Notice how Blancaflor is in three places at the same 
time on page 17 and how she appears to have six arms 
on page 19.  Why do you think the artist did this?  You 
can see this in other places in the book, for example 
on page 31, when the ogre and his wife are pursuing 
Blancaflor and the prince.

One thing this accomplishes is expressing the passage of 
time in a way that cannot be done in a verbal narrative.  
The many arms show how busy she is and how quickly 
she is working.  Why is it important for her to 
work quickly?

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Look at how the action continues over two pages (pages 22-23).
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RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Who is active and who is passive on pages 19, 21, and 23?  Why?  Who gets to take up most of 
the page?  Why?

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Look at the extreme verticality of the top panels on page 
26. What effect does this create?
It makes the tower appear taller and accentuates the 
distance between Blancaflor and the prince.  The many 
horizontal lines on the tower also accentuate its height.  
The same effect of distance is created by panel 4 on page 27.
The verticality continues on in the mountains on pages 
30-31, the trees on pages 34-35 and 38-39, the tower and
people on pages 36-37, the castle and town on pages 39-
40 and 45, and the women on page 41. We see it also in
the portrayal of the mother throughout the book.
Even the lake on pages 32-33 (and the trees around it)
seems to be shown vertically when viewed from
this angle.

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Can you find the prince and Blancaflor on pages 36-37?

Look at how the crowd is broken up in various views on the right side of page 39.

Look how much visual excitement the artist creates on page 29.  In the middle panel, the action 
is squeezed into a long rectangle, concentrating the emotion.  In the bottom panel, the stretch 
in the horse’s body and his outstretched legs add to the drama and sense of speed.

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Notice how the tower and buildings bend in toward the mother in response to her spell.  
Must be a powerful spell!  Look at the curves in the mother’s body and arms.

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

On page 40, follow the flow of the action, caught up in 
the crowd.  It looks like a river, even more so because 
of its being contained between the thin, solid, vertical 
buildings.  Track Blancaflor’s emotions as she gets 
separated from the prince and lost in the crowd.

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Compare the clear, “empty” panels on pages 42 (bottom 
panel)-43 with the artwork on pages 30-41.  Why do you 
think this might be?

We are now focused completely on Blancaflor’s situation 
and emotions.  The outside world has disappeared to 
allow us to focus on these things.  Except for Blancaflor, 
the prince, and the stone, all the shapes are geometric 
shapes with straight lines.  This helps us to concentrate on 
Blancaflor without any distractions.  Notice how the red 
of Blancaflor’s dress stands out against the blue and yellow 
background and the limited use of black.  The same kind 
of thing can be seen on page 28, when the ogre is outside 
Blancaflor’s bedroom.
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RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Look at how the artist uses four tall, 
narrow panels to concentrate the 
emotion of the prince’s realization 
at the bottom of page 44.  The first 
and last panels are in “long shots,” 
and the middle two are viewed from 
closer in, focusing on the central 
realization and emotion even more. 

The prince and Blancaflor are seen 
in four different angles, almost as 
though a movie camera is tracking 
around them in a circle.  This is an 
extreme moment portrayed in an 
extreme way, one in which the angle 
from which both characters view 
their situation changes dramatically.  

The squares on the wall and all the pale blue gradually disappear from the first panel to the 
fourth.  In the fourth panel, once again, all visual distractions have disappeared.  The prince 
and Blancaflor and the speech balloon are seen against a plain background.  Nothing matters 
but their love.

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Can you see how the red of the hearts and their curvy shape contrast with the pale colors and 
straight, rigid lines of the towers and other buildings on page 45?  Notice how much more the 
townspeople are individualized at the bottom of page 45, now that the prince and Blancaflor 
are married, as opposed to how anonymously they are portrayed on pages 36, 37, and 40.

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Notice how the artist uses curvy lines for the 
plants and animals in the undersea scene on 
pages 31-33.  They contrast with the straight, 
geometric lines of the dock.  The colors on 
these pages are different from those in the 
rest of the book, stressing how different the 
underwater world is.
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HANDS
RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

At key moments in the book, people’s hands become much larger and dominate the panel.   
For example, look at the bottom panel on page 5.  When the ogre gets angry or excited, his 
hands become huge.  They seem very menacing.  You can see the same thing in the fourth 
panel on page 16, the third panel on page 18, the first panel on page 25, and the second panel 
on page 29.  Hands are often what people use to harm others.  Look at how the mother’s hands 
become large when she is putting a spell on Blancaflor and the prince on page 37.  And notice 
how big it is when she places it on her husband’s back to calm him in the second panel on  
page 25.  A sign of love?

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Sometimes people’s arms get longer, too, for 
example Blancaflor’s on page 19, the mother’s 
on page 25.  Can you think of a reason why?

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Blancaflor’s hands look bigger than usual 
when she first touches the prince, and his 
hand looks huge.  The hands intensify the 
emotions here.

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Blancaflor’s hands look very large when they 
are in the foreground on page 19.  She is 
using them to perform magic.

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

The prince’s hand becomes very big when he tries to stop Blancaflor from stabbing herself with 
the sword of pain in the top panel on page 44.  Again, this serves to intensify the emotion. 
The same is true of the strange position he is in, especially his leg.
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PANELS
RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Large panels allow the artist to include more people and give us a break from strong emotions.  
You can see this in the first panel and page 5 and the last panel on page 45.  They help us to 
come into the book and go out of it.  Small panels, as mentioned earlier, help to focus on 
characters at important moments, add information, and speed up the action.  See if you can 
find more examples in the book.

Sometimes things extend beyond the sides of the panels.  Look at how the ogre’s hands go 
beyond the top of the third panel on page 6 and extend into the first one.  The ogre’s anger is 
difficult to contain.  His elbow and ear stick out beyond the edges of the last panel on page 
8: he is a “larger-than-life” character. His finger also extends beyond the edge of the panel on 
page 16.

The chicken bone sticking out in the last panel on page 7, when the ogre asks 
for the salt, connects his request to Blancaflor’s juggling the salt in the first 
panel on page 8.

The invitation extends beyond the border of the last panel on page 9.  This 
stresses the critical role it will play in the book.

Blancaflor’s hands extend beyond the ends of the last small panel on page 12, 
hinting at her superpowers.

Notice how the comb pops out of the panels at the top of page 34, emphasizing its magical 
powers.

The mother’s elbow sticks out of the bottom of the first panel on page 37.

The prince’s finger extends beyond the edge of the second panel on page 41 into the third 
panel, connecting the prince to the women at the moment of this crucial decision.

Sometimes, the panel cuts off parts of the people, to increase the drama and 
focus on their emotions.  You can see this in the sixth panel on page 6, the 
panel with the hearts on page 14, the sixth panel on page 21, the last panel 
on page 28, the first small panel on page 30, the first two small panels on 
page 32, and the two middle panels at the bottom of page 44.  Can you find 
other examples? 

Sometimes the panel has no borders, or only one or two.  Look at the first one on page 14.  The 
action is not confined in any way.  The same is true for the second panel on page 29, which has 
only a left-hand border and a bottom one.  The ogre’s anger cannot be contained or controlled.
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GEOMETRY
RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

There are many geometric shapes throughout this book.  Artists often use geometric shapes in 
their work.

Look at the shape of the ogre’s back in the last panel on page 5 or the witch’s rounded shape on 
page 9.

Again, look at the ogre’s back, shoulders, and arms on page 18.  And see how rounded he is on 
page 25.

Look at the prince’s body and legs in the last little 
panel on page 19.

Notice all the curvy lines in Blancaflor’s body and 
dress, the plants, and the octopus on pages 22 and 
23. Can you see how they contrast with the
triangles, rectangles, and trapezoids of the dock
on page 21?

Look at the straight, parallel horizontal and 
vertical lines on pages 27-29 and 42-44.  
Along with the plain, uncluttered backgrounds, 
they make the drama and high emotion of the 
situations stand out with no distractions. The 
straight lines contrast with the curved lines of the 
characters’ bodies to achieve the same effect.

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

The lines of the comb, mirror, and soap on page 27 are curved and contrast with all the straight 
lines in the top panel.  This emphasizes their importance and power.
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RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7 What shapes do you see in the tower on page 36?

Triangles, rectangles, circles, and parallelograms.

Why are Blancaflor and the prince shaking and so big in the 
first panel on page 38?  And why are they up in the air in the 
second panel?

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Look at all the rectangles and squares on pages 42-45.

Notice the spirals in the water on page 12. Where else can you find geometrical shapes?

MORE THINGS TO NOTICE
• Look how long and thin people’s bodies are in this book. Sometimes they get even longer.

Can you think of reasons why?
• Notice how the word NOON falls from page 11 to page 13 along with the prince.
• Notice the drama created by the eagle’s black color, its size, and the diagonal it makes on

page 10.
• Why does Blancaflor have two heads at the bottom of page 20?
• Take note of the shape made by the eagle in the last panel on page 11 and by the mother on

page 37.  These are their big moments, highlighted by the odd, curving shapes.
• Notice the complex composition of pages 15, 36-37, and 40.
• Can you see how the curve of the tower is continued in the mother on page 37?
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ACTIVITIES AND FURTHER RESEARCH
W.3.2, W.3.4,
W.3.5, W.4.2,
W.4.4, W.4.5,
W.5.2, W.5.4,
W.5.5

Create your own ogre (male or female).  Draw and color it or 
make it out of clay and paint it, and give it a name.  Write a label 
or story for it.  What special powers does he or she have?  Is he or 
she friendly?  Mean?  Helpful?  Scary?  Where does he or she 
live?  What does he or she eat?  Read what you wrote to the class 
and show them your ogre.

Teacher may post these on the bulletin board or make a book out.
of them. Clay figures should be put on display.

Make a drawing with geometrical shapes.  You can use squares, rectangles, trapezoids, 
triangles, diamonds, hexagons, or any other shapes you like.  Use straight and curved lines.  
Draw them horizontally, vertically, or diagonally.  Try some spirals.

Teacher may post these on the bulletin board or make a book out of them.

Make your own undersea picture.  What plants and creatures will inhabit your undersea 
world?  What colors and shapes will you use?

Teacher may post these on the bulletin board or make a book out of them.

W.3.1, W.3.2,
W.3.4, W.3.5,
W.3.6, W.3.7,
W.4.1, W.4.2,
W.4.4, W.4.5,
W.4.6, W.4.7,
W.4.8, W.4.9,
W.5.1, W.5.2,
W.5.4, W.5.5,
W.5.6, W.5.7,
W.5.8, W.5.9

Throughout history, women 
have done very important 
things.   
Do some research on one of the 
women in the columns to the 
right and write your findings.  

• Be sure to tell when and
where she lived and why we
should remember her.

• What did she do that was
important to her people or
to the whole world?

• You may use technology to
publish your results.

• Make a colorful border
around your writing with
objects that have to do with
the woman’s life, the time
when she lived, and what
she is remembered for.

• Report your findings to
the class.

Queen Elizabeth I
Joan of Arc
Amelia Earhart
Eleanor Roosevelt
Harriet Tubman
Sally Ride
Sacagawea 
Golda Meir
Marie Curie
Oprah Winfrey
Rosa Parks
Catherine the Great
Malala Yousafzai
Sonia Sotomayor
Anne Frank
Cleopatra
Hatshepsut
Indira Gandhi
Susan B. Anthony
Clara Barton
Clara Cornelius Kellogg
Sojourner Truth
Kamala Harris
Patsy Mink

Valentina Tereshkova
Maya Angelou
Hypatia
Agnodice
Simone Veil
Queen Victoria
Susan La Flesche
Hildegard of Bingen
Frida Kahlo
Ellen Ochoa
Dolores Huerta
Joan Baez
Rigoberta Menchú
Princess Reema bint Bandar
Manal Al Sharif
Rosalind Franklin
Ruth Bader Ginsburg
Mary McLeod Bethune
Helen Keller
Bessie Coleman
Carole King
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ACTIVITIES AND FURTHER RESEARCH
W.3.1, W.3.2,
W.3.4. W.3.5,
W.3.6, W.3.8,
W.4.1, W.4.2,
W.4.4, W.4.5,
W.4.6, W.4.8,
W.4.9, W.5.1,
W.5.2, W.5.4,
W.5.5, W.5.6,
W.5.8, W.5.9

Write a letter to the author of the book or the artist telling what you liked most about 
the book.  Give reasons.  Include a drawing of your favorite character(s), moment, or 
illustration. Your teacher can find out where to send the class’s letters.

W.3.1, W.3.2,
W.3.4. W.3.5,
W.3.6, W.3.8,
W.4.1, W.4.2,
W.4.4, W.4.5,
W.4.6, W.4.8,
W.4.9, W.5.1,
W.5.2, W.5.4,
W.5.5, W.5.6,
W.5.8, W.5.9

Think of a strong woman who has been an important part of your life.  Where do you think 
her strength comes from?  How does she show her strength?  Could you be like her?   
Write a short piece about her and make a beautiful portrait to go with it.  You may use 
technology to publish the results.

W.3.2, W.3.3,
W.3.4, W.3.5,
W.3.6, W.4.2,
W.4.3, W.4.4,
W.4.5, W.4.6,
W.4.9, W.5.2,
W.5.3, W.5.4,
W.5.5, W.5.6,
W.5.9

Imagine that you are Blancaflor.  Choose a period 
of her life and write a diary of her experiences for 
a week.  Include illustrations.

W.3.1, W.3.2,
W.3.4, W.3.5,
W.3.6, W.4.1,
W.4.2, W.4.4,
W.4.5, W.4.6,
W.5.1, W.5.2,
W.5.4, W.5.5,
W.5.6

How might Blancaflor use her powers to help her friends, not just show off to them?   
Write a story of one time she helped her friend by using her powers.  Be sure to illustrate it.

W.3.2, W.3.4,
W.4.2, W.4.4,
W.5.2, W.5.4

Create a Blancaflor board game.  How does someone win?  What will the rules be?  
What will move players ahead a number of spaces or back a number of spaces?  What 
materials will you need?  Will there be other characters in the game?  Be sure to write clear 
instructions.  Have your classmates play your game.
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W.3.1, W.3.2,
W.3.4, W.3.5,
W.3.6, W.3.7, W.4.1,
W.4.2, W.4.4,
W.4.5, W.4.6,
W.4.7, W.4.8,
W.4.9, W.5.1,
W.5.2, W.5.4,
W.5.5, W.5.6,
W.5.7, W.5.8, W.5.9

OGRES
Ogres appear in folklore, for example in Puss in Boots and Hop-o’-My-Thumb, and in 
mythology.  Sometimes characters in stories are given the characteristics of ogres (Bluebeard; 
the beast in Beauty and the Beast).  Giants are often given ogre-like qualities (Jack and the 
Beanstalk, Jack the Giant Killer).  Of course, we all are familiar with Shrek.  

Do some research on ogres in books and online, and compare the ogre in Blancaflor with 
them.  What similarities are there?  What are the differences?  Write up a short report based 
on your findings and comparisons.  Be sure to include illustrations.  You may use technology 
to publish your results.

Create your own comic based on Blancaflor or an ogre—or on another character of your 
choosing.  Use the TOON Graphic Comics: Easy as ABC as a guide.

Reader’s Theater

Have students read various scenes aloud in class.  Pay attention to their expression.  If 
possible, have students play multiple roles, and be sure that they adjust their performance 
accordingly.  Ask them to try to incorporate visual information from the images into their 
performance.  This can be done in small groups.

Work together as a class or in small groups to write a story or play about an ogre, a girl, and 
a prince.  Try not to use the traditional prince-saves-girl-from-ogre format.  Be creative!  
If you write a play, act it out.  If you write a story, divide it into sections and have all the 
participants read it aloud.  Or they can act it out in pantomime while other members of the 
group narrate it.

Improvisation

Have students choose a scene from the book and act it out, inventing their own dialogue. 
Good choices would be the scene with the prince and the witch (pages 9-10), the scene 
when Blancaflor meets the prince (pages 14-15), the section with the Ogre’s Three (pages 15-
25), the escape (pages 27-35), and the scene with the Sword of Pain and the Stone of Sorrow 
(pages 42-45).

Further Reading
RL.3.2, RL.3.3, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.6, 
RL.4.7, RL.4.9, 
RL.5.2, RL.5.3, 
RL.5.6, RL.5.9

There are many books that feature strong girls and women, including TOON Graphics The 
Dragon Slayer and Black Heroes of the Wild West.  Ask your librarian about them.

You can use these books along with Blancaflor to make comparisons as recommended in the 
Common Core State Standards. The Dragon Slayer contains two folktales with strong female 
heroes. Black Heroes of the Wild West includes a section about Mary Fields, a cigar-chomping, 
cardplaying coach driver who never missed a delivery.
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Standards addressed in Blancaflor Teacher’s Guide
Below are the ELA Common Core State Standards for Reading Literature addressed in this book by grade level.

READING LITERATURE

Key Ideas and Details Craft and Structure Integration of 
Knowledge and Ideas

3 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.1
Ask and answer questions to demonstrate 
understanding of a text, referring explicitly 
to the text as the basis for the answers.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.2
Recount stories, including fables, folktales, 
and myths from diverse cultures; determine 
the central message, lesson, or moral and 
explain how it is conveyed through key 
details in the text.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.3
Describe characters in a story (e.g., their 
traits, motivations, or feelings) and explain 
how their actions contribute to the sequence 
of events.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.6
Distinguish their own point of view 
from that of the narrator or those of 
the characters.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.7
Explain how specific aspects of a 
text’s illustrations contribute to 
what is conveyed by the words in a 
story (e.g., create mood, emphasize 
aspects of a character or setting).

4 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.4.1 
Refer to details and examples in a text when 
explaining what the text says explicitly and 
when drawing inferences from the text.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.4.2 
Determine a theme of a story, drama, or 
poem from details in the text; summarize 
the text. 
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.4.3 
Describe in depth a character, setting, 
or event in a story or drama, drawing on 
specific details in the text (e.g., a character’s 
thoughts, words, or actions).

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL4.6
Compare and contrast the point of view 
from which different stories are narrated, 
including the difference between first- 
and third-person narrations.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.4.7
Make connections between the text 
of a story or drama and a visual 
or oral presentation of the text, 
identifying where each version 
reflects specific descriptions and 
directions in the text.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.4.9
Compare and contrast the treatment 
of similar themes and topics (e.g., 
opposition of good and evil) and 
patterns of events (e.g., the quest) 
in stories, myths, and traditional 
literature from different cultures.

5 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.1
Quote accurately from a text when 
explaining what the text says explicitly and 
when drawing inferences from the text.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.2
Determine a theme of a story, drama, or 
poem from details in the text, including 
how characters in a story of drama respond 
to challenges or how the speaker in a poem 
reflects upon a topic; summarize the text.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.3
Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a story or 
drama, drawing on specific details in the text 
(e.g., how the characters interact).

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.6
Describe how a narrator’s or speaker’s 
point of view influences how events  
are described.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.7
Analyze how visual and multimedia 
elements contribute to the meaning, 
tone, or beauty of a text (e.g., graphic 
novel, multimedia presentation of 
fiction, folktale, myth, poem).
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.9
Compare and contrast stories in 
the same genre (e.g., mysteries 
and adventures stories) on their 
approaches to similar themes and 
topics.
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WRITING
Text Types and Purposes Production and 

Distribution of Writing
Research to Build 

and Present Knowledge

3 CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.3.1
Write opinion pieces on topics or texts, 
supporting a point of view with reasons.
CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.3.2
Write informative/explanatory texts to 
examine a topic and convey ideas and 
information clearly.
CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.3.3
Write narratives to develop real or imagined 
experiences or events using effective 
technique, descriptive details, and clear 
event sequences.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.3.4
With guidance and support from 
adults, produce writing in which the 
development and organization are 
appropriate to task and purpose.
CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.3.5
With guidance and support from peers 
and adults, develop and strengthen 
writing as needed by planning, revising, 
and editing.
CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.3.6
With guidance and support from adults, 
use technology to produce and publish 
writing (using keyboarding skills) as well 
as to interact and collaborate  
with others.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.3.7
Conduct short research projects that 
build knowledge about a topic.
CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.3.8
Recall information from experiences 
or gather information from print 
and digital sources; take brief notes 
on sources and sort evidence into 
provided categories.

4 CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.4.1
Write opinion pieces on topics or texts, 
supporting a point of view with reasons 
and information.
CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.4.2
Write informative/explanatory texts to 
examine a topic and convey ideas and 
information clearly.
CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.4.3
Write narratives to develop real or imagined 
experiences or events using effective 
technique, descriptive details, and clear  
event sequences.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.4.4
Produce clear and coherent writing in 
which the development and organization 
are appropriate to task, purpose,  
and audience.
CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.4.5
With guidance and support from peers 
and adults, develop and strengthen 
writing as needed by planning, revising, 
and editing.
CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.4.6
With some guidance and support from 
adults, use technology, including the 
Internet, to produce and publish writing 
as well as to interact and collaborate with 
others; demonstrate sufficient command 
of keyboarding skills to type a minimum 
of one page in a single sitting.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.4.7
Conduct short research projects 
that build knowledge through 
investigation of different aspects of 
a topic.
CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.4.8
Recall relevant information from 
experiences or gather relevant 
information from print and digital 
sources; takes notes and categorize 
information, and provide a list  
of sources.
CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.4.9
Draw evidence from literary or 
informational texts to support 
analysis, reflection, and research.

5 CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.5.1
Write opinion pieces on topics or texts, 
supporting a point of view with reasons 
and information.
CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.5.2
Write informative/explanatory texts to 
examine a topic and convey ideas and 
information clearly.
CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.5.3
Write narratives to develop real or imagined 
experiences or events using effective 
technique, descriptive details, and clear  
event sequences.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.5.4
Produce clear and coherent writing in 
which the development and organization 
are appropriate to task, purpose,  
and audience.
CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.5.5
With guidance and support from peers 
and adults, develop and strengthen 
writing as needed by planning,  
revising, editing, rewriting, or trying a 
new approach.
CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.5.6
With some guidance and support from 
adults, use technology, including the 
Internet, to produce and publish writing 
as well as to interact and collaborate with 
others; demonstrate sufficient command 
of keyboarding skills to type a minimum 
of two pages in a single sitting.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.5.7
Conduct short research projects 
that use several sources to build 
knowledge through investigation of 
different aspects of a topic.
CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.5.8
Recall relevant information from 
experiences or gather relevant 
information from print and digital 
sources; summarize or paraphrase 
information in notes and finished 
work, and provide a list of sources.
CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.5.9
Draw evidence from literary or 
informational texts to support 
analysis, reflection, and research.
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Folktales from Latin 
America 
by Jaime Hernandez
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TOON Graphics are comics and visual 
narratives that bring the text to life 
in a way that captures young readers’ 
imaginations and makes them want to 
read on—and read more. In addition to 
providing students with the tools to master 
verbal literacy, each TOON Graphic offers 
a unique focus on visual learning. The 21st 
Century has seen a shift where literacy has 
been redefined to include visual literacy. 
Our unique lesson plans and teachers' 
guides help instructors and students alike 
develop the vocabulary and framework 
necessary to discuss visual expression, 
structure, and meaning in the classroom. 

For schools that follow the ELA Common 
Core, TOON Graphics lesson plans offer 
examples of how to best utilize our books 
to satisfy a full range of state standards. 
The Common Core’s learning goals outline 
what a student should know and be able 
to do at the end of each grade and were 
created to ensure that all students graduate 
from high school with the skills and 
knowledge necessary to succeed in college, 
career, and life, regardless of where they 
live. Though this book can be used in any 
grade, we focused this lesson plan on state 
standards for grades 4 and 5. Questions 
included in this guide fulfill the following 
standards:

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY 
Reading: Literature (RL).4-5.1-10
Students build skills in reading and comprehending 
literature independently and proficiently. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY 
Reading: Informational Text (RI).4-5.4, 9
Students determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specific words or phrases in 
a text. Students integrate information from several 
texts in order to speak knowledgeably on a subject. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY 
Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.1
Students engage effectively in a range of 
collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups, 
and teacher led) with diverse partners, building on 
others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY 
Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.2
Students summarize a text read aloud or 
information presented in diverse media and 
formats, including visually, quantitatively, and orally.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY 
Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.4
Students report on a topic or present an opinion, 
sequencing ideas logically and usIng appropriate 
facts and relevant, descriptive details to support 
main ideas or themes.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY 
Writing (W).4-5.1
Students write opinion pieces on topics or texts, 
supporting a point of view with reasons and 
information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY 
Writing (W).4-5.2
Students write informative/explanatory texts to 
examine a topic and convey ideas and information 
clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY 
Writing (W).4-5.7
Students conduct short research projects that 
build knowledge through investigation of different 
aspects of a topic.

LITERACY IN THE 21ST CENTURY

© TOON Books – The Dragon Slayer Lesson Plan 

TOON GRAPH ICS  FOR V ISUAL READERS

THE DRAGON SLAYER
Folktales from Latin America

CCSS-aligned Lesson Plan & Teacher’s Guide
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The book includes three Latin American folktales 
reimagined by cartoonist Jaime Hernandez. 
Hernandez is the celebrated author of Love and 
Rockets, but this is his first book for children.

The introduction, Imagination and Tradition, is by 
F. Isabel Campoy, author–with Alma Flor Ada–
of many award-winning children's books. It is
illustrated with Aztec and Maya pictograms.

The Martina Martínez and Pérez the Mouse story 
is by Alma Flor Ada, from the book Tales Our 
Abuelitas Told, which she wrote with F. Isabel 
Campoy.

The back of the book includes an illustrated 
four-page essay by Françoise Mouly, TOON's Editorial 
Director. Entitled Three Latin American Folktales, it provides 
information and images to flesh out the cultural context of 
each of the three stories. Illustrations range from El velorio/
The Wake, painted in 1893 by Francisco Oller (which 
hangs in the Museum of Anthropology and History of the 
University of Puerto Rico) to details of murals by world-
renowned Mexican painter Diego Rivera.

A Tell Your Own Story section highlights stock story-telling 
phrases from the Latin American oral tradition and their 
equivalents in English.

A section About the Authors and a Bibliography and Online 
Resources round out the package.
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Clockwise from top left: A parade of La Tarasca through the streets in Spain in 
1959; engraving of a seven-headed dragon; the Tarasca float in Madrid in 1744; 
Saint George conquering the Dragon, circa 1504, a painting by Raphael at the 
Musée du Louvre in Paris, France.

THREE LATIN AMERICAN FOLKTALESTHREE LATIN AMERICAN FOLKTALES

When we tell folktales, we pass 
on our ideas about history, art, 
spirituality, and proper behavior to 

a new generation. And when we hear folktales, 
we learn about the values and customs of our 
ancestors. the dragon slayer, for example, 
teaches us how important it is to be generous with those people 
who seek our help and to resist those who try to harm us. In 
some versions of this story told throughout the Hispanic and 
Latino world, the old woman who asks for food is said to 
be the Virgin Mary, honored by the Catholic Church as the 
mother of Jesus. The story’s religious origins don’t stop there: 
in Spain, La Tarasca, a gigantic woman warrior standing over 
a conquered beast, is paraded each year during the Feast of 
Corpus Christi. In the southern town of Antequera, La Tarasca 
is shown having vanquished a dragon with seven heads, one for 
each of the cardinal sins. While there have been dragon-slaying 
tales from time immemorial – Hercules, who slayed the hydra 
or Saint George, the patron saint of England – many feature 
a man who rescues a damsel in distress. The heroine of the 
dragon slayer shows us how important it is for young women 
to take charge of their own lives: they might even end up being 
the ones who save the prince's life.
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A nother example of a female rescuer is Doña Pepa, 
the woman healer in the tale of martina martínez 
and pérez the mouse. She's the only character who 

knows how to save Pérez from drowning. While this particular 
version of the tale is written by the children’s book author 
Alma Flor Ada, the story of Ratón Pérez’s marriage is one of 
the most popular and best loved folktales in Hispanic and 
Latino culture. Different storytellers make Martina into a 
cockroach, an ant, or a rat. In some versions, Pérez isn’t rescued 
at the end – making this story perfect for sharing at a velorio, 
or wake. The velorio is an all-night meeting of friends and 
family after someone dies. Tradition holds that if someone 
falls asleep at the velorio, the soul of the recently departed 
person will enter his or her body, so everyone in attendance 
from abuelas (grandmothers) to traveling farm workers tells 
thrilling stories to keep the group awake. Storytellers use 
gestures, facial expressions, different voices, and many jokes to 
prevent their audience from dozing off.  

Pérez and 
Martina by Pura 
Delpré, 1932, was 
the first Spanish-
language book for 
children published 
by a mainstream 
U.S. press.

Below: El velorio / The Wake by Francisco Oller, painted in 1893, hangs in the 
Museum of Anthropology and History of the University of Puerto Rico.
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It is part of the oral tradition for the 
performer to embroider the tale and make it 
his or her own. Storytellers like to use stock 
phrases to capture their audience's attention 
when they start and end their stories. Here 
are some of them, in Spanish and English:

¿Quieres que te cuente un cuento? 
Do you want to hear a story? 
Había una vez.../ Érase una vez… 
Once upon a time...
Hace mucho tiempo... 
A long time ago...
Cuentan que... 
The story goes that...
En un país muy lejano... 
In a far-off land...
En la tierra del olvido, donde de nada nadie se 
acuerda, había... 
In the land where all is forgotten, 
where no one remembers anything, 
there was...
...y colorín colorado,  
este cuento se ha acabado. 
...and so, my fine-feathered friend,  
now the story has found an end.
...y vivieron felices para siempre. 
...and everyone lived happily ever after.

Every popular folktale contains both moral lessons (like the 
importance of bravery) and practical lessons (like how to 
behave after a loved one dies). tup and the ants teaches 

both, too: it shows those who hear it the value of cleverness and 
of not following instructions literally, but it also informs them 
on how to plant their crops. Tup’s story comes from the Yucatán 
Peninsula in southeastern Mexico, where, in ancient times, crops 
such as corn and tomatoes were first cultivated. Spanish colonists 
introduced these and many other fruits and vegetables to the rest 
of the world, and they are now found almost everywhere. Aztec 
and Maya farmers used a traditional practice called milpa to plant 
crops. Even today, just like Tup, milpa farmers, or milperos, cut 
down and burn patches of the rain forest in order to create rich, 
fertile land for growing corn. The farmers also rotate their crops 
to make sure not to exhaust the soil. This method takes a lot of 
patience and advance planning – much of it is explained in the 
story. 

Diego Rivera, a world-
renowned Mexican 
painter, depicted the tools 
and techniques of local 
methods of agriculture in 
many murals.  

Tup, Martina Martínez, Ratón Pérez 
and the dragon slayer all give us 
different lessons from the past and 

show us how to prepare for the future. The 
details of their stories may change from 
storyteller to storyteller, but the values they 
reflect – from faith to love to loyalty – are 
timeless.

TELL  
YOUR OWN STORY

From Tales Our Abuelitas Told, 
by F. Isabel Campoy and Alma Flor Ada
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JAIME HERNANDEZ  is the 
co-creator, along with his brothers Gilbert and Mario, of 
the comic book series Love and Rockets. Since publishing 
the first issue of Love and Rockets in 1981, Jaime has won 
an Eisner Award, 12 Harvey Awards, and the Los Angeles 
Times Book Prize. The New York Times Book Review calls 
him "one of the most talented artists our polyglot culture 
has ever produced." Jaime decided to create the dragon 
slayer, his  first book for young readers, because "I 
thought it would be a nice change of pace from my usual 
grown-up comics." He read through tons of folktales to 
choose these three. What made them stand out? Maybe 
he saw himself in their characters. Jaime says, "I'm not as 
brave as the dragon slayer, but I can be as caring. I'm as 
lazy as Tup without being as resourceful. I am not as vain 
as Martina, but I can be as foolish."

F. ISABEL CAMPOY and ALMA FLOR ADA
are authors of many award-winning children's books, 
including  Tales Our Abuelitas Told, a collection of 
Hispanic folktales that includes  martina martínez 
and pérez the mouse. Alma Flor says, "My favorite 
moment in the story is when Ratón Pérez is pulled out 
of the pot of soup!"  As scholars devoted to the study 
of language and literacy, Alma Flor and Isabel love to 
share Hispanic and Latino culture with young readers. 
"Folktales are a valuable heritage we have received from 
the past, and we must treasure them and pass them 
along," Isabel says. "If you do not have roots, you will 
not have fruits."

Tales Our Abuelitas Told: A Hispanic Folktale 
Collection, F. Isabel Campoy and Alma Flor 
Ada (Authors), Atheneum Books for Young 
Readers, 2006. Twelve stories from varied roots 
of Hispanic culture. Ages 5-10 
_____
Latin American Folktales: Stories from the 
Hispanic and Indian Tradition, John Bierhorst, 
Pantheon Books, 2002.  A collection of Latin 
American stories sourced from twenty countries. 
_____
The Monkey's Haircut and Other Stories 
Told by the Maya, John Bierhorst and Robert 
Andrew Parker (Illustrator), William Morrow 
and Company, 1986. A collection of twenty-
two traditional Mayan tales.
_____
Fiesta Femenina: Celebrating Women in 
Mexican Folktales, Mary-Joan Gerson, Barefoot 
Books, 2001. Eight stories of extraordinary 
women in Mexican folklore. Ages 8+

Mexican-American Folklore, John O. West, 
August House, 2005. A range of traditional 
Mexican-American proverbs, riddles, stories 
and folk songs.
_____
The Day It Snowed Tortillas / El Día Que 
Nevaron Tortillas: Folktales told in Spanish 
and English, Joe Hayes & Antonio Castro 
Lopez, Cinco Puntos Press, 2003. A collection 
of New Mexican magical folktales for a modern 
audience. Ages 10-12
_____
Horse Hooves and Chicken Feet: Mexican 
Folktales, Neil Philip (Compiler) & Jacqueline 
Mair (Illustrator), Clarion Books, 2003. Fifteen 
classic Mexican folktales. Ages 5-8
_____
Mango, Abuela, and Me, Meg Medina (Author) 
& Angela Dominguez (Illustrator), 
Candlewick, 2015. A girl and her abuela 
transcend language barriers. Ages 5-8

Online Resources: 
www.americanfolklore.net  Retellings 
of folktales, myths, legends, fairy tales, 
superstitions, weather lore, and ghost stories 
from all over the Americas.
_____
www.surlalunefairytales.com   
Sur La Lune offers over 40 eBooks, including 
fairy tale and folklore anthologies, critical 
texts, poetry and fiction.
_____
www.storiestogrowby.org  Folk & fairy 
tales from around the world.
_____
www.pitt.edu/~dash/folktexts.html 
Offers a variety of folklore and mythology texts, 
arranged in groups of closely related stories.
_____
http://onlinebooks.library.upenn.edu/ 
An index of over two million books readable 
for free. (Search for subject: tales.) 

BIBLIOGRAPHY

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

JAIM_v49_toC&C_092017.indd   40 9/20/17   6:37 PM

3

"If you want your children to be intelligent, 
read them fairy tales. If you want them to be 
more intelligent, read them more fairy tales."

–Attributed to albert einstein

Tales have the power to open up our imagination. From childhood to old 
age, our lives are framed by the stories we tell. Folktales, passed down 
orally through generations, show us the world by taking us through the 

customs, values, and cultural traditions of a people. Fairy tales may be populated 
by princesses, ogres, and talking animals, but they also take us into the homes of 
common folk solving real-life problems.

Everything that happens in the land of the popular "cuentos" or fairy tales was 
once invented by the pure magic of a storyteller's fertile imagination. As the stories 
grew and changed with every telling, the anecdotal became universal. Folktales 
often contain moral lessons; instead of telling us how to behave, they show us 
the implications of right and wrong behaviors to help us develop our social and 
emotional intelligence. They teach us how to be better human beings.

The Latin American heritage is richly diverse, a unique blend of Old World and 
New, spanning a continent across many geographic boundaries and cultures. When 
the Spaniards landed in the 15th century, they brought their medieval stories 
brimming with castles and dragons. But since Spain is itself a land at the crossroads 
of many cultures, these tales already contained Catholic, Jewish, Arab, and Moorish 
influences. The Europeans’ encounter with Maya, Aztec, Inca, and other Native 
American cultures – themselves widespread across land and time –produced one of 
the most diverse and varied storytelling traditions, with a story for virtually every 
taste.

A recurring theme in the Latino experience is a celebration of strong women. Like so 
many señoras and señoritas in Hispanic families, the independent mothers, sisters, 
and daughters in these folktales have the inner strength to rise above obstacles and 
to overcome adversity. But above all, the reality of Latin American folktales is that 
magic can happen at any time. Listen to these stories and tell them to others: sharing 
these tales will ground us in our communities and give us a window into others'. 

EAGLE

IMAGINATION AND TRADITION
by F. Isabel Campoy

Aztec & Maya 
Pictograms

SNAKE

ALLIGATOR

DOG

LIZARD

JAGUAR

DEER

VULTURE

MONKEY RABBIT
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Themes & Characters
In a comic/graphic novel, the reader gets many clues about the characters from 
visuals, including body language and the facial expressions. Encourage students 
to pay attention to the information they're given by the images.

u On page 5, panel 2, we learn that the Dragon Slayer’s two older sisters are
jealous of her because “she attracted all the men.” Why do you think she has this
power?

The title character wears a happy face (unlike her sisters) and she looks confident 
in the way she's carrying herself. Examine the differences in body language 
between her and her sisters. The sisters’ arms are crossed (a defensive posture as 
well as one that shows hostility);  their eyebrows are furrowed in disapproval as 
they scheme.

u On page 5, panel 5, was the father’s decision of sending her away fair? Why?

No. He never asked the Dragon Slayer for her side of the story. Even if she had 
stolen money, family members could forgive each other as acts of love and 

compassion.

u On page 5, panel 6, the Dragon Slayer leaves. Why do you think she did not say
anything to defend herself? Is she weak?

No, the Dragon Slayer’s choice not to defend herself doesn't come across as weakness 
as we have seen that she looks confident in the way she carries herself. She may have 
thought it was not worth it; she may not have wanted to discredit her father. It's also 
possible she wanted to go away 
and see the world.

u On page 6, panel 6, why
did the old woman give her a
magic wand?  Do you think there
is more to this interaction than
meets the eye?

The old woman is grateful that 
the Dragon Slayer shared her 
food. Therefore, the old woman 
rewards her for her kindness. 
Maybe she also thinks that such 
a young girl needs help to better 
face the challenges ahead. 
As mentioned in the book’s back 

© TOON Books – The Dragon Slayer  

 • Black = potential questions for lesson plans
• Gray = feedback for teachers. 

1 Verbal Expression

RL.4.1 Refer to details and example in a 
text when explaining what the text says 
explicitly and when drawing inferences 
from the text.

RL.4.2 Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text; summarize the text.

RL.4.3 Describe in depth a character, 
setting or event in a story, drawing 
on specific details in the text (e.g., a 
character’s thoughts, words, or actions).

RL.5.1 Quote accurately from a text when 
explaining what the text says explicitly and 
when drawing inferences from the text.

RL.5.2 Determine a theme of a story 
from details in the text, including how the 
characters in a story or drama respond to 
challenges; summarize the text.

5.3 Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a story, 
drawing on specific details in the text (e.g., 
how characters interact).

RL.5.7 Analyze how visual and multimedia 
elements contribute to the meaning, tone, 
or beauty of a text.

The Dragon Slayer: Folktales from Latin America

Story 1: The Dragon Slayer

The subject of this lesson plan is the value 
of empathy and of a good character.
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matter, in some versions of this story the old woman 
is none other than the Virgin Mary, mother of Jesus 
Christ.

u On page 8, panel 6, we learn that the girl and
the prince are mutually attracted. Why do you think
that happens? What do you think they like about each
other?

u On page 9, panel 1, how did the Dragon Slayer
notice that the King was feeling gloomy and sad?
By the expression on his face.

u A recurring theme in the Latino experience is the celebration of
strong women who are independent mothers, sisters, and daughters. They
have the inner strength to rise above obstacles and overcome adversity.
Does the Dragon Slayer fits into this tradition? Does she have to prove
herself?
Yes, she does fit in the tradition, and yes, she has to prove herself. There are
multiple examples such as:

Page 5: She doesn’t waste her energy on anger when betrayed and journeys 
into the world on her own.

Page 8, panel 3: She immediately finds work to support herself.

Page 9: When she learns the prince may be eaten by a dragon, she takes the 
initiative to save him on her own.

Page 11, panel 2: When a man tries to take credit for killing the dragon, she 
stands up for herself and declares the truth.

Page 11, panel 6: When she says, “Kings don’t go back on their words,” she’s 
clearly not afraid to speak her mind and be critical of even very powerful 
people.

Page 12: When she realizes the prince has gone to war despite not having 
battle training, she again takes the initiative to save the prince. 

u What other themes apart from the celebration of women’s strength
are presented in this folktale?
Having faith in oneself versus giving into fear. Lying versus being truthful.
Choosing a life partner based on love versus social class.

u Summarize the character of the Dragon Slayer.
She is determined, strong, and not afraid to take risks.
She is smart and resourceful.
She is brave.
She is kind and generous.

u Would you describe the Dragon Slayer as a traditional or typical
female character? Why or why not? Is she different from other female
characters in the story? Is the prince different from other male characters
in the story?

u What do you think the moral of “The Dragon Slayer” folktale is?
Generosity and kindness are rewarded. You have to be willing to fight for
what you believe in.

u How much of her success is due to the power of the wand and how
much is due to the quality of her character?
The magic wand helps her along in her life, but it just a tool. The real factor
here is the Dragon Slayer's courage, kindness, and strong will.

© TOON Books – The Dragon Slayer Lesson Plan 35
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2 Visual Expression

RL.4.5 Explain major differences between poems, 
drama, prose, etc. Refer to the structural elements 
when writing or speaking about a text.

RL.4.7 Make connections between the text of a story 
or drama and a visual or oral presentation of the 
text, identifying where each version reflects specific 
descriptions and directions in the text.

RL.5.7 Analyze how visual and multimedia elements 
contribute to the meaning, tone, or beauty of a text.

RL.5.5 Explain how a series of chapters, scenes, 
stanzas, etc., fits together to provide the overall 
structure of a story.

RI.4.4 Determine the meaning of general academic 
and domain-specific words or phrases in a text. (Here, 
art and comics vocabulary)

RI.5.4 Determine the meaning of general academic 
and domain-specific words or phrases in a text. (Here, 
art and comics vocabulary)

Color & Drawing

u Most of the story is colored in calm hues of brown, green and blue.
However, there are some sudden changes to purple and red. How do the color
changes emphasize what is happening, and what effect do they have on the
reader?
(Blue and green are considered cool colors whereas yellow, orange, and red are
warm.) The cool and neutral color palette is the baseline for the story. The shifts
to warm colors mark major events. Each color scheme conveys a mood, quiet
or violent. (You might want to point out that the colorist, Ala Lee, is credited on
page 2. Sometimes many people work on a comic.)

u Why does the facial expression of the characters, specially their eyes,
change through the tale?

To express the different moods of the characters. Also, the author uses the 
characters’ eyes to guide the reader throughout: readers will follow what the 
characters are looking at.

Point out that in comics, the cartoonist has to make the character recognizable 
and also able to convey many different emotions. One way the author makes 
characters instantly recognizable is to dress them the same way most of the 
time. Have students describe each character's "trademark" outfit.

A masterful cartoonist like Jaime Hernandez is able to convey a wealth of 
emotion with just a few lines. Give students the attached activity sheet, in which 
they are asked to find panels with different facial expressions of the Dragon 
Slayer and to write adjectives describing the feelings each one conveys.

Page Layout & Panels

u By looking at the overall layout of the pages, we can see that they are
mostly divided into six-panel grids, with the exception of two with larger
panels. What is the effect of the six-panel grids? What is the effect of the two
larger panels?

The six-panel grids lend uniformity and manage pacing of the story. The two 
larger panels add excitement by emphasizing the tremendous scale of the story’s 
two major foes. By using this narrative device sparingly, the effect is more 
dramatic. 

© TOON Books – The Dragon Slayer Lesson Plan 36
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the dragON Slayer: FOlktaleS FrOm latiN america • activity sheet: FACIAL EXPRESSIONS

NaMe

Find the part of the story where each of these panels 
comes from. Write an adjective on the line below 
each one to describe the emotion portrayed.
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Setting

u Folktales are linked to specific places, cultures, and periods of time. We
can learn about the setting of a story by examining the architecture, clothing,
food, and relationships between characters. What is the setting for this story?
Since this is a comic, pay attention to the visual clues.

This story is a Mexican folktale as we can infer from the physical appearance  
and dress of the main character, her sisters, and her father. The food, tortillas, 
is a typical dish from Latin America. The family looks like a peasant family 
from the late 19th century, but this iconography is mixed with medieval 
elements such as a king, a prince, a palace, servants, and armored
knights. See the introduction by F. Isabel Campoy on 
page 3, "The Latin American heritage is richly diverse, 
a unique blend of Old World and New..."

3 Further Research

RL.4.9 Compare and contrast the 
treatment of similar themes and topics 
(e.g., opposition of good and evil) and 
patterns of events (e.g., the quest) in 
stories, myths, and traditional literature 
from different cultures.

RI.4-5.9 Integrate information from 
several texts on the same topic in order 
to write or speak about the subject 
knowledgeably.

W.4-5.1 Write opinion pieces on topics 
or texts, supporting point of view with 
reasons and information.

W.4-5.2 Write informative/explanatory 
texts to examine a topic and convey ideas 
and information clearly.

W.4-5.3 Write narratives to develop real 
or imagined experiences or events using 
effective technique, descriptive details, 
and clear event sequences.

W.4-5.7 Conduct short research 
projects that build knowledge through 
investigation of different aspects of a 
topic.

Women in Power

u Have students research the number of women in leadership positions in
the United States. Ask them to brainstorm ideas on why women occupy so few
leadership positions. Have them think about
powerful women in their lives and their role
models.

u In the classic theme of fighting a
dragon, a hero has to save a maiden in
distress. However, in The Dragon Slayer
the roles are reversed. Can you think of
any other stories in tales, books, comics, or
movies in which traditional male and female
roles are presented in a different way?

Media Literacy

u Have students analyze how gender is
portrayed in the media. Help students discuss common stereotypes.
Ask them how they feel when people make incorrect assumptions
about them.

u As a bonus, have students research the
life of Ruth Bader Ginsburg, co-founder of the
Women’s Rights Project at the American Civil
Liberties Union (ACLU) and the second female
judge of the Supreme Court. The documentary
titled RBG (2018), about her life, may prove
especially inspiring for female students. Then
discuss the following anecdote. Ginsburg recalls
that her mother, who died of cancer when she
graduated from high school, gave her two pieces
of advice. Be a lady, which meant not giving in
to unnecessary emotion, such as anger. And be
independent. That meant, Ginsburg said, it will
be great if Prince Charming comes along, but be
prepared to fend for yourself if not.

© TOON Books – The Dragon Slayer Lesson Plan 
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Themes & Characters

u What is the moral or lesson of this tale?
Sympathy is much easier to give than actual help. In order to
successfully care for others, one must practice being less self-
centered and more emotionally grounded. That allows you to
take a step back and not waste time on tears when action needs
to be taken..

u How would you describe Martina’s personality?

Martina is free-spirited but also vain and self-centered. Most
people would probably save their new ribbon to wear on the next appropriate 
occasion or buy something more practical than a ribbon in the first place.  

u Martina chooses Ratón Pérez over her other suitors. Why do you think she
chooses him and not Señor Gato, Señor Perro, or Señor Gallo?

Because he does not ask her to marry directly, but to go out with him. He has been 
meaning to ask her for a long time, but he is shy and was afraid of asking her.

It’s worth analyzing the animal character types. Señor Gato is a cat. Cats hunt 
rodents (which protects homes from pests), and they offer companionship. Señor 
Perro is a dog, so he protects the home from invaders and also offers companionship. 
Señor Gallo, the rooster, wakes everyone up in the morning and helps to create the 
next generation of baby chicks. But what does a mouse do for a home?

u Why do you think the two birds cut off their beaks, the mourning dove cuts
off her tail, the fountain stops her water, and Mariquita breaks her water jar? Are
these actions useful to Martina or Ratón Pérez?

To show empathy and sympathy towards 
Martina’s loss and pain. These actions 
reflect that they feel sorry for her and 
want to share her pain, but they are not 
practical because they do not provide 
any assistance.

u What is the twist or surprise
ending of this fable?

Ratón Pérez is actually not yet dead 
yet, and Doña Pepa rescues him.

u Match each character with the
adjectives that best define him/her, and

© TOON Books – The Dragon Slayer Lesson Plan 
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The Dragon Slayer: Folktales from Latin America

Story 2: Martina Martínez and Pérez the Mouse

• Black = potential questions for lesson plans
• Gray = feedback for teachers. 

1 Verbal Expression

RL.4.1 Refer to details and example in a 
text when explaining what the text says 
explicitly and when drawing inferences 
from the text.

RL.4.2 Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text; summarize the text.

RL.4.3 Describe in depth a character, 
setting or event in a story, drawing 
on specific details in the text (e.g., a 
character’s thoughts, words, or actions).

RL.5.1 Quote accurately from a text when 
explaining what the text says explicitly and 
when drawing inferences from the text.

RL.5.2 Determine a theme of a story 
from details in the text, including how the 
characters in a story or drama respond to 
challenges; summarize the text.

5.3 Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a story, 
drawing on specific details in the text (e.g., 
how characters interact).

RL.5.7 Analyze how visual and multimedia 
elements contribute to the meaning, tone, 
or beauty of a text.

The subject of this lesson plan is the value 
of coming to the help of others rather than 
just show sympathy.
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find a panel that support your answer:

CHARACTER PERSONALITY SUPPORTING PANEL

Martina 
Martínez

Vain and 
shallow

p.17 panel 2

Ratón Pérez Polite, curious, 
disobedient

p.19 panel 4

Mariquita Self-centered p.24 panel 2

Doña Pepa Wise and 
action-oriented

p.25 panel 2

Literary Devices

u Fables are short stories that have distinctive features. Look at the list below
and discuss how they either apply to or appear in the story.

Moral lesson: The moral of this story is to stay grounded and offer help when 
action can be taken. To think first of what you can do for others (which is selfless 
and useful) instead of feeling sorry for yourself (which is selfish and useless).

Humor: Martina, a human, marries a tiny mouse.

Problem or dilemma (usually caused by a character trait or flaw): Ratón Pérez’s 
gluttony and disobedience cause the central problem in the story.

Resolution: Doña Pepa rescues Ratón Pérez and saves his life.

Anthropomorphism (animals and objects exhibiting human characteristics): 
Fables often use animals who can speak or reason as the main characters. All the 
animals, as well as a fountain, in this story have human emotions.

Simple structure (a fable follows the classic narrative structure of setup, conflict: 
and resolution): The setup introduces the main plot elements on pages 16 
through 19, the conflict arises on pages 20-24, and a resolution is found on page 
25.

u As fables are often passed down through oral tradition, poetry helps to
make them more entertaining and memorable. Ask your students to write their
own poem version of the story.

This example is written from Mariquita’s perspective: 
Ratón Pérez fell into the soup, 
reaching for a golden onion
Martina Martínez is crying her heart out,
And to show our sorrow, 
the little birds cut off their beaks, 
the mourning dove her tail, 
the fountain stopped her water from flowing, 
and I broke my clay jar.

u Ask students to write a poem about the story that utilizes a pattern of
repetition.

The three suitors propose to Martina and then are rejected by her in a very 
similar, almost identical way that is presented to the reader in a recurrent 4-panel 
sequence pattern on p. 17 panels 2-6 (for the first suitor, Señor Gato), on p. 
18 panels 1-4 (for the second suitor, Señor Perro), and last on page 18, panels 
5-6, page 19, panels 1-2 (for the third suitor, Señor Gallo). Then, that pattern is
broken by Ratón Pérez on p. 19, panels 3-6. This repetition also applies to the
way the villagers show sympathy by harming themselves until Doña Pepa breaks
the pattern.

Point out to students that poetry often uses repetition and rhyming patterns that 
work in a similar way..

17

BUENAS TARDES,
MARTINA. HOW LOVELY
YOU LOOK TODAY.

IT MUST BE MY 
NEW RIBBON THAT HAS 
CAUGHT YOUR EYE.

UMMM...
HOW WOULD YOU
SING OUR BABIES

TO SLEEP?

WOULD 
YOU LIKE TO 
MARRY 
ME?

OH NO,
YOU WOULD
ONLY SCARE

THEM.

SHE TOOK A WARM BATH, PUT ON HER PRETTIEST
DRESS, AND TIED THE RIBBON ON HER HEAD.

FEELING VERY GOOD ABOUT HERSELF, SHE TOOK HER 
FAVORITE CHAIR OUTSIDE AND SAT IN FRONT OF HER HOUSE.

SEÑOR GATO CAME
STROLLING BY.

JAIM_v49_toC&C_092017.indd   17 9/20/17   6:32 PM
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Page Layout, Panels, Balloons & Lettering

u Looking at the overall page layout, we see that they are mostly divided
into six-panel grids, with some exceptions. What
are the exceptions and what is their effect on the 
storytelling?

The six-panel grid gives a uniform pace to the 
narrative. Panels 1 through 6 on p. 21 break the 
grid to show a more fluid sequence. The three 
panels in a row have the effect of expanding time. 
They imply that more action occurs within a 
similar time frame. The last big panel on p. 25, 
panel 6, also stands out. It shows all the characters 
together at once, and it shows them in silhouette. 
It has more graphic weight. In other words, it 
draws the eye because of the black-filled images, 
high color contrast, and the different shape and 
size of the panel. 

u Which panels in the story would you say
have greater graphic weight than the others, and why?
Page 22, panel 4; page 23, panel 5; and page 25, panel 6. The use of black
silhouettes creates high contrast that draws the reader's attention. Any panel
that grabs the reader’s eye more than the rest as a result of distinct visual
devices would be a correct answer. Almost all
of page 21 is visually distinct because of the
break in the grid, the close-ups, and the bold,
white plume of steam that runs throughout.

u Comics can uniquely depict
onomatopoeic sound effects in a way that
enhance the sound in the reader’s mind. Find
the panels in which the cartoonist has used
them and discuss the effect they have.

On p. 17 panel 5, p. 18 panel 3, p. 19 panel 1, 
p. 21 panel 1, p. 22 panel 1. These sound effects
provide an aural accompaniment to

a narrative sequence and help the reader 
more fully understand what is happening.

u What other sounds effects, apart from
onomatopoeic sounds, are used in this
book? Musical notes represent the sound of
music on page 25.

u Motion lines are another useful tool
cartoonists use to enhance a story. Ask
students to find examples.

P. 16 panel 1, p. 21 panel 7, p. 22 panels 3
and 5, p. 24 panels 2 and 6, p. 25 panel 3.

Page 25, panel 6

Page 25, top three panels

2 Visual Expression

RL.4.5 Explain major differences between poems, 
drama, prose, etc. Refer to the structural elements 
when writing or speaking about a text.

RL.4.7 Make connections between the text of a 
story or drama and a visual or oral presentation of 
the text, identifying where each version reflects 
specific descriptions and directions in the text.

RL.5.7 Analyze how visual and multimedia elements 
contribute to the meaning, tone, or beauty of a text.

RL.5.5 Explain how a series of chapters, scenes, 
stanzas, etc,. fits together to provide the overall 
structure of a story.

RI.4.4 Determine the meaning of general academic 
and domain-specific words or phrases in a text. 
(Here, art and comics vocabulary)

RI.5.4 Determine the meaning of general academic 
and domain-specific words or phrases in a text. 
(Here, art and comics vocabulary)
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The 6-panel grid
16

ONE BRIGHT SUNDAY MORNING, 
MARTINA MARTÍNEZ DECIDED IT 
WAS THE PERFECT DAY FOR 
SPRING CLEANING.

AS SHE WAS SWEEPING A 
CORNER OF THE HOUSE...

A SHINY 
SILVER COIN! HOW 

LUCKY I AM!

A SHINY 
SILVER COIN TO SPEND 

ON ANYTHING I 
WANT.

NO, I ’LL EAT 
IT AND HAVE 
NOTHING 
LEFT.

NO, I ’LL 
EAT THEM AND 
HAVE NOTHING 

LEFT.

HOW ABOUT 
SOME 

CHOCOLATES?

WHAT 
SHALL I 
BUY?

I  KNOW. 
I ’LL BUY ROCK 

CANDY.

ONCE SHE WAS DONE CLEANING, SHE WENT TO THE 
STORE TO SEE WHAT MIGHT CATCH HER EYE.

SHE CAME 
HOME WITH A 
BEAUTI FUL RED 
RIBBON.

JAIM_v49_toC&C_092017.indd   16 9/20/17   6:31 PM

Page 22, panel 4

22

MARTINA 
MARTÍNEZ, WHY ARE 

YOU CRYING?

TO SHOW OUR 
SORROW, WE WILL CUT 

OFF OUR BEAKS.

LITTLE BIRDS, 
WHAT HAPPENED TO 

YOUR BEAKS?

MY DEAR RATÓN PÉREZ 
FELL   INTO THE SOUP POT TRYING TO 

EAT A GOLDEN ONION.

TWO LITTLE BIRDS SAW 
MARTINA CRYING ON
HER DOORSTEP.

AND SO 
THEY DID.

THE MOURNING DOVE 
SAW THE LITTLE BIRDS WITH 
THEIR BEAKS CUT OFF.

JAIM_v49_toC&C_092017.indd   22 9/20/17   6:33 PM
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Variations on "Martina Martínez and 
Pérez the Mouse"

u "Martina Martínez and Ratón Pérez" is a popular Hispanic fable, of which
there are many different retellings. In some adaptations Martina Martínez is an
ant, a cockroach, or a butterfly rather than a rat, and in others Ratón Pérez is
saved by an owl. Ask students to find other versions, then compare and contrast
between retellings. How do they think the differences came about, and why?
Do these variations change the moral of the story?

Fables vs. Fairytales

u Fables and fairytales are both stories aimed at children, but they have
some key differences summarized in the chart below.

Fable Fairytale Both

Children are the primary audience. x

Sharing a moral lesson is the story’s main 
objective. x

Entertainment is the story’s main objective. x

Characters tend to be animals or 
embodiments of elements of nature. x

There tend to be fantastical and magical 
characters, such as witches, fairies, dwarfs, etc. x

Aesop’s stories are popular examples. x

Grimm Brothers’ stories are popular 
examples. x

These stories are present in nearly all 
civilizations. x

These stories are examples of traditional 
storytelling. x

A battle between good and evil always takes 
place. x

Color & Drawings

u Examine the way the cartoonist, Jaime Hernandez, has depicted the three
female characters: Martina, Mariquita, and Doña Pepa. What can you infer about
them from their facial expressions, body language, and style of dress?

u Ask students to analyze the story’s illustration
style. It will be helpful to guide them with the
following questions.

Is the line art sketchy, with lots of little lines, or 
fluid strokes?
Are the areas of color shaded or flat?
Is the style old-fashioned (like something from 
the past) or modern (like images produced more 
recently)? Remind them that you’re referring to the 

way it’s drawn, not whether the story is from the past.
Are the images cluttered or clean?  
Is it playful or serious?

38

A nother example of a female rescuer is Doña Pepa, 
the woman healer in the tale of martina martínez 
and pérez the mouse. She's the only character who

knows how to save Pérez from drowning. While this particular 
version of the tale is written by the children’s book author 
Alma Flor Ada, the story of Ratón Pérez’s marriage is one of 
the most popular and best loved folktales in Hispanic and 
Latino culture. Different storytellers make Martina into a 
cockroach, an ant, or a rat. In some versions, Pérez isn’t rescued 
at the end – making this story perfect for sharing at a velorio, 
or wake. The velorio is an all-night meeting of friends and 
family after someone dies. Tradition holds that if someone 
falls asleep at the velorio, the soul of the recently departed 
person will enter his or her body, so everyone in attendance
from abuelas (grandmothers) to traveling farm workers tells 
thrilling stories to keep the group awake. Storytellers use 
gestures, facial expressions, different voices, and many jokes to 
prevent their audience from dozing off. 

Pérez and 
Martina by Pura 
Delpré, 1932, was 
the first Spanish-
language book for 
children published 
by a mainstream 
U.S. press.

Below: El velorio / The Wake by Francisco Oller, painted in 1893, hangs in the
Museum of Anthropology and History of the University of Puerto Rico.

JAIM_v49_toC&C_092017.indd   38 9/20/17   6:37 PM
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3 Further Research

RL.4.9 Compare and contrast the treatment 
of similar themes and topics (e.g., opposition 
of good and evil) and patterns of events (e.g., 
the quest) in stories, myths, and traditional 
literature from different cultures.

RI.4-5.9 Integrate information from several 
texts on the same topic in order to write or 
speak about the subject knowledgeably.

W.4-5.1 Write opinion pieces on topics or 
texts, supporting point of view with reasons 
and information.

W.4-5.2 Write informative/explanatory texts 
to examine a topic and convey ideas and 
information clearly.

W.4-5.3 Write narratives to develop real 
or imagined experiences or events using 
effective technique, descriptive details, and 
clear event sequences.

W.4-5.7 Conduct short research projects 
that build knowledge through investigation 
of different aspects of a topic.

42



55
12

u Ask students to research the following stories and explain whether
they are fables or fairytales based on the table above.
Beauty and the Beast Fairytale

The Tortoise and the Hare Fable

Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs Fairytale

The Bat and the Weasels Fable

The Princess and the Pea Fairytale

The Monkey and the Camel Fable

The Snow Queen Fairytale

The Ass in the Lion's Skin Fable

Sleeping Beauty Fairytale

Cinderella Fairytale

The Fox and the Hedgehog Fable

The Sick Lion Fable

u Point out the role of the title page for each of the three stories in the
book. Ask students to conceive of and sketch out ideas for a book cover or
title page that would represent this story.

A story by  ALMA FLOR ADA from the book “Tales Our Abuelitas Told”

JAIM_v49_toC&C_092017.indd   15 9/20/17   6:31 PM

SL.4-5.2
Students summarize a text read aloud 
or information presented in diverse 
media and formats, including visually, 
quantitatively, and orally.
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Themes & Characters

u How would you describe Tup’s personality? Which panels support your
opinion?
Lazy (page 27, panel 6); clever (page 31, panel 4); bold and somewhat violent with
the ants (page 30, panel 3)

u What kind of negative adjectives are used to refer to Tup?
Idle, lazy, worthless.

u Could you find any other synonyms for lazy?
Inactive, indolent, slothful, workshy.

u How does Tup's appearance differ from that of his brothers'?
Tup is much shorter and less muscular than his brothers. He wears more modern
clothes, like a cap.

u The two older brothers behave in the same way and look almost the same.
Why?
They represent people who don't think for themselves. They follow orders literally,
even when they don't understand what they have to do. They look almost the same
to reflect their lack of individuality.

u How does Tup's family feel about him and how do they treat him?
Tup's family assumes that he's lazy and treats him accordingly. Even before
checking the crops, his father-in-law assumed that he was not doing any work.
They punish him through insults and by giving him smaller portions of food.

uMatch each character with the adjective that best defines him/her and find a 
panel to support your answer: (only one example is given below but there are many 
more.)

CHARACTER PERSONALITY SUPPORTING PANEL

Tup Lazy p. 27 panel 6
Brothers Obedient p. 28 panel 4
Ants Hard-working p. 33 panel 6
Father-in-law Bossy p. 28 panel 1

u What kind of family relationships are portrayed in this folktale? Do men and
women have different roles?

© TOON Books – The Dragon Slayer Lesson Plan 

The Dragon Slayer: Folktales from Latin America

Story 3: Tup and the Ants

 • Black = potential questions for lesson plans
• Gray = feedback for teachers. 

1 Verbal Expression

The subject of this lesson plan is the value of 
cleverness and of not following instructions
literally.

RL.4.1 Refer to details and example in a text when 
explaining what the text says explicitly and when 
drawing inferences from the text.
RL.4.2 Determine a theme of a story from details in 
the text; summarize the text.
RL.4.3 Describe in depth a character, setting or 
event in a story, drawing on specific details in the 
text (e.g., a character’s thoughts, words, or actions).
RL.4.6 Compare and contrast the point of view 
from which different stories are narrated, including 
the difference between first- and third-person 
narrations.
RL.5.2 Determine a theme of a story from details 
in the text,
including how the characters in a story or drama 
respond to challenges; summarize the text.
RL.5.3 Compare and contrast two or more char-
acters, settings, or events in a story, drawing on 
specific details in the text (e.g., how characters
interact).
RL.5.7 Analyze how visual and multimedia ele-
ments contribute to the meaning, tone, or beauty 
of a text.
RI.4.5 Describe the overall structure (e.g., chronol-
ogy, comparison, cause/effect, problem/solution) of 
events, ideas, concepts, or information in a text or 
part of a text.
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It is a traditional farmer family. 
Men and women have very different 
roles: men go to work the fields, and 
women are in charge of household 
duties. Sons and daughters have to 
obey their parents or elders and do as 
they say.

u Food is a key and recurring
motif in this folktale. Why?

Tup and his brothers are rewarded 
with food for doing work. The 
quantity and quality of the food they 
receive depends on how productive 

they've been. Food is a basic need for any living creature, even more so in 
societies that rely heavily on agriculture to survive. Tup and his brothers 
have an enormous responsibility: to grow enough corn to feed the whole 
family. The parents-in-law use food as a tool to control their sons-in-law. 

u What is the twist or surprise ending of this folktale?

Tup is the only one who has grown enough corn to feed the family. For the 
first time, they praise him and offer him a big feast and serve him chicken.

u What is the moral or lesson of this folktale?

The moral of the story seem a bit ambiguous at first, since the lazy guy 
gets rewarded. But while Tup's brothers contribute to the family's efforts 
through their physical strength, Tup contributes by coming up with new 
ideas. There's something to be said for being smart and using one's mind.
Tup is clever enough to trade food for labor. He establishes a partnership 
with the ants, and eventually this pays off.

u Can you think of any other purpose this story may serve beyond its
moral lesson?

It serves the practical purpose of imparting the fundamentals of farming 
techniques that date back to the Mayans and Aztecs. It's an entertaining 
way to pass on information through generations, and the humor makes the 
information easier to assimilate.

u Can you explain the method Tup’s family uses to plant and harvest
corn?

First, farmers cut down trees and plants, and the entire area to be planted 
is burned down. Then, the farmers plant the corn seeds on the resulting 
rich ash. When the corn is fully grown, it is harvested and roasted in earth 
ovens

Literary Devices

u The ants in this folktale can speak and reason. What is the name of
this literary device?

Anthropomorphism: The attribution of human traits, emotions or 
intentions to nonhuman entities. 

u A common element in folktales is the repetition of a pattern/action.
Does this narrative rule apply to this folktale?

Yes, it does. The three brothers go to the fields four times, repeating the 
same sequence: first they are sent to the field with food, where they have 
to complete a task, then they come back and they receive more food. 
Folktales are passed down orally, and repetitive structures make stories 
easier to remember. They also help emphasize ideas, and they contribute to 
dramatic effects.
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u Folktales tend to share some common characteristics.  Do you think the
following apply to "Tup and the Ants?"

Flat characters with exaggerated characteristics Yes
The hero/heroine is usually honorable, couragous, unselfish, and caring No
The hero/heroine has a special power No
At the end, the hero is rewarded Yes
Takes place in the past (usually long ago) Yes
The plot is simple, though interesting Yes
It is narrated in the first person No
It is narrated in the third person Yes
Reflects on human strengths and weaknesses Yes
The reader is led to new insights Yes

Color & Drawings

u How would you describe the style of the cartoonist’s drawings?
Jaime Hernandez uses clean, sharp lines and a spare and elegant drawing style. It's
"cartoony" rather than realistic and looks somewhat like animation.

u What is the predominant approach to color in this story?
The colorist, Ala Lee, uses a variety of flat colors in pastel shades.

u How does the author notice the passage of time?
Some panels have a text box or caption box indicating the passing of time (soon…,
shortly after…, the time came to…, to last three days…, several days later…, when
it was time to sow…, after planting…,the next day…). In some instances, only the
darker colors indicate that it is nighttime.

u Comics convey mood, emotion and relevance through both textual and visual
elements. Choose a few panels and analyze the use of shading, colors, and shifting
perspective to convey the mood and emotion of the different characters. What mood
is the cartoonist trying to evoke? How do the mood and emotions change throughout
the story? What elements are emphasized by the framing and/or perspective?

Page Layout, Panels, Balloons & Lettering

u By looking at the overall layout of the pages, we can see that they are mostly
divided into a six-panel grid with the exception of two big panels. In which pages
can you find these two panels? What do they mean?

The six-panel grid gives uniformity to the story and an even pace to the narrative. 
The first big panel is on page 32, to show the big field burning, and the second one 
is the last panel of the story, to show the big field again but this time with the corn 
ready to be harvested, establishing the contrast between the two images.

u An important characteristic of graphic stories that it is unique to comics
is the use of onomatopoeic sound effects. However, there is only one example of
onomatopoeia used in "Tup and the Ants," although it's repeated throughout.Find
the panels where the cartoonist has used it and discuss its effect.

RL.4.5 Explain major differences between poems, 
drama, prose, etc. Refer to the structural elements 
when writing or speaking about a text.

RL.4.7 Make connections between the text of a story 
or drama and a visual or oral presentation of the 
text, identifying where each version reflects specific 
descriptions and directions in the text.

RL.5.7 Analyze how visual and multimedia elements 
contribute to the meaning, tone, or beauty of a text.

RL.5.5 Explain how a series of chapters, scenes, 
stanzas, etc., fits together to provide the overall 
structure of a story.

RI.4.4 Determine the meaning of general academic 
and domain-specific words or phrases in a text. 
(Here, art and comics vocabulary)

RI.5.4 Determine the meaning of general academic 
and domain-specific words or phrases in a text. 
(Here, art and comics vocabulary)

2 Visual Expression

32

SEVERAL DAYS LATER... THE OLDER TWO WERE SENT OFF WITH LARGE SUPPLIES OF 
CORN SOUP AND HONEY. BUT BECAUSE HE WAS LAZY, TUP GOT 
A SMALLER PORTION OF EACH.

THE OLDER BOYS GATHERED UP WOOD CHIPS 
AND TWIGS AND MADE A MEASLY FIRE.

TUP TOOK HIS HONEY AND CORN SOUP TO THE ANTS’ NEST.

THE FIELDS SHOULD BE DRY 
BY NOW. THE THREE OF YOU GO 

AND BURN THE BRUSH.

YOU MAY HAVE 
THIS IF YOU BURN 

MY FIELD.
DONE!

YES, 
PAPÁ .

JAIM_v49_toC&C_092017.indd   32 9/20/17   6:35 PM
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The only onomatopoeic sign used is the ZZZZZ to represent the act of sleeping. 
It is used as a graphic element. The special lettering draws attention to it, and 
reinforces the impact of what is happening. 

u The colorist, Ala Lee, decided to style captions in their own boxes with a 
beige background at the top of panels, whereas in the other two stories they simply
float over the existing background. Why do you think Ala made this choice?

There are considerably more captions in this story, which makes the third-person 
narrator's voice feel more significant. The distinct look reflects this feeling.

Setting

u Folktales are linked to specific places, times, and cultures. Can you guess the
setting of this story? What clues support your idea? 

This folktale takes place in a rural area, probably in Mexico. Tup’s father-in-law 
wears a wide-brimmed straw hat, whose style originated in Mexico. The food they 
eat is classic Mexican food: tortillas and corn soup. We know they're in a rural 
area because the characters are farmers. You might also point out the Aztec and 
Maya motifs on page 3 and throughout the book. (The diversity and widespread 
geographic distribution of Latin America stories is discussed in the introduction.) 

Maize: The 
Foundation of a 
Culture

u Cultural Heritage
For Mexican people, corn/maize is not just a commodity. Growing maize is a 
national heritage with deep symbolic values. Research why corn has been the 
main crop in Mexico since ancient times, and then write a short essay on the 
importance of corn.

u Art
Mexican artist Diego Rivera depicted the traditional methods for farming corn in
many of his murals. Research his work to find examples. Describe what you see,
what you feel when you look at them, and what you believe the artist is trying to
convey.  The following two paintings are ideal for this exercise: La fiesta del maíz /
The Maize Festival (1924); Mujer moliendo maíz / Woman Grinding Maize (1924).

u Environmental Studies
More and more, the value of ancient techniques of all sorts are being rediscovered
in modern societies. Ask
students to research the
small-scale farming technique
called milpa, which produces
relatively large crop yields
while avoiding the use of
artificial pesticides and
fertilizers. Have them describe
the process to fellow students.

31

TUP SHOWED THEM WHERE TO MAKE THE CORNFIELD 
AND WENT BACK TO HIS SHELTER TO SLEEP.

ALL THE ANTS CAME OUT TO WORK THAT NIGHT, AND, SINCE 
THERE WERE SO MANY OF THEM, THEY WERE ABLE TO CUT 
DOWN ALL THE TREES AND BUSHES IN THREE DAYS.

INSTEAD OF CLEARING THE FOREST, THE BROTHERS WERE 
MAKING HOLES IN THE TREE TRUNKS.

WITH ALL THAT 
DONE, I CAN HEAD 

BACK HOME.

I WONDER 
HOW MY BROTHERS 

ARE DOING.

HERE COMES LAZY 
BONES, THE LAST TO GO 

 AND THE FIRST TO RETURN . 

AND HERE COME MY 
HARD WORKERS. GIVE THEM 

SOME CHICKEN .

DON’T GIVE 
HIM ANYTHING 

TO EAT. 

WHAT FOOLS! WHEN THE OLD MAN 
SAID, "CUT TREES," HE MEANT CUT THEM 

DOWN, NOT JUST "CUT THEM."
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THE OLD MAN THOUGHT THE TREMENDOUS CLOUD OF SMOKE 
FROM TUP’S FIELD WAS COMING FROM WHERE THE OLDER 
BROTHERS WERE WORKING, SO WHEN TUP RETURNED 
HOME, HE AGAIN SCOLDED HIM.

THE ANTS WENT TO WORK. TUP WENT TO TAKE A NAP.

THE OLDER BROTHERS PLANTED A LITTLE OF THEIR SEED 
CORN BENEATH THE TREES, BUT THEY LEFT MOST OF IT IN 
A STORAGE HUT THEY HAD BUILT IN THE FOREST. THE REST 
THEY HID IN A HOLLOWED-OUT TREE TRUNK.

WHEN IT WAS TIME TO SOW, THE OLDER BROTHERS TOOK 
THREE MULES LOADED WITH SEED CORN. 
TUP TOOK ONLY ONE.

TUP TOOK H IS SEEDS TO THE ANTS.

THIS SMALL SACK IS NOT 
ENOUGH. THE FIRE HAS SPREAD 
FAR BEYOND THE CLEARED AREA.

YOU CAN FIN D 
MORE SEED IN MY BROTHERS’ 

STOREHOUSE. LET’S 
GO, 
MEN.

THE LAND TO 
BE PLANTED IS NOW 

ENORMOUS.

JAIM_v49_toC&C_092017.indd   33 9/20/17   6:36 PM

RI.4-5.9 Integrate information from 
several texts on the same topic in 
order to write or speak about the 
subject knowledgeably.
W.4-5.1 Write opinion pieces on topics 
or texts, supporting point of view with 
reasons and information.
W.4-5.2 Write informative/explanatory 
texts to examine a topic and convey 
ideas and information clearly.
W.4-5.7 Conduct short research 
projects that build knowledge through 
investigation of different aspects of 
a topic.

Mujer moliendo maíz / 
Woman Grinding Maize, 
by Diego Riviera (1924).

© TOON Books – The Dragon Slayer Lesson Plan 
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3 Further Research
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It is part of the oral tradition for the 
performer to embroider the tale and make it 
his or her own. Storytellers like to use stock 
phrases to capture their audience's attention 
when they start and end their stories. Here 
are some of them, in Spanish and English:

¿Quieres que te cuente un cuento? 
Do you want to hear a story? 
Había una vez.../ Érase una vez… 
Once upon a time...
Hace mucho tiempo... 
A long time ago...
Cuentan que... 
The story goes that...
En un país muy lejano... 
In a far-off land...
En la tierra del olvido, donde de nada nadie se 
acuerda, había... 
In the land where all is forgotten, 
where no one remembers anything, 
there was...
...y colorín colorado,  
este cuento se ha acabado. 
...and so, my fine-feathered friend,  
now the story has found an end.
...y vivieron felices para siempre. 
...and everyone lived happily ever after.

Every popular folktale contains both moral lessons (like the 
importance of bravery) and practical lessons (like how to 
behave after a loved one dies). tup and the ants teaches 

both, too: it shows those who hear it the value of cleverness and 
of not following instructions literally, but it also informs them 
on how to plant their crops. Tup’s story comes from the Yucatán 
Peninsula in southeastern Mexico, where, in ancient times, crops 
such as corn and tomatoes were first cultivated. Spanish colonists 
introduced these and many other fruits and vegetables to the rest 
of the world, and they are now found almost everywhere. Aztec 
and Maya farmers used a traditional practice called milpa to plant 
crops. Even today, just like Tup, milpa farmers, or milperos, cut 
down and burn patches of the rain forest in order to create rich, 
fertile land for growing corn. The farmers also rotate their crops 
to make sure not to exhaust the soil. This method takes a lot of 
patience and advance planning – much of it is explained in the 
story. 

Diego Rivera, a world-
renowned Mexican 
painter, depicted the tools 
and techniques of local 
methods of agriculture in 
many murals.  

Tup, Martina Martínez, Ratón Pérez 
and the dragon slayer all give us 
different lessons from the past and 

show us how to prepare for the future. The 
details of their stories may change from 
storyteller to storyteller, but the values they 
reflect – from faith to love to loyalty – are 
timeless.

TELL 
YOUR OWN STORY

From Tales Our Abuelitas Told, 
by F. Isabel Campoy and Alma Flor Ada
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Black Heroes of 
the Wild West
by James Otis Smith
A TOON Graphics
ISBN= 9781943145522

Richard Kutner, New York, NY. 
Richard Kutner is the head of the TOON 
Educational Team. He is a translator of both prose 
and graphic literature with a forty-year background 
in education. He holds degrees from New York 
University and Yale, and was the 2014 recipient of a 
Hemingway Grant for his work with TOON.

Overview This book presents the stories of three African American heroes of the Wild West

Subject History

Grade Level 3-5

Objectives

To help children develop an understanding of the important roles played by African 
Americans in the history of the western US

To help children gain an understanding of the characteristics of a hero.

To help children gain an understanding of the variety of ways text and images work together 
to bring out the underlying ideas driving an informational or literary narration.

VERBAL EXPRESSION

Character 
The questions in this section may be used for discussion or for written assignments.

[RI.3.1, RI.3.2, 
RI.4.1, RI.4.2, 
RI.5.1, RI.5.2, 
RL.3.1, RL.3.3, 
RL.3.5, RL.4.1, 
RL.4.2, RL.4.3, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.2]

What do we find out about Mary Fields’s character in the first four pages of Chapter One?  
What else do we learn about her character in this chapter?  Give specific examples of where 
this information is shown.

Mary is brave:  pages 10-12, page 15 
bottom, page 20, page 22
Mary is kind and helpful:  pages 14-16, 
page 17, page 19
Mary is generous:  page 19, page 22
Mary stands up for herself:  page 20

Can you find more?
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[RI.3.1, RI.3.2, 
RI.4.1, RI.4.2, 
RI.5.1, RI.5.2, 
RL.3.1, RL.3.3, 
RL.3.5, RL.4.1, 
RL.4.2, RL.4.3, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.2]

What do we learn about Bass Reeves’s 
character in Chapter Two?  Where do we 
learn it?

Bass is polite:  pages 28-32
Bass is hardworking:  page 28
Bass is clever:  throughout the story, especially 
page 35
Bass can stand up to other people:  pages 30-
32, page 35

Can you find more?

[RI.3.1, RI.3.2, 
RI.4.1, RI.4.2, 
RI.5.1, RI. 5.2, 
RL.3.1, RL.3.3, 
RL.3.5, RL.4.1, 
RL.4.2, RL.4.3, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.2]

What do we learn about Bob Lemmons’s character in Chapter Three?  Give specific examples.

Bob is smart:  pages 39-47
Bob doesn’t give up:  pages 41-49
Bob is patient:  page 43
Bob is observant:  pages 41-42, page 45

Can you find more?

[RI.3.1, RI.3.2, 
RI.4.1, RI.4.9, 
RI.5.1, RI.5.2, 
RI.5.3, RL.3.1, 
RL.3.3, RL.3.5, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.2, 
RL.4.3, RL.5.1 
RL.5.2, RL.5.3]

Are there any character traits shared by all three heroes?  Tell what they are.  How can you tell?  
Explain with examples

They are resourceful, independent, intelligent, decisive, strong.

[RI.3.1, RI.3.2, 
RI.4.1, RI.5.1, 
RL.3.1, RL.3.3, 
RL.3.5, RL.3.6, 
RL.4.6, RL.5.2]

Which character do you identify with most?  Why?

[RI.3.1, RI.3.2, 
RI.4.1, RI.5.1, 
RL.3.1, RL.3.3, 
RL.3.5, RL.3.6, 
RL.4.6, RL.5.2]

Which character would you most like to meet?  Why?

[RI.3.1, RI.3.2, 
RI.4.1, RI.5.1, 
RL.3.1, RL.3.3, 
RL.3.5, RL.3.6, 
RL.4.6, RL.5.2]

Which character’s life do you find most interesting?  Why?

[RI.3.7, RI.4.7, 
RL.3.1, RL.3.3, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.6, 
RL.5.2]

How does the artwork help you to understand the heroes’ personalities?  Give examples.
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Time
[RI.3.7, RI.4.7, 
RI.5.1, RL.3.1, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7]

How does the artist show us that time has passed on 
page 21?

With the rapid succession of small panels with clocks.

[RI.3.7, RI.4.7, 
RI.5.1, RI.5.5, 
RL.3.1, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7]

Tell two ways the artist shows the passage of time on page 33.

The sky gets lighter.  The clouds pass by.

The last two panels on page 47 create the same effect.
[RI.3.7, RI.4.7, 
RI.5.1, RL.3.1, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7]

How does the artist show the passage of time on page 34?

The sequence of small panels, each with a different event, moves time along and focuses our 
attention step by step on events that are going to lead to the climactic moment of the brothers’ 
arrest.

Filling Things In
In comics, the reader must sometimes fill in events that are not shown or explained in words, 
using his or her imagination to understand what is happening.

[RI.3.1, RI.3.7, 
RI.3.8, RI.4.1, 
RI.4.7, RI.5.1, 
RI.5.5, RL.3.1, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7]

For example, what has happened from the second panel of page 21 to the first one on page 22?

Mary has hitched up the horses faster than anyone else and been given the job of stagecoach 
driver.  The three rapid panels on the middle of page 21 show us what Mary has done so quickly 
without the use of words.

[RI.3.1, RI.3.7, 
RI.3.8, RI.4.1, 
RI.4.7, RI.5.5, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7]

On page 34, there is a whole series of events that the reader must connect to see how Bass is 
getting ready to arrest the two brothers.

[RI.3.1, RI.3.7, 
RI.3.8, RI.4.1, 
RI.4.7, RI.5.5, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7]

If we examine the first three panels on page 43 
(especially the dramatic composition of the second 
and third panels), we need to fill in that the black 
stallion is warning his herd to flee.

[RI.3.1, RI.3.7, 
RI.3.8, RI.4.1, 
RI.4.7, RI.5.5, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7]

We need to understand on pages 48 and 49 that Bob is leading the mustangs to the ranch.  The 
BADUM BADUMS create continuity, linking the panels together.
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VISUAL EXPRESSION

Rhythm
[RI.3.1, RI.3.7, 
RI.3.8, RI.4.1, 
RI.4.5, RI.4.7, 
RI.5.5, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7]

Look at the rhythmic patterns created by the flow of small panels, medium-sized panels, 
and large or full-page panels.  How do these patterns help to understand the stories?

A quick succession of small panels moves the action along briskly and expresses the passage 
of time.  The medium-sized panels focus our attention on things that we need to spend more 
time thinking about.  The large or full-page panels make us concentrate on key events or 
elements of character.  Sometimes they reveal the importance of the environment in which the 
character finds him or herself. 

[RI.3.1, RI.3.7, 
RI.3.8, RI.4.1, 
RI.4.7, RI.5.5, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7]

In the Bob Lemmons chapter, the BADUM BADUMS on pages 48-49 create the rhythm 
and sound of galloping horses.

Drama and Excitement
[RI.3.1, RI.3.7, 
RI.4.1, RI. 4.7, 
RI.5.5, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7]

There are dramatic moments in these stories.  In fact, the first chapter starts out with a 
bang (or with a BLAM!).  How does the artwork reflect the drama of the situation on pages 
10-13?

The succession of rapid small panels moves the action along quickly. It focuses our attention 
on Mary’s actions and quick thinking. The ferocious wolf is coming out of the frame, its energy 
made more menacing, unable to be contained.  The overlapping panels on page 11 express the 
drama of the situation, as do the sharp contrast of black and white and the irregular pattern 
of light and smoke from the torch in the last panel on page 11.  The close-ups on page 12 focus 
our attention on how Mary is dealing quickly with the situation.  The artist’s angle, looking 
up, on page 13, emphasizes Mary’s strength and courage, and the wolves’ foot and head in the 
foreground dominate the scene and stress how dangerous the animals are.
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[RI.3.1, RI.3.7, 
RI.4.1, RI.4.7, 
RI.5.1, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7]

What makes the composition on page 38 dramatic?

The mustangs are rushing straight toward the reader.  The black stallion stands out against the rest 
of the colors, and his posture and eyes are threatening.

[RI.3.1, RI.3.7, 
RI.4.1, RI.4.7, 
RI.5.1, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7]

How does the dramatic composition and use 
of color in the first panel on page 47 make 
you feel?

The cutting off of the top and bottom of the 
horse creates greater immediacy.  The exciting 
composition and dark blue silhouette against 
a light blue background, along with the view 
upward, create a sense of drama and grandeur, 
elevating the heroism of Bob Lemmons as 
leader of the mustangs.  

[RI.3.1, RI.3.7, 
RI.4.1, RI.4.7, 
RI.5.1, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7]

How does the artist create excitement from the seventh panel on page 47 to the last panel on 
page 49, through composition, rhythm, the use of text, angle, and close-ups?

The mustangs get closer and closer, the BADUM BADUM rhythm accelerates, the angles become 
more extreme, and the last panel on page 49 is a dramatic composition in extreme close-up with 
huge letters, bringing us right into the action.  Notice how the BADUM BADUM changes size and 
color throughout this sequence.

Close-ups
[RI.3.7, RI.4.7, 
RI.5.1, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7]

Close-ups bring us into the character’s mind or situation and focus our attention strongly on key 
events or ideas. Notice how the close-up of Bob Lemmons on the top of page 39 and the one of him 
in the fifth panel of page 47 bring the story full circle.

There are many close-ups in this book, some of them already mentioned.  Let’s look at some 
others:

The cup of coffee in the second panel of page 19 is a symbol of Mary’s kindness toward others.

The extreme close-ups of Bass and the brothers’ eyes make us wonder what they’re thinking. 
It’s interesting that in the next four panels, there’s a conversation going on in close-ups without 
showing anyone’s face.  It’s as though the objects are in charge of the situation.

The marshal’s badge in the last panel on page 34 is a surprise for us—and will be for the 
brothers as well.
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In the Bob Lemmons chapter, there are many close-ups of the black stallion that provide 
continuity and make us think about how Bob is taking over its role.  Look at the close-ups of 
Bob and the stallion in the first two panels on page 39.  They give equal importance to both of 
them—or maybe more to Bob, since we see his face straight on.  Relate them to the last panel 
on page 50.

The close-up in the fourth panel on page 41 makes us feel how intensely Bob is thinking in 
creating his own way of herding mustangs.

Sometimes a close-up is followed by a long view that relieves the tension or calls our attention 
back to the environment or larger situation:

Page 19, between panel 2 and panel 3
Page 21, between panels 5 and 6
Page 31, between the first seven panels and the eighth one.
Page 32, between panels 7 and 8
Page 29, between panels 2 and 3 
Between the last panel on page 42 and the first one on page 43

Angles
A change of angle makes us look at things from a different perspective.

[RI.3.1, RI.3.7, 
RI.4.1, RI.4.7, 
RI.5.1, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7]

Look at the fourth panel on 
page 28.  What does the angle 
looking up at Bass Reeves make 
you think?

Looking up at Bass glorifies and 
honors his hard work.

[RI.3.1, RI.3.7, 
RI.4.1, RI.4.7, 
RI.5.1, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7]

On the other hand, in the last panel on this page we are looking down at Bass repairing the 
roof.  What different feeling do you get?

Bass has many talents and facets to his personality, so we can look at him from various points of 
view.  This view down also shows the dangerous work Bass is doing so high off the ground.

[RI.3.1, RI.3.7, 
RI.4.1, RI.4.7, 
RI.5.1, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7]

Now look at the last panel on page 16.  How does the angle looking down at Mary make you 
feel?

This angle makes us feel the heavy weight of the buckets of water Mary is carrying.  She is also 
bearing the weight of the viewer’s gaze.

[RI.3.1, RI.3.7, 
RI.4.1, RI.4.7, 
RI.5.1, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7]

Look at the second panel on page 22, where Mary is making 
a delivery wearing snowshoes.  What effect does the view 
downward have?

Again, we feel the weight of what Mary is carrying, and we see 
her snowshoe prints in the snow, emphasizing the difficulty of 
her task.
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[RI.3.1, RI.3.7, 
RI.4.1, RI.4.7, 
RI.5.1, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7]

There is another view looking down in the first panel on page 46.  We see Bob leading the 
mustangs to a water hole.  What do you think this change of view might mean?

Maybe the artist wants to make us put some more thought into what Bob is doing by changing the 
perspective from which we view him.  We also get to see the plains environment.

[RI.3.1, RI.3.7, 
RI.4.1, RI.4.7, 
RI.5.1, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7]

Why do you think the artist drew the center panels on page 49 at an angle?

It adds to the drama and sense of speed.  Note the aerial view in the second of the two.

[RI.3.1, RI.3.7, 
RI.4.1, RI.4.7, 
RI.5.1, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7]

There is another aerial view in the first panel on page 50.  Why might the artist have chosen 
this perspective?

Perhaps he wanted us to see the geometry of the square corral and of the circle in which the 
mustangs are moving.  Or maybe he wanted to emphasize how they are now penned in, whereas 
they were free at the beginning of the chapter.

Other Things to See
[RI.3.1, RI.3.7, 
RI.4.1, RI.4.7, 
RI.5.1, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7]

Look at how Mary’s scarf in the second panel on page 16 is blowing into the first panel. What 
do you think this shows?

[RI.3.1, RI.3.7, 
RI.4.1, RI.4.7, 
RI.5.1, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7]

How does the composition of the fifth panel on page 10 emphasize the strength of Mary’s 
punch?

Notice how Bob gets closer and closer to the mustangs throughout the chapter until he is one 
of them on page 44.

[RI.3.1, RI.3.3, 
RI.3.7, RI.4.1, 
RI.4.7, RI.5.1, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7]

The second panel on page 43 and the fourth panel on page 44 are essentially the same view of 
the black stallion’s legs, but the first says STOMP and the second says CLOP CLOP.  Why the 
difference?

Notice how the book starts at night and ends at sunset.  Full circle again.

Notice how the photo of Mary on the title page of chapter one shows her facing us, bringing us 
into the book, and how the last image of Bob Lemmons, on page 51, has him riding off toward 
the back of the panel, taking us back out.

[RI.3.1, RI.3.7, 
RI.4.1, RI.4.7, 
RI.5.1, RL.3.1, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7]

Do you think you get more information from the photos or from the artwork?  Why?
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ACTIVITIES AND SUBJECTS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH
[RI.3.3, RI.3.6, 
RI.3.7, RI.3.8, 
RI.4.3, RI.4.5, 
RI.4.7, RI.5.1. RI.5.6, 
RL.3.6, RL.4.1, 
RL.4.6, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7, W.3.3, 
W.3.4, W.4.3,
W.4.4, W.5.3,
W.5.4]

Write narration for the silent sequences (when there is no narration).  You can explain 
what is happening or, even better, invent additional, related information.

For example: “The wind had been 
blowing for days.  It finally quieted 
down.  Suddenly a shot rang out in the 
darkness, and the night was pierced by 
the fierce growling of angry wolves.”  
(pages 10-13) 

Or (page 34):  As the Clancy Brothers slept, Bass hung his kettle over the fire and got ready 
to put his plan into action.  He quietly slipped on his boots, got ready to drink his coffee, 
and loaded his gun.  The hot coffee tasted good in the cold dawn.  Next, he calmly pinned 
on his marshal’s badge …

[RI.3.9, RI.4.9, 
RI.5.9, RL.5.9, 
W.3.7, W.3.8,
W.4.7, W.4.8,
W.5.7, W.5.8]

Do some research on the other African Americans mentioned on pages 56-58.  Create a 
poster about one of them and present your findings to the class.

[RI.3.6, RI.4.6, 
RI.5.6, RL.3.3, 
RL.4.3, RL.5.2, 
RL.5.6, W.3.3, 
W.3.4, W.3.5,
W.4.3, W.4.4,
W.4.5, W.5.3,
W.5.4, W.5.5]

Imagine that you are Mary Fields.  Choose a period of 
her life and write a diary of her experiences for a week.  
Include illustrations. 

[RI.3.6, RI.4.6, 
RI.5.6, RL.3.3, 
RL.4.3, RL.5.2, 
RL.5.6, W.3.3, 
W.3.4, W.3.5,
W.4.3, W.4.4,
W.4.5, W.5.3,
W.5.4, W.5.5]

Imagine that you are Bob Lemmons.  Write a letter to a 
relative or friend explaining your latest mustang roundup. 
Be sure to include at least one illustration.

Readers’ Theater

Have students read various scenes aloud in class. Pay attention to their expression. If 
possible, have students play multiple roles, and be sure that they adjust their performance 
accordingly. Ask them to try to incorporate visual information from the images into their 
performance.  This can be done in small groups.

Improvisation

Have students choose a scene from one of the stories and act it out, inventing their own 
dialogue.  Good choices would be Mary’s arrival at St. Peter’s Mission, her work in the 
convent or her restaurant, her deliveries on her stagecoach route; Bass’s encounter with the 
Clancy Brothers or other criminals; Bob’s interior monologue as he comes up with his own 
method for rounding up mustangs and becomes one of them.  Or invent a conversation 
between him and the ranchers when he brings in the mustangs.  Maybe they can ask him 
about his methods.  (Notice that he doesn’t say a word until page 50.)
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Standards addressed in Black Heroes of the Wild West
Below are the ELA Common Core State Standards for Reading for Information addressed in this book by grade level.

READING FOR INFORMATION

Key Ideas and Details Craft and Structure Integration of 
Knowledge and Ideas

3 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.3.1
Ask and understand questions to 
demonstrate understanding of a text, 
referring explicitly to the text as the basis for 
the answers. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.3.2
Determine the main idea of a text; recount 
the key details and explain how they support 
the main idea. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.3.6
Distinguish their own point of view 
from that of the author of a text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.3.7
Use information gained from 
illustrations (e.g., maps, 
photographs) and the words in a text 
to demonstrate understanding of 
the text (e.g., where, when, why, and 
how key events occur).

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.3.8
Describe the logical connection 
between particular sentences 
and paragraphs in a text (e.g., 
comparison, cause/effect, first/
second/third in a sequence).

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.3.9
Compare and contrast the most 
important points and key details 
presented in two texts on the same 
topic.

4 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.4.1 
Refer to details and examples in a text when 
explaining what the text says explicitly and 
when drawing inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.4.2 
Determine the main idea of a text and 
explain how it is supported by key details; 
summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.4.3 
Explain events, procedures, ideas, or 
concepts in a historical, scientific, or 
technical text, including what happened and 
why, based on specific information in the 
text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.4.5
Describe the overall structure (e.g., 
chronology, comparison, cause/effect, 
problem/solution) of events, ideas, 
concepts, or information in a text or part 
of a text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.4.6
Compare and contrast a firsthand and 
secondhand account of the same event 
or topic; describe the differences in focus 
and the information provided.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.4.7
Interpret information presented 
visually, orally, or quantitatively 
(e.g., in charts, graphs, diagrams, 
time lines, animations, or interactive 
elements on Web pages) and explain 
how the information contributes 
to an understanding of the text in 
which it appears.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.4.9
Integrate information from two 
texts on the same topic in order to 
write or speak about the subject 
knowledgeably.

5 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.5.1 
Quote accurately from a text when 
explaining what the text says explicitly and 
when drawing inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.5.2 
Determine two or more main ideas of a text 
and explain how they are supported by key 
details; summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.5.3 
Explain the relationships or interactions 
between two or more individuals, events, 
ideas, or concepts in a historical, scientific, or 
technical text based on specific information 
in the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.5.5
Compare and contrast the overall 
structure (e.g., chronology, comparison, 
cause/effect, problem/solution) of 
events, ideas, concepts, or information 
in two or more texts.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.5.6
Analyze multiple accounts of the 
same event or topic, noting important 
similarities and differences in the point 
of view they represent.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.5.9
Integrate information from several 
texts on the same topic in order to 
write or speak about the subject 
knowledgeably.
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READING LITERATURE

Key Ideas and Details Craft and Structure Integration of 
Knowledge and Ideas

3 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.1
Ask and answer questions to demonstrate 
understanding of a text, referring explicitly 
to the text as the basis for the answers.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.3
Describe characters in a story (e.g., their 
traits, motivations, or feelings) and explain 
how their actions contribute to the sequence 
of events.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.5
Refer to parts of stories, dramas, and 
poems when writing or speaking about a 
text, using terms such as chapter, scene, 
and stanza; describe how each successive 
part builds on earlier sections.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.6
Distinguish their own point of view 
from that of the narrator or those of the 
characters.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.7
Explain how specific aspects of a 
text’s illustrations contribute to 
what is conveyed by the words in a 
story (e.g., create mood, emphasize 
aspects of a character or setting).

4 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.4.1
Refer to details and examples in a text when 
explaining what the text says explicitly and 
when drawing inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.4.2
Determine a theme of a story, drama, or 
poem from details in the text; summarize the 
text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.4.3 
Describe in depth a character, setting, 
or event in a story or drama, drawing on 
specific details in the text (e.g., a character’s 
thoughts, words, or actions).

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL4.6
Compare and contrast the point of view 
from which different stories are narrated, 
including the difference between first- 
and third-person narrations.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.4.7
Make connections between the text 
of a story or drama and a visual 
or oral presentation of the text, 
identifying where each version 
reflects specific descriptions and 
directions in the text.

5 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.1 
Quote accurately from a text when 
explaining what the text says explicitly and 
when drawing inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.2 
Determine a theme of a story, drama, or 
poem from details in the text, including 
how characters in a story or drama respond 
to challenges or how the speaker in a poem 
reflects upon a topic; summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.3
Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a story or 
drama, drawing on specific details in the text 
(e.g., how the characters interact).

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.6
Describe how a narrator’s or speaker’s 
point of view influences how events are 
described.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.7
Analyze how visual and multimedia 
elements contribute to the meaning, 
tone, or beauty of a text (e.g., graphic 
novel, multimedia presentation of 
fiction, folktale, myth, poem).

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.9
Compare and contrast stories in 
the same genre (e.g., mysteries 
and adventures stories) on their 
approaches to similar themes and 
topics.

Below are the ELA Common Core State Standards for Reading Literature addressed in this book by grade level.
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WRITING

Text Types and Purposes Production and 
Distribution of Writing

Research to Build 
and Present Knowledge

3 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.3.3
Write narratives to develop real or imagined 
experiences or events using effective 
technique, descriptive details, and clear event 
sequences.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.3.4
With guidance and support from 
adults, produce writing in which the 
development and organization are 
appropriate to task and purpose.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.3.5
With guidance and support from peers 
and adults, develop and strengthen 
writing as needed by planning, revising, 
and editing.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.3.7
Conduct short research projects that 
build knowledge about a topic.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.3.8
Recall information from experiences 
or gather information from print 
and digital sources; take brief notes 
on sources and sort evidence into 
provided categories.

4 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.4.3
Write narratives to develop real or imagined 
experiences or events using effective 
technique, descriptive details, and clear event 
sequences.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.4.4
Produce clear and coherent writing in 
which the development and organization 
are appropriate to task, purpose, and 
audience.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.4.5
With guidance and support from peers 
and adults, develop and strengthen 
writing as needed by planning, revising, 
and editing.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.4.7
Conduct short research projects 
that build knowledge through 
investigation of different aspects of 
a topic.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.4.8
Recall relevant information from 
experiences or gather relevant 
information from print and digital 
sources; takes notes and categorize 
information, and provide a list of 
sources.

5 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.5.3
Write narratives to develop real or imagined 
experiences or events using effective 
technique, descriptive details, and clear event 
sequences.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.5.4
Produce clear and coherent writing in 
which the development and organization 
are appropriate to task, purpose, and 
audience.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.5.5
With guidance and support from peers 
and adults, develop and strengthen 
writing as needed by planning, revising, 
editing, rewriting, or trying a new 
approach.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.5.7
Conduct short research projects 
that use several sources to build 
knowledge through investigation of 
different aspects of a topic.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.5.8
Recall relevant information from 
experiences or gather relevant 
information from print and digital 
sources; summarize or paraphrase 
information in notes and finished 
work, and provide a list of sources.

Below are the ELA Common Core State Standards for Writing addressed in this book by grade level.
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comics even teachers 

can love!
–the new york times, feature story

FOR VISUAL READERS

TOON 
GRAPHICS

BEN NADLER
“What a dish Ben Nadler has served us!”
“A white snake that empowers a servant with the ability to understand insects, birds and other animals and to 
communicate with them. Nadler’s revision of this wonderful Grimms’ tale reinforces themes that are just as 
significant today, if not more so, than in the past: kindness to animals and nature, the brutality of tyranny and 
sexism, and the affection between people of different races and classes. Lovingly illustrated, this is a story that 
will touch the hearts of all readers.” – j ac k z i p e s , Professor Emeritus, University of Minnesota

13

Now, Randall, this is 
the final SECRET
dish the king eats 

every night. 

It’s very 
important that

NO ONE see 
what it is.

Randall,
I’ve finished my 
supper. Bring me

the final dish!

Final
dish?

Yes,
chef.

Here you 
are, my 

king.

WHAT IS 
IN THERE?
Could it be... ...the secret

that I came 
here to 
find?

“LISTEN
TO THE ANIMALS!”
An urgent message from
the past for today and
tomorrow
Young Randall dreams 
of adventures until he’s 
sent off one day on a 
mission to discover the 
neighboring king’s secret. 
When he returns, he’s 
thrown in a dungeon and 
despairs until  Princess 
Tilda  – the power 
behind the throne – 
entices him to compete 
for her hand. BEN
NADLER’s modern 
version in comics 
highlights the timeless 
truth at the heart of this 
Grimms’ fairy tale.

based on a fairy tale by  THE GRIMM BROTHERS

WHIT-SC_cover_v6FM_correx1_animals.indd   1 12/11/18   5:37 PM

Overview In this modern retelling of a Grimm Brothers’ fairy tale, a servant boy fulfills a mission, 
acquires special powers, is tested, marries a princess, and teaches his king to respect animals 
and stay in tune with nature.

Subject: Ecology
Grade Level 3-5
Objectives To help children gain respect for the natural world and be in tune with it.

To gain an understanding of how text and images work together to bring out the underlying 
ideas driving a story.

VERBAL EXPRESSION
RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.3, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.3

On page 8, what does the king think is important? Why? Does Tilda, his daughter, agree?

RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.3, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.2, 
RL.5.3

On pages 8-9, what does the king 
expect of his daughter?  
How does she react?

RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.3, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.2, 
RL.5.3

Do you think the king is fair to Tilda and Randall? Give evidence from the story 
for your opinion.

RL.3.1, RL.4.1, 
RL.5.1

What secret is Randall supposed to find out in Borisylvania?

RL.3.1, RL.4.1, 
RL.5.1

Does Randall’s life change much working for King Boris?
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RL.3.1, RL.3.3, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.2, 
RL.4.3, RL.5.1, 
RL.5.2

Often in fairy tales and other old stories, girls and women are obedient and passive and are 
expected to do as they are told. They are to be wives and daughters and do little else. Think of 
Cinderella or Sleeping Beauty. Does Tilda fit this model? Give evidence from the book for your 
opinion. 
Tilda does not fit this model. She talks back to her father and criticizes him. On page 8, she tells 
him that he knows that she could rule as well as any man.  She’s the one who comes up with a 
plan to save Randall on pages 36-37, and she tells him that she believes in him, even though he is 
from a different social class. In the end, she ends up ruling the kingdom.

RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.2, 
RL.4.3, RL.5.1, 
RL.5.2

Is Randall a typical, bold male hero with a “traditional,” old-fashioned view of women? How 
do you know?
No, he isn’t. He tells the king that Tilda is far more qualified to rule the kingdom than he’ll ever 
be. He also has a tender heart, which is seen in his kindness to the animals and his emotion when 
Edward is about to leave him.

RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.2, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.2

Page 18: What power does eating a piece of the snake give Randall? How do you think he will 
use it?

RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.3.3, RL.4.1, 
RL.4.2, RL.4.3, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.2

Page 34: Why do you think Randall wants to speak to Princess Tilda instead of telling her 
father what King Boris’s secret is?

RL.3.1, RL.3.5, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.1, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.1, 
RL.5.7

This is a serious story, but there are many touches of 
humor. Find some of them and talk about why you 
think they’re there.

RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.3.3, RL.3.6, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.2, 
RL.4.3, RL.5.1, 
RL.5.2

Do you think Randall changes during the course of the book? How and why?

RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.3.3, RL.3.6, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.2, 
RL.4.3, RL.5.1, 
RL.5.2

How do you know that some of the king’s ideas have changed? Did he gain wisdom from 
taking a bite of the golden apple?

He allows Randall, a commoner, to 
marry Tilda and offers to let him 
rule his kingdom. After Randall 
speaks up for Tilda, the king allows 
her to rule. At the end of the story, 
he turns the palace into an animal 
shelter. It does seem that the golden 
apple has brought him wisdom.
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RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.3.3, RL.3.6, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.2, 
RL.4.3, RL.5.1, 
RL.5.2

On page 6, the first time we hear Randall speak, he already has a connection to animals. 
What is that connection? How does this connection change during the rest of the book?
He longs to be free like the animals. As the story proceeds, he learns to respect them and to 
treat them with kindness.

RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.2, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.2, 
RL.5.7

What do you think the author would like us to learn from this book?
This story is built on the idea that nature should be respected, literally listened to, for people to 
move harmoniously through the world. The author/artist says, “For me, the takeaway of this 
tale is simple: stay in tune with nature. Pay attention to the Earth.”

RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.2, 
RL.5.2, RL.5.9

Do you know any other stories with snakes? How are the snakes portrayed in them? Are 
they helpful or harmful?

YOUR VERSION OF THE TALE
RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.4.1, RL.5.1, 
RL.5.3

New tasks for Randall: Instead of a fish helping Randall locate a ring, what kind of task 
might the king require that, say, a beaver might help out with? Imagine a retelling of this 
story with a different set of animal helpers. 

     
RL3.1, RL.4.1, 
RL.5.1

The story could have turned out differently at many points.  Sometimes one event or 
decision can change everything. What would have happened if:

Tilda went to Borisylvania, as her father had asked?

Randall never lifted the cover off the top of the dish with the snake?

Randall didn’t taste the snake?

Randall didn’t overhear the duck saying that something was stuck in its throat?

The horse had stepped on the ants?

Tilda didn’t convince her father to have a contest?

The fish, ants, and ravens didn’t help Randall?

Randall didn’t return with the golden apple?

There are many more ideas to use as the basis for discussions and activities in the back 
matter at the end of the story. Teachers are encouraged to make the most of them. 
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VISUAL EXPRESSION
RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Look at the details on the cover and the title page (page 5). What do you see? Is anything 
surprising?

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Now look at page 6: Are the ducks, goats, bird, and fish in exactly the same places or positions 
in the first panel and the second one?

RL.3.5, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7

Until the bottom of page 15, the 
artist presents the action in 3 broad 
panels per page. How does this 
change on the bottom of page 15 
and on pages 16-17? Why?

On the bottom of page 15, there are three small panels in the same amount of space that one panel 
has taken up so far. The action is sped up, making it more exciting. Notice that Randall’s face is 
bigger in each panel, until the final close-up. This brings out his intensifying emotions and draws 
us into them. On page 16, we have a large close-up, and on page 17 extreme close-ups that become 
more and more dramatic. All of this lets us know that this is a key moment in the book.

Find other close-ups in the book and explain what you think they are expressing. Look, for 
example, at the middle panel on page 30 and think about how the close-up emphasizes the 
close relationship between Randall and Edward. Or the third panel on page 38. 

RL.3.5, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7

How does the artist show that Randall turns around suddenly on page 18?

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Pages 19-20: How does the artist show how sad the 
queen is after she loses her ring?

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Page 21, bottom: Why is the background for these two panels so dark? Is it really nighttime?
The dark background emphasizes the drama of the moment. The duck stands out strongly against 
it, and it is darker in the last panel than in the next-to-last one.  It’s almost a moment out of time 
and space.

Notice the black background again at the bottom of page 50. Again, the drama is highlighted. 
Find some other places in the book where a sudden dark (not necessarily black) background 
with no details has this effect.

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Look at how the color of Randall’s clothes and face change on page 39. Have you ever noticed 
how the colors of things change when you look at them through water? Any idea why this 
might be?
Water absorbs light and filters out color.
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RL.3.5, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7

Look at the large panel on the bottom of page 24. What effect does it have? 
This is a peaceful moment. The large panel slows down the action, and the harmonious colors and 
lighting reflect the peaceful quality. Compare this with the middle panel on page 27.

RL.3.5, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7

Look at the font when the animals are speaking. How is different from the font when people are 
speaking?
It’s in red, it’s in italics, and it’s generally smaller.

Why do you think the artist made these changes?
To set it off from human speech and to show its unreal quality. Only Randall can hear the animals 
talking.

RL.3.5, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7

What does it mean when someone is talking in capital letters and/or boldface?  How does it 
help you to read with the correct expression?

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Look at people’s eyes throughout the book. What do you think they are expressing? Choose 
five different examples of this and write down or explain to your classmates what you think the 
emotion being expressed is or the reason for the particular look in a character’s eyes. 
(A good example is page 22: the chef, the duck, and Randall.) Try to make your eyes look the 
same.

      
See how many of your classmates chose the same examples. Why do you think this might be?

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Look at the composition of the frames on pages 28 and 29. Why are the ants so big?  
The top panel on page 28 is especially dramatic because of the extreme close-up. The ants are so 
big because their close call is dominating the moment.  We’re inside their thinking and emotions.

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

How does the diagonal composition on page 36 emphasize the strength and boldness of the 
suitors?
They are moving in a bold line straight toward the front of the frame, taking up the entire 
foreground. They are looking straight at the reader, challenging his or her gaze. 

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

How does the artist show that night is falling on page 41? Do you think it is falling slowly or 
quickly? Why?

RL.3.5, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7

Notice how Randall’s size changes from the last panel on page 43 to the middle panel on page 
44. Think about why.
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RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

What can you tell us about the artwork in the last panel on page 44? What do the wavy colored 
lines and the position of Randall’s body express?

First of all, it uses imagery from video games, linking quests in games to the Grimm Brothers’ 
story told here. Also, it’s one big panel, indicating a different stretch of time. The zigzags follow 
the long course of Randall’s adventures and stretch out the time. Notice how the weather and 
landscape change. Randall is wandering far away under changing conditions. There are so 
many little Randalls so that you can follow the progress of his quest. A comic allows the artist to 
represent many different moments in time all at once in a way that a verbal narrative cannot. 
(Point out that Randall travels again through these game landscapes on page 48.)

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7, W.3.3, 
W.3.4, W.3.5, 
W.4.3, W.4.4, 
W.4.5, W.5.3, 
W.5.4, W.5.5

Which of Randall’s adventures do you like best? Write and illustrate a story about it or develop 
it into a comic.

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Talk about how page 51 is composed and how it reflects many things that happen in the book.

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

What’s happening on pages 54-55? How does the artwork reflect it?

         
RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Page 56: The author says that Randall and Tilda lived happily ever after. Analyze how the 
artwork brings out this idea. 

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Think about the color differences in the indoor scenes and the outdoor ones. Why does the 
artist make such a contrast between these two worlds?

King Arnold lives in an indoor world, separate from nature.  What he needs to learn comes from 
outside, from the natural world.
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ACTIVITIES AND FURTHER RESEARCH
RL.3.9, RL.4.9, 
RL.5.9

Find the original version of The White Snake by the Grimm 
Brothers. What is different about Ben Nadler’s version? Why do 
you think he made these changes?  

RL.3.9, RL.4.9, 
RL.5.9

Students can find another fairy tale by the Grimm Brothers (like 
the TOON Book Hansel and Gretel), or by Charles Perrault or 
from a non-European culture, and compare it with The White 
Snake. How is it different? What is the same? What do they think 
are probably characteristics of all fairy tales? 

The back of the book has notes on “Folktales, Told and Retold,” a 
bibliography, and online resources for Grimm Brothers and other 
folk tales.

RL.3.5, RL.4.5, 
RL.5.5

Readers’ Theater: Have students read various scenes aloud in class. Pay attention to their 
inflection. If possible, have each student play multiple roles, and be sure that students adjust 
their performance accordingly. Ask them to try to incorporate visual information from the 
images into their performance. Maybe the class can work together on turning the book into 
a play that they can perform for other classes or for parents

W.3.4, W.3.5,
W.3.7, W.3.8,
W.4.4, W.4.5,
W.4.7, W.4.8,
W.5.4, W.5.5,
W.5.7, W.5.8

There are over 2,900 species of snakes. They live in vastly different environments on every 
continent except Antarctica. Assign a different snake to each student to research. They can 
find out how big it is, what it looks like, where it lives, what it eats, what eats it, what special 
features it has, if it’s venomous, etc. They should report on it (with illustrations) and you 
can post their results in the classroom for other children to study. Older students should list 
their sources (books, websites, other sources).

W.3.3, W.3.4,
W.3.5

Students can make a clay model of a real or imaginary snake (it doesn’t have to be white) 
and then write a description, poem, story, song, or play about it.

RL.3.9, RL.4.9, 
RL.5.9, W.3.3, 
W.3.4, W.3.5,
W.4.3, W.4.4,
W.4.5, W.5.3,
W.5.4, W.5.5

For a long-term project, students can take another Grimm story and make their own comic. 
(They can find many hints on how to do this in the TOON Book Comics:  Easy as ABC!, by 
Ivan Brunetti.) Display their comics in the classroom so that children can read and enjoy 
their classmates’ work.
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Standards addressed in The White Snake Teacher’s Guide
Below are the ELA Common Core State Standards for Reading for Information addressed in this book by grade level.

READING LITERATURE

Key Ideas and Details Craft and Structure Integration of 
Knowledge and Ideas

3 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.1
Ask and answer questions to demonstrate 
understanding of a text, referring explicitly 
to the text as the basis for the answers.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.2
Recount stories, including fables, folktales, 
and myths from diverse cultures; determine 
the central message, lesson, or moral and 
explain how it is conveyed through key 
details in the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.3
Describe characters in a story (e.g., their 
traits, motivations, or feelings) and explain 
how their actions contribute to the sequence 
of events.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.5
Refer to parts of stories, dramas, and 
poems when writing or speaking about a 
text, using terms such as chapter, scene, 
and stanza; describe how each successive 
part builds on earlier sections.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.6
Distinguish their own point of view 
from that of the narrator or those of the 
characters.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.7
Explain how specific aspects of a 
text’s illustrations contribute to 
what is conveyed by the words in a 
story (e.g., create mood, emphasize 
aspects of a character or setting).

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.9
Compare and contrast the themes, 
settings, and plots of stories written 
by the same author about the same 
or similar characters (e.g., in books 
from a series).

4 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.4.1
Refer to details and examples in a text when 
explaining what the text says explicitly and 
when drawing inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.4.2
Determine a theme of a story, drama, or 
poem from details in the text; summarize the 
text.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.4.3

Describe in depth a character, setting, 
or event in a story or drama, drawing on 
specific details in the text (e.g., a character’s 
thoughts, words, or actions).

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL4.5
Explain major differences between 
poems, drama, and prose, and refer to 
the structural elements of poems (e.g., 
verse, rhythm, meter) and drama (e.g., 
casts of characters, settings, descriptions, 
dialogue, stage directions) when writing 
or speaking about a text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.4.7
Make connections between the text 
of a story or drama and a visual 
or oral presentation of the text, 
identifying where each version 
reflects specific descriptions and 
directions in the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.4.9
Compare and contrast the treatment 
of similar themes and topics (e.g., 
opposition of good and evil) and 
patterns of events (e.g., the quest) 
in stories, myths, and traditional 
literature from different cultures.

5 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.1 
Quote accurately from a text when 
explaining what the text says explicitly and 
when drawing inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.2 
Determine a theme of a story, drama, or 
poem from details in the text, including 
how characters in a story of drama respond 
to challenges or how the speaker in a poem 
reflects upon a topic; summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.3
Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a story or 
drama, drawing on specific details in the text 
(e.g., how the characters interact).

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.5
Explain how a series of chapters, scenes, 
or stanzas fits together to provide the 
overall structure of a particular story, 
drama, or poem.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.7
Analyze how visual and multimedia 
elements contribute to the meaning, 
tone, or beauty of a text (e.g., graphic 
novel, multimedia presentation of 
fiction, folktale, myth, poem).

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.9
Compare and contrast stories in 
the same genre (e.g., mysteries 
and adventures stories) on their 
approaches to similar themes and 
topics.
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WRITING

Text Types and Purposes Production and 
Distribution of Writing

Research to Build 
and Present Knowledge

3 CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.3.3
Write narratives to develop real or imagined 
experiences or events using effective 
technique, descriptive details, and clear event 
sequences.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.3.4
With guidance and support from 
adults, produce writing in which the 
development and organization are 
appropriate to task and purpose.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.3.5
With guidance and support from peers 
and adults, develop and strengthen 
writing as needed by planning, revising, 
and editing.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.3.7
Conduct short research projects that 
build knowledge about a topic.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.3.8
Recall information from experiences 
or gather information from print 
and digital sources; take brief notes 
on sources and sort evidence into 
provided categories.

4 CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.4.3
Write narratives to develop real or imagined 
experiences or events using effective 
technique, descriptive details, and clear event 
sequences.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.4.4
Produce clear and coherent writing in 
which the development and organization 
are appropriate to task, purpose, and 
audience.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.4.5
With guidance and support from peers 
and adults, develop and strengthen 
writing as needed by planning, revising, 
and editing.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.4.7
Conduct short research projects 
that build knowledge through 
investigation of different aspects of 
a topic.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.4.8
Recall relevant information from 
experiences or gather relevant 
information from print and digital 
sources; takes notes and categorize 
information, and provide a list of 
sources.

5 CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.5.3
Write narratives to develop real or imagined 
experiences or events using effective 
technique, descriptive details, and clear event 
sequences.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.5.4
Produce clear and coherent writing in 
which the development and organization 
are appropriate to task, purpose, and 
audience.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.5.5
With guidance and support from peers 
and adults, develop and strengthen 
writing as needed by planning, revising, 
editing, rewriting, or trying a new 
approach.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.5.7
Conduct short research projects 
that use several sources to build 
knowledge through investigation of 
different aspects of a topic.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.5.8
Recall relevant information from 
experiences or gather relevant 
information from print and digital 
sources; summarize or paraphrase 
information in notes and finished 
work, and provide a list of sources.



69
1

the tOON educatiONal Outreach team:

Hsin Yu Chao, an illustrator and comic 
artist in her native Taiwan, is currently 
pursuing a master’s degree in Arts 
Administration at Teachers College, 
Columbia University. Chao has worked 
for numerous galleries as well as for the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art and the 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum.

Sasha Steinberg, who holds a BA in 
Comparative Literature from Vassar Col-
lege and an MFA in Cartooning from the 
Center for Cartoon Studies, was awarded 
a Fulbright Fellowship to study political 
art in Russia.
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TOON GRAPH ICS  FOR V ISUAL READERS

TOON Graphics are comics and 
visual narratives that bring the text 
to life in a way that captures young 
readers’ imaginations and makes 
them want to read on—and read 
more. 
The very economy of comic books 
necessitates the use of a reader’s 
imaginative powers. In comics, the 
images often imply rather than tell 
outright. Readers must learn to 
make connections between events 
to complete the narrative, helping 
them build their ability to visualize 
and to make “mental maps.” A comic 
book also gives readers a great deal 
of visual context that can be used to 
investigate the thinking behind the 
characters’ choices. 

Pay attention to 

the artist’s choices
Look carefully at the artwork: it offers 
a subtext that at first is sensed only on 
a subliminal level by the reader and 
encourages rereading. It creates a sense 

of continuity for the action, and it can 
tell you about the art, architecture, and 
clothing of a specific time period. It may 
present the atmosphere, landscape, and 
flora and fauna of another time or of 
another part of the world.
Facial expressions and body language 
reveal subtle aspects of characters’ 
personalities beyond what can be 
expressed by words. 

READ AND REREAD!
Readers can compare comic book artists’ 
styles and evaluate how different authors 
get their point across in different ways. 
In investigating the author’s choices, a 
young reader begins to gain a sense of 
how all literary and art forms can be used 
to convey the author’s central ideas.
The world of TOON Books, TOON 
Graphics, and of comic book art is rich 
and varied. Making meaning out of 
reading with the aid of visuals may be the 
best way to become a lifelong reader, one 
who knows how to read for pleasure and 
for information—a reader who loves to 
read.

Hansel & Gretel
CCSS-aligned Lesson Plan & Teacher’s Guide
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In addition to providing students with the tools to master verbal literacy, 
each TOON Graphic offers a unique focus on visual learning. The 21st 
Century has seen a shift where literacy has been redefined to include visual 
literacy. Our unique lesson plans and teacher’s guides help instructors and 
students alike develop the vocabulary and framework necessary to discuss 
visual expressions, structure, and meaning in the classroom. 

For schools that follow the ELA Common Core, TOON Graphics lesson 
plans offer examples of how to best utilize our books to satisfy a full range of 
state standards. The Common Core’s learning goals outline what a student 
should know and be able to do at the end of each grade, and were created 
to ensure that all students graduate from high school with the skills and 
knowledge necessary to succeed in college, career, and life, regardless of 
where they live. Though this book can be used in any grade, we focused this 
lesson plan on state standards for grades 4 and 5. Quenstions included in this 
guide fulfill the following standards:

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Reading: Literature (RL).4-5.1-10
Students build skills in reading and comprehending literature independently 
and proficiently. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Reading: Informational Text (RI).4-5.4, 9
Students determine the meaning of general academic and domain-specific 
words or phrases in a text. Students integrate information from several texts 
in order to speak knowledgeably on a subject. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.1
Students engage effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-
one, in groups, and teacher led) with diverse partenrs, building on others’ 
ideas and expressing their own clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.2
Students summarize a text read aloud or information presented in diverse 
media and formats, including visually, quantitatively, and orally.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.4
Students report on a topic or present an opinion, sequencing ideas logically 
and usng appropriate facts and relevant, descriptive details to support main 
ideas or themes.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.1
Students write opinion pieces on topics or texts, supporting a point of view 
with reasons and information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.2
Students write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey 
ideas and information clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.7
Students conduct short research projects that build knowledge through 
investigation of different aspects of a topic.

LITERACY IN THE 21ST CENTURY
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Characters and Environment

u What is happening in the outside world during the events of this 
story? How have the changes affected Hansel and Gretel’s family?

The author describes a great and senseless war, and outlines the result-
ing inflation, violence, population decline, and a general change in what 
people accept as normal (page 12). This contributes to the parents’ dis-
cussion about whether to get rid of their children.

u What other factors have created hardships in Hansel and Gretel’s 
family? 

We can guess that the parents are both still quite young, we know they 
have always been poor, live in an isolated area, and can’t afford school.

 • Black = potential questions for course plans
 • Gray = feedback for teachers. 

1 Verbal Expression
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
Refer to details and example in a 
text when explaining what the text 
says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text; summarize the 
text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.3
Describe in depth a character, 
setting or event in a story, drawing 
on specific details in the text (e.g., 
a character’s thoughts, words, or 
actions).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.1
Quote accurately from a text 
when explaining what the text 
says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text, including how 
the characters in a story or drama 
respond to challenges; summarize 
the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.3
Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a 
story, drawing on specific details 
in the text (e.g., how characters 
interact).

*The standards listed 
on the right are fulfilled 
by every question in 
this section. Additional 
standards may be listed 
in the gray sidebar on 
the left for particular  
units listed below.
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u Do you think Hansel and Gretel should be going to school?

Ask students if and how an education could improve their situation. 
Some teachers may wish to discuss the relationships between education, 
teenage pregnancy, and poverty.

u Describe the personalities of the main characters. Compare them.
Explain the reasons why the characters have each developed their own
unique personality. Can they be divided into “good people” and “bad
people?”

In addition to their economic disadvantages, gender plays an important 
role in the author’s characterizations. Some teachers may wish to intro-
duce the ideology of Separate Spheres, which historically proscribed dif-
ferent spheres of work for women and men [women in the private sphere, 
men in the public sphere]. Ask students to analyze how this plays out in 
the story. What does the father teach Hansel and Gretel? What does the 
mother teach them? What does the old woman teach them?

u Why does the mother bring up the subject of abandoning the kids?
Compare the different positions of each parent regarding the topic of
abandonment. Why are they different? What is the mathematical reason
to abandon them? Emotional reason? Ethical reason? How was the father
eventually convinced to abandon the kids? Would you be convinced to
do so if you were the parent? Were there any other possible solution(s)
aside from abandoning kids? Describe how Hansel and Gretel handle
their abandonment. What does Hansel do? What does Gretel do? Why?
Whose approach would you take if you were one of the kids?

Ask students to think about the differences in gender as they are pre-
sented in this story. Introduce the stereotype of the rational male and 
emotional female. The mother claims to be using “logic” to support her 
idea (page 16). Does her logic hold up? Is the father being logical or emo-
tional? What about moral/ethical? Look to pages 13, 16, and 20-21 for 
supporting passages. When it comes to Hansel and Gretel, the stereotype 
of rational versus emotional is more clear cut. Hansel deals with their 
abandonment in a rational and pragmatic way: by dropping pebbles (and 
later bread) (pages 17 and 24); Gretel is more emotional: sharing bread, 
hugging her brother (pages 25 and 29). Also compare their respective 
ways of acquiring knowledge. Hansel learns of their pending abandon-
ment by directly over-hearing his parents; Gretel figures this out through 

personal experi-
ence and implicit 
deduction. How 
would you describe 
this difference? 
Which is more 
effective: explicit or 
implicit observa-
tion? Are these two 
strategies related to 
gender difference 
(or ideas about 
gender difference)? 
Does the gendered 
dynamic between 
Hansel and Gretel 
change later in the 
story?

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.6
Compare and contrast the point of 
view from which different stories are 
narrated, including the difference 
between first- and third-person 
narrations.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.6
Describe how a narrator’s or speaker’s 
point of view influences how events are 
described.
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u Discuss the different reactions of the mother and the father when
the children come back (pages 20-21). Why do they respond in different
ways?

The father is motivated by love for his children and guilt. The mother 
cannot see past her own hunger. What happens in this story when char-
acters make decisions motivated only by hunger? (Hansel and Gretel on 
page 32, the old woman on page 41, the mother on page 49)

u Why can’t Hansel go to sleep after his first abandonment (page 21)?

Some teachers may wish to introduce ideas about PTSD, trauma, Disso-
ciative anxiety, etc. Compare this event to what happens later, on page 44, 
when Hansel can’t bring himself to let go of the bone that saved his life.

u If you were in the children’s situation, would you wait for the father
as Gretel does or would you try to go home like Hansel regardless of what
the father had said? Why?

u Compare the
way the old woman
catches animals
with how she treats
the kids. For her,
the children are no
longer humans but
rather animals and
hence sources of
food. Discuss this
idea. Compare it
with what happens
during war and
other bleak social
situations. Are there
similarities between
what the old woman
does to people and
what war and famine
do to people?

u Why do Hansel
and Gretel receive different treatments in the old woman’s house (Gretel 
is chained and forced to work, Hansel is pacified within a cage)? Does the 
old woman bully them? 

The old woman plans to teach Gretel 
how to “grow into a woman” following 
her own model (page 37)—ensnaring 
birds and travelers, feasting on human 
men. She’s instituting a divide between 
male and female labor that is not so 
dissimilar from that followed by the 
father and mother on page 9 (father 
provides the meat, mother is chained 
to the home). The old woman, like 
the mother, is sharp-tongued, calling 
the children many names and falling 
into fits of anger. What are some other 
similarities between the old woman 
and the mother? 
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u Do Hansel and Gretel grow or become more mature in the story?
Do they seem more like children or adults to you during the story?

Note that Hansel is described as having “transformed” into a “plump 
young man” on page 44 and Gretel is described on page 37 as about to 
“grow into a woman.” They are definitely changed by their experience in 
the forest. When they return, they recognize the “familiar places where 
they had played, and the trees they had climbed” (page 48) as if they 
themselves are now long past that. And in a sense, they are. They have 
seen death, triumphed, and provided for themselves. They are more 
grown by the end of the story. 

u Describe how Gretel manages to rescue herself and her brother
from the old woman. (She lies, steals keys, murders a person on purpose,
and then loots the house. Why does she behave this way? Was she like
that at the beginning of the story?

Has Gretel learned something from the old woman after all? Note that 
Hansel is saved by his sister and that Gretel manages to free herself. 
Compare this to the earlier part in the story where Hansel is the one car-
rying white pebbles, saving them from abandonment. Gretel is the older 
sibling, but her transformation into the “leader” may be seen as an act of 

gender rebellion.

u Do the children follow the
original route into the forest
when they were leaving? How
do you know? Why does the
author describe the path as “the
path they had known all their
lives” (page 48)?

Is the journey in and out of the 
woods a kind of “life journey” 
for Hansel and Gretel? If the 
forest signifies maturity and 
adolescence, and the house 
“in which they had been born” 
signifies birth, what does the 
journey home signify? Are they 
becoming children again, or 
revisiting their childhood with 
fresh eyes? Note that when 
they arrive, they “called out, 
not daring to come too close.” 
It seems that after their experi-

ences, home doesn’t feel like home anymore. They recognize it, but feel 
somewhat detached. This may be a common experience of getting older 
(feeling detached from things you used to love, or take for granted). Ask 
students if they have ever experienced this.

u Discuss the possibilities for what happened to the mother and
caused her death? Why?

Note the connection to hunger and eating? What do students make of 
the fact that the mother dies during the same time that the old woman 
is murdered? Is there a connection between these two characters? (See 
earlier discussion)



75
7

Words and Metaphors

u What do you think the concept
of “hunger” means in this story? How
do the characters satisfy or respond to
their hunger? Do they tolerate their
hunger? Why or why not? What are
some verbal expressions related to
“hunger” that appear in other parts of
this story?

Hunger operates on many levels 
throughout this story. Ask students 
to compare the family’s hunger with 
the hunger of the old woman (or even 
the hunger of the animals who eat the 
pieces of bread in the forest [page 28]). 
In addition to these literal manifesta-
tions of hunger, the author often uses 
words like “cut” or “chop” in reference 
to items and activities that are not 
food-related (page 8). 

u Was the woodcutter telling the truth about searching every day for
the kids but not being able to find them? How do you know?

What would the father’s reasons be for lying? If he is in fact telling the 
truth, why couldn’t he find them? We are told that he knows the forest 
better than anyone. Is the old woman’s house somehow hidden, or does it 
exist on a different plane/dimension?

u Why do Hansel and Gretel marry well?
Why is it important for us to learn this?
Explain why the author chose to spend a
paragraph describing the food people enjoy at
Hansel and Gretel’s weddings.

Marriage is a traditional ending to fairy tales, 
because it functions as shorthand for a happy 
and profitable adulthood. The author here, 
however, gives us a rather grotesque account 
of the weddings, describing the fat running 
down the meat-eating chins of the guests 
(remember that “meat,” for most of the story, 
was used in reference to human flesh). Is 
there a connection between being successful/
affluent and being a predator (like the old 
woman, or perhaps any meat-eater)?

u Note the “pale moon” at the very last sentence. Why does the author
bring up the pale moon at the end of the book?

This can be seen as a return to the dark/light dichotomy, but also a fur-
ther complication of it. A pale moon occurs at night (which is dark) but 
it also casts a lot of light. Perhaps the “pale moon,” a symbol of both light 
and dark, represents some kind of ambivalence (such as moral ambiva-
lence [not good or evil]). In the end, after all, the children are both good 
and bad. They’ve cared (for each other, for their father), but they have 
also killed.
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u What does “food” mean in the story? Compare different foods that 
appear in the story and discuss what they mean. 

There are a lot of contrasts in the food we read about. Have students 
compare the descriptions of sweet foods (pages 21, 29, 37) with descrip-
tions of meat (pages 9 and 49), or compare the tasteless pale bread (page 
17) of Hansel and Gretel’s home with the savory colorful candies of the 
old woman’s hut (page 29). 

u When the author describes a “swollen cherry” (page 21), what does 
this expression make you think of? 

The word swell is only used two times in this book; the other is in the 
expression “belly swell” (page 8). Ask students to think about how these 
uses could be connected. What is the connection between nourishment 
and family?  

u Note that the gingerbread 
house is defined by its smells. 
The old woman, we are told, 
has dim eyes and poor eyesight. 
Are these connected?

When one of the senses is 
weaker, other senses often 
grow stronger to compensate. 
Teachers may additionally wish 
to describe how Olfaction (the 
sense of smell) works. It is the 
most primitive sense (this is 
why the children are “impelled” 
by the smell of food on page 
29). There is a strong relation-
ship between smell and taste. 
Olfaction is also located in the 
same part of our brain that effects emotions, memory, and creativity. 

u What do you think the “forest” means in this 
story? What does it mean (perhaps metaphori-
cally) to “live on the edge of the forest” as they do 
in the story (page 8)? 

One could see the “forest” as a metaphor for the 
unknown in general, for adolescence and maturity, 
or even for the confusing modern age.

u Relatedly, find instances when the author 
uses verbal expressions that have to do with light 
and dark in reference to the forest. In addition to 
the abundance of words like “dark” and “shad-
ows,” note that there are some surprising uses of 
the word “white” (white pebbles, white tree trunk 
[page 17]). What could the author be trying to 
communicate with this interplay of black and 
white?

This story often plays with the connection between literal darkness and 
the metaphorical idea of darkness as “not-knowing.” Things that are 
“white” or “light” in the story serve as recognizable beacons in the dark-
ness of the forest (also the light of a fire, or of the sun). 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.4
Determine the meaning of words and 
phrases as they are used in a text, 
including those that allude to significant 
characters found in mythology.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.4
Determine the meaning of words and 
phrases as they are used in a text, 
including figurative language such as 
metaphors and similes.
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u What do you think of or feel when
you see shadows and darkness? What
are you afraid of? What are Hansel and
Gretel afraid of?

Most of Hansel and Gretel’s fears have 
to do with being isolated—getting lost 
from the human world, detached from 
family, abandoned by parents, etc. Have 
students discuss the ways that the au-
thor presents the “forest” as an embodi-
ment of Hansel and Gretel’s fears.

u What might the river / stream
signify (pages 24 and 45)?

This river separates a space of death 
from a space of safety. Ask students to 

compare this river with the River Styx of Greek mythology. In that tradi-
tion, the river represents a liminal space between two worlds. In other 
traditions (Christian), rivers are associated with re-birth and cleansing.

u Make note of when vibrant colors are described, as opposed to the
typical black/white dark/light language. What do colors symbolize?

Note the colorful descriptions on pages 9, 32, 45. In each case, color is as-
sociated with affluence and comfort.

u Generally describe the artistic style of the
illustrations. How do they make you feel? Look
at the straight, curvy, and swirly lines. Compare
them, and pay attention to where the illustrator
decided to put them.

Note that the illustrator typically uses large/long 
strokes for backgrounds/non-human objects and 
adopts smaller strokes for the characters. 

2 Visual Expression

*The standards listed 
on the right are fulfilled 
by every question in 
this section. Additional 
standards may be listed 
in the gray sidebar on 
the left for particular 
units listed below.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.7
Make connections between the 
text of a story or drama and a visual 
or oral presentation of the text, 
indentifying where each version 
reflects specific descriptions and 
directions in the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.5
Explain major differences between 
poems, drama, prose, etc. Refer to 
the structural elements when writing 
or speaking about a text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specific words 
or phrases in a text. (Here, art and 
comics vocabulary)

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.7
Analyze how visual and mulitmedia 
elements contribute to the meaning, 
tone, or beauty of a text

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.5
Explain how a series of chapters, 
scenes, stanzas, etc. fits together to 
provide the overall structure of a 
story.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specific words 
or phrases in a text. (Here, art and 
comics vocabulary)
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u Note the contrast between dark spaces and white spaces in the il-
lustrations. Compare them with the dark/white metaphors & symbols in
the text. What do you think the dark and the white spaces mean in the
illustrations?

Note how light spaces are used to draw attention to the characters. 
Hansel and Gretel are always surrounded by a light area and on page 19, 
the father’s eye is highlighted by a field of light. Just as “white” or “light” 
metaphors in the story were recognizable beacons in the darkness of 
the forest, in the art, white spaces help us make sense of the dense and 
twisted forest imagery.

u Compare the front and back endpages   (pages 2-3 & pages 54-55),
along with pages 6-7. Note how similar all three are. What are the dif-
ferences? What do you think the illustrator is trying to express through
these three similar, yet different pages?

The front endpages have characters but with no visible roads; while the 
back endpages have no characters but a strong directional path/tree.) 
The path/trees on 6-7 faces opposite ways from the path/trees on 54-55. 
Those on pages 6-7 seem to point into the book and get lost, while those 
on the back endpages (54-55) point out of the book (and therefore out of 
the story).

u Compare the illustration of the family home on pages 10-11 with
the same home on pages 50-51. Notice the similar compositions. What
are the similarities and differences?

There are no characters, no cooking smoke, and no road on pages 10-11. 
Pages 50-51 have all these things, and also a big open space in both the 
sky and the foreground (with no visible forest anymore). Ask students to 
analyze how the two drawings make them feel.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
Refer to details and example in a text 
when explaining what the text says 
explicitly and when drawing inferences 
from the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text; summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.3
Describe in depth a character, setting 
or event in a story, drawing on specific 
details in the text (e.g., a character’s 
thoughts, words, or actions).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.1
Quote accurately from a text when 
explaining what the text says explicitly 
and when drawing inferences from the 
text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text, including how the 
characters in a story or drama respond 
to challenges; summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.3
Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a story, 
drawing on specific details in the text 
(e.g., how characters interact).
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u Compare the deep interior perspective on pages 14-15 with the one
on pages 38-39. How does they make you feel?

Both images guide the reader deep inside the composition, while creating 
a claustrophobic, somewhat dangerous feeling to the spaces. Students 
may note that the center of each image (the vanishing point) represents 
“death” in both cases: the parents planning abandonment (pages 14-15) 
and the open oven (pages 38-39). 

u How many characters are there on pages 18-19? How
do they look? Refer to the text and compare with the pic-
ture. Does anything seem strange?

Note the hand next to the woodcutter. There is a possible 
fourth person in this picture. Is it the mother? Although 
she is not in this scene, it is her “hand,” as it were, that 
guides the father in his actions. This may be the one repre-
sentation of the mother—hidden in shadows, just a guiding 
hand. 

u In some pages the characters are facing left. In others,
they face right. What do you think is the purpose of these
different compositions?

In this book, characters face left when they are entering 
into the forest or a bad situation, and face right when they 
are escaping, or moving forward to safety. 

u On pages 30-31, the characters start getting bigger and taking up
more space. What do you make of the shift in representation? We also see
a new building (the gingerbread house). How does it differ from Hansel
and Gretel’s house? Compare them.

The characters seem to grow more mature as the story continues, and 
they move from the background of illustrations to the foreground. This 
may be connected to their increasing agency within the narrative. The 
gingerbread house is a huge feature of the illustrations (it serves as the 
background for four spreads). But it is a little hard to make sense of it. 
The house is abstract and it blends into the forest. It has exotic elements 
and ornate decorations. In all, it is markedly different from Hansel and 
Gretel’s family home, which meets our expectations for a “traditional” 
house. 
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u Look at pages
34-35. Note the
contrast between
slimmer lines of the
window and thicker
lines of the house
itself. Look at the
white spaces and the
perspective. There’s
a confined feeling
in this composi-
tion. Why? Did it
feel confined when
Hansel and Gretel
were in their own
home?

Hansel and Gretel’s own home does not look as confining because of the 
flat empty expanse of the floor (pages 14-15). With its dark floor, arched 
ceiling, and latticed walls, the gingerbread house does not look dissimilar 
from the forest. At the same time, though, the gingerbread house is itself 
a huge cage. On pages 38-39, the bars of the cage are almost indistin-
guishable from the walls of the house.

u Describe the tension in
the picture on pages 42-43.
How many characters are there
in the composition? How have
these characters changed since
from earlier representations

Note Gretel looks more like 
“a woman.” Her bent-over 
pose and silhouette actually 
resemble the old woman in 
previous pages (and pushing 
a living creature into the oven 
is certainly something that 
they have in common). Hansel 
looks younger than Gretel for 
the first time in the book, an 

indication that she is the one with a plan this time. Have students look at 
the old woman’s feet. There is something almost inhuman about them, 
like a goat (or other cloven animal). This satisfies the folkloric association 
of goat and hooves with evil creatures.

u On pages 46-47 Gretel is on the back of a bird/boat while Hansel
watches her from the bank of the river. What does this tell you about the
dynamic shift between these two characters? Examine the differences be-
tween texture and lines on this page (straight black lines vs. white waves).
Note how much white is used on this page. How does this make you feel?
Look at how all the lines converge to the right in a vanishing point. How
does this make you feel?

Hansel and Gretel’s dynamic has shifted, and Gretel is now the leader. 
Some may feel that she has become a kind of adult during this journey, 
and is now very clearly embracing her role as the older sibling. In the 
image, all lines point toward the sun, and strong black shadow indicate 
Hansel and Gretel’s movement toward “the light.”
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u Find another version of the Hansel & Gretel story. Point out the
similarities and differences. How does illustration style (or cinematog-
raphy, if a film) effect the overall mood and style of the fable? Which
version do you prefer and why?

u Try to create your own Mattotti-inspired landscape using only black
ink and a brush. Pick a location of your choice and draw it it using only
shadows. Make sure to think about line width and style (straight lines
look more orderly, curvy lines more organic and confusing). Present the
drawing to the class for discussion and analysis.

u Writing Project: choose any of the questions from the Verbal or Visual
Expression sections. Write a short piece explaning your answer clearly, us-
ing reasons and evidence from the text.

u Readers Theater: read various scenes aloud in class. Pay attention to
their inflection. If possible, try out multiple roles and be sure that you adjust 
your performance accordingly. Try to incorporate visual information from
the images into their performance. Have fun!

u On pages 50-51, Hansel and Gretel look like children again (espe-
cially Gretel). The woodcutter appears without his axe. Why might the
artist have chosen this change in representation?

Hansel and Gretel do wish to return to their childhood innocence, 
despite their maturing encounter with the old woman. Their father and 
home represent childhood to them. Some may find it tragic that the 
children want to please their mother with treasures, even though she es-
sentially sent them to their death. In this sense, we can still see a king of 
naiveté in the children, or a childlike optimism at least.

u Also note that in this page, almost everything is drawn in straight
thick lines. Why?

Compare this with the curvy thick lines adopted to depict the forest. The 
straight lines are also featured on pages 10-11 and 14-15. This allows the 
visual effect of the forest (and the gingerbread house) to stand in oppo-
sition. To the children, the home is “known,” so it seems more orderly, 
predictable, and linear. 

3
Further Research
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4-5.9
Compare and contrast the treatment 
of similar themes and topics and 
patterns of events in stories, myths, 
and traditional literature from 
different cultures.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4-5.9
Integrate information from several 
texts on the same topic in order to 
write or speak about the subject 
knowledgeably. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.1
Write opinion pieces on topics or 
texts, supporting  point of view with 
reasons and information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.2
Write informative/explanatory texts 
to examine a topic and convey ideas 
and information clearly

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.3
Write narratives to develop real 
or imagined experiences or events 
using effective technique, descriptive 
details, and clear event sequences.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.7
Conduct short research projects 
that build knowledgfe through 
investigation of different aspects of 
a topic.
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CCSS-aligned Lesson Plan & Teacher’s Guide

TOON GRAPH ICS  FOR V ISUAL READERS

TOON Graphics are comics and 
visual narratives that bring the text 
to life in a way that captures young 
readers’ imaginations and makes 
them want to read on—and read 
more. 
The very economy of comic books 
necessitates the use of a reader’s 
imaginative powers. In comics, the 
images often imply rather than tell 
outright. Readers must learn to 
make connections between events 
to complete the narrative, helping 
them build their ability to visualize 
and to make “mental maps.” A comic 
book also gives readers a great deal 
of visual context that can be used to 
investigate the thinking behind the 
characters’ choices. 

Pay attention to 

the artist’s choices
Look carefully at the artwork: it offers 
a subtext that at first is sensed only on 
a subliminal level by the reader and 
encourages rereading. It creates a sense 

of continuity for the action, and it can 
tell you about the art, architecture, and 
clothing of a specific time period. It may 
present the atmosphere, landscape, and 
flora and fauna of another time or of 
another part of the world.
Facial expressions and body language 
reveal subtle aspects of characters’ 
personalities beyond what can be 
expressed by words. 

READ AND REREAD!
Readers can compare comic book artists’ 
styles and evaluate how different authors 
get their point across in different ways. In 
investigating the author’s choices, a young 
reader begins to gain a sense of how all 
literary and art forms can be used to 
convey the author’s central ideas.
The world of TOON Books, TOON 
Graphics, and of comic book art is rich 
and varied. Making meaning out of 
reading with the aid of visuals may be the 
best way to become a lifelong reader, one 
who knows how to read for pleasure and 
for information—a reader who loves to 
read.
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In addition to providing students with the tools to master verbal literacy, 
each TOON Graphic offers a unique focus on visual learning. The 21st 
Century has seen a shift where literacy has been redefined to include visual 
literacy. Our unique lesson plans and teacher’s guides help instructors and 
students alike develop the vocabulary and framework necessary to discuss 
visual expressions, structure, and meaning in the classroom. 

For schools that follow the ELA Common Core, TOON Graphics lesson 
plans offer examples of how to best utilize our books to satisfy a full range of 
state standards. The Common Core’s learning goals outline what a student 
should know and be able to do at the end of each grade, and were created 
to ensure that all students graduate from high school with the skills and 
knowledge necessary to succeed in college, career, and life, regardless of 
where they live. Though this book can be used in any grade, we focused this 
lesson plan on state standards for grades 4 and 5. Quenstions included in 
this guide fulfill the following standards:

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Reading: Literature (RL).4-5.1-10
Students build skills in reading and comprehending literature independently 
and proficiently. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Reading: Informational Text (RI).4-5.1-10
Students build skills in reading and comprehending informational texts 
independently and proficiently. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.1
Students engage effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-
one, in groups, and teacher led) with diverse partenrs, building on others’ 
ideas and expressing their own clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.2
Students summarize a text read aloud or information presented in diverse 
media and formats, including visually, quantitatively, and orally.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.4
Students report on a topic or present an opinion, sequencing ideas logically 
and usng appropriate facts and relevant, descriptive details to support main 
ideas or themes.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.1
Students write opinion pieces on topics or texts, supporting a point of view 
with reasons and information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.2
Students write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey 
ideas and information clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.7
Students conduct short research projects that build knowledge through 
investigation of different aspects of a topic.

LITERACY IN THE 21ST CENTURY
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Characters and Communication

u How would you describe Pablo and Alicia as characters? Pay special at-
tention to the way they communicate and the things they say. How are they 
similar, how are they different? Explain your thoughts. 

Alicia looks at things from a positive perspective. On page 7, when her class-
mate complains about Mondays, Alicia replies by saying, “No, it’s field trip 
day!” Alicia also values friendships and reflects on her feelings. Note that 
even after she is separated from Pablo (pages 28-29) she still thinks about 
him and worries. 

Pablo, however, tends to avoid personal topics and talking about his feel-
ings. Note how he gets upset when they are in a challenging situation (pages 
24-25) and withdraws from the conversation (he often responds with “what-
ever”). 

 • Black = potential questions for course plans
 • Gray = feedback for teachers. 

1 Verbal Expression
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
Refer to details and example in a 
text when explaining what the text 
says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text; summarize the 
text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.3
Describe in depth a character, 
setting or event in a story, drawing 
on specific details in the text (e.g., 
a character’s thoughts, words, or 
actions).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.1
Quote accurately from a text 
when explaining what the text 
says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text, including how 
the characters in a story or drama 
respond to challenges; summarize 
the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.3
Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a 
story, drawing on specific details 
in the text (e.g., how characters 
interact).

*The standards listed 
on the right are fulfilled 
by every question in 
this section. Additional 
standards may be listed 
in the gray sidebar on 
the left for particular  
units listed below.
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Guide students through a discussion about how personal backgrounds can 
have an impact on our communication styles and personalities. As a young 
person who has been moved around a lot, Pablo’s first impulse is to avoid 
getting too familiar with the city and his new classmates (page 25). Alicia 
may not have had such difficult experiences, so her relentless positivity may 
seem annoying or insensitive to Pablo. On page 25, when she insists that 
“everybody wants a friend,” she may fail to understand the complexity of 
Pablo’s experiences and feelings.

u Do the characters change over the course of the story? If so, how? 

Pablo becomes more open and more expressive, beginning with his admis-
sion on page 30 that “I should have paid attention to Alicia.” Following that, 
he asks a stranger for help (page 30), admits he is feeling lonely (page 31), 
expresses affection for Alicia (page 35, “there’s my friend”), accepts respon-
sibility for getting them lost (page 36), and, finally, thanks Alicia for her 
support (page 37). By the end, at the top of the Empire State Building, Pablo 
is able to feel at home in the new city, with a new friend. 

u Look at the scene where Pablo joins the class for the first time (page 
9). Talk about the character Charlie’s behavior and discuss how you would 
feel in Pablo’s position. How does this interaction effect Pablo’s behavior in 
the book? Have you ever encountered a teasing situation? How did/do you 
feel and why? 

Experts agree that verbal abuse, teasing, and bullying have a prolonged ef-
fect on young people. Charlie makes fun of Pablo for having a teddy bear 
in his bag, and for being partnered with Alicia. But, perhaps most impor-

tantly, Charlie makes 
Pablo feel like an 
outsider, not part of 
the “group,” not one 
of their “friends.” It is 
not hard to imagine 
that this experience 
(which happens as 
soon as he sets foot 
in the classroom) 
causes Pablo to put 
up some walls be-
tween himself and 
the other classmates. 
This is only wors-
ened on the next 
spread (page 11), 
when Pablo makes 
the mistake about 
the “X” train, caus-
ing others to laugh 
at him. Ask students 
how they would 
react if they were 
teased. If they were 
Alicia, what could be 
done to help Pablo or 
to stop the teasing?

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.6
Compare and contrast the point of 
view from which different stories are 
narrated, including the difference 
between first- and third-person 
narrations.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.6
Describe how a narrator’s or speaker’s 
point of view influences how events are 
described.
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Hierarchy of Needs

u According to Abraham Maslow’s “hierarchy of
needs,” in order to achieve our full potential, we must
first cultivate a safe environment and a community of
friends. Refer to the diagram on the left. How do these
ideas apply to this story? Identify some moments in this
story when the characters’ psychological needs are not
fulfilled. What happens after those moments?

Pablo begins the story with his need for friends 
unfulfilled, but his confidence takes a blow as well 
when he makes mistakes on pages 11 (the “X” train) 
and 19 (when he gets on the wrong train). After these 
experiences, Pablo feels both lonely and embarrassed. 
He responds by shutting down (saying “I know that” 
and “whatever”), but the accumulating experiences fill 
him with frustration. Note on page 24 when he says “I 
hate this school, this trip, this partner, and this whole 
city!” Alicia also experiences frustration and a decrease 
of confidence after making the train mistake. She calls 

Pablo a “dummy” and tells him it’s his fault. Both characters lash out when 
their need for friendship and accomplishment is not fulfilled.

u Identify some moments in this story when Pablo and Alicia’s psycho-
logical needs are fulfilled. What happens after those moments?

An important moment for Pablo in the story occurs on page 30, when he 
realizes that he has successfully navigated his way through the city. This 
increase in self-confidence helps him respect the value of Alicia’s friendship, 
and leads him to change his attitude toward her. Reunited at the Empire 
State Building, each proud of their accomplishments in finding their way 
there, both Alicia and Pablo are filled with feelings of friendship and self 
actualization in the final moments of the story.

Words and Metaphors

u Toward the end of the story, when Pablo finds the Empire State Build-
ing on his own after his mini-adventure in the city/subway system, he says
“not so bad, me.” How does this sentence make you feel? Why? Why do you
think the author had Pablo say this sentence in this situation?

By saying “not so bad, me,” Pablo is regaining control over his life and 
finding order in the chaotic world of the new city. He is able to build self-
confidence through encouragement and positive reinforcement. This is the 
first time Pablo uses positive language and it marks a transition in his re-
lationship with Alicia. Have students discuss what it took to get Pablo to 
this moment of self-confidence. It seems that he needed to prove his own 
self-reliance to himself. Though both Pablo’s parents and Alicia were well 
meaning, they couldn’t understand that the most helpful thing would have 
been to let Pablo take care of himself. Have students identify some moments 
when they were proud of themselves for the things they accomplished on 
their own. What are some positive phrases they apply to themselves to help 
themselves feel strong and confident? 

Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs  
(pyramid representation)

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.7
Interpret information presented visually, 
orally, or quantitatively (e.g., in charts, 
graphs, diagrams, time lines, animations, 
etc.) and explain how the information 
contributes to an understanding of the 
text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.7
Draw on information from multiple print 
or digital sources, demonstrating an 
ability to locate an answer to a question 
quickly or to solve a problem efficiently.
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u Pay attention to the adjectives used throughout the book. How often 
do characters use the words “express” and “local”? What do these words 
mean, and how are they connected to the story and its themes?

The words “express” and “local,” used in reference to the subway trains, 
provide the plot device that sends Alicia and Pablo out into the city alone. 
But these concepts also emphasize the difference between Alicia and Pablo. 
Note that Pablo accidentally drags Alicia and himself onto the express train, 
and then Alicia puts them back on the local. Alicia is a city “local”—she 
knows every detail and every stop of the city subway system. Pablo, by con-
trast, is on the “express” track, jumping from city to city, frequently skipping 
stops. In the end, they have the makings of a good friendship, partly because 
of these differences. Like the subway’s local and express tracks, Pablo and 
Alicia each have their own unique speeds and personalities, and both have 
a place in the city.

u How often do the characters use 
the words “lonely” and “friend?” What 
do these words mean, and how are they 
connected to the story and its themes? 

Alicia is the character most associated 
with the word “friend.” From their first 
meeting, she is eager to become friends 
with Pablo (page 9). She can’t under-
stand that Pablo might want to be alone 
(pages 28-29). Pablo, by contrast, is the 
character most associated with the word 
“lonely.” On the second page (page 8), 
his mother worries that he will be lonely 
at school. Later, Alicia expresses it sev-

eral times (pages 25, 
27, 29), and Pablo fi-
nally articulates it him-
self on page 31 (“this is 
the loneliest…I’ve ever 
felt). But, at the end of 
the story (page 35), it is 
Pablo himself using the 
words “friend” and “home.” Pablo, in other words, learns to 
see that friendship is a precious tool for surviving in a fast 
and confusing environment. This speaks to the nature of 
New York City, which takes in many outsiders and people 
from different backgrounds. The city can be both inclusive 
(friendly) and exclusive (lonely), sometimes even at the 
same time.

u What does “friend” mean in the story? How does 
having friends make you feel? How do you make new 
friends? Is it different from the way Alicia and Pablo be-
come friends? 

Making friends means creating interpersonal connections 
and developing interpersonal attachments. As Pablo dis-
covers, we almost always need to feel secure and confident 
in order to truly open ourselves up to others and make 
friends. Friends help you expand your world and enrich 
your life. Just as Pablo and Alicia’s different attitudes and 
experiences begin to work in dialogue with each other, new 
friends can introduce each other to a wide range of ideas.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.4
Determine the meaning of words and 
phrases as they are used in a text, 
including those that allude to significant 
characters found in mythology.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.4
Determine the meaning of words and 
phrases as they are used in a text, 
including figurative language such as 
metaphors and similes.
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u What does the word “lost” mean to you? What are
some different ways that the characters are “lost” in this
story?

Although the characters are literally lost in the subway 
system, Pablo experiences loss in other, more emotional 
ways as well. As someone who’s had to give up his home 
several times, he arrives in NYC already lost. He feels that 
he has no connection to other people, and no control over 
his life (hence all the “whatever”s). When he finds his way, 
he also finds the confidence he needs to turn around his 
attitude about New York. Ask students about moments 
they have been lost, both literally and emotionally, and 
what tools they used to find their way. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.6
Compare and contrast a firsthand and 
secondhand account of the same event 
or topic; describe differences in focus 
and the information provided. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.6
Analyze multiple accounts of the 
same event or topic, noting important 
similarities and differences in the point 
of view they represent.

The City

u What does New York City mean in the story? What does it mean to
you? What do you think the city meant to the author/illustrator? Note that
the author is a New Yorker, while the illustrator is not from New York (he
comes from Spain).

The concept of a “city” in our mind is established from our own memo-
ries and experiences, therefore it differs from one person to another. But 
students will likely draw on some similar descriptors: big, fast, crowded, 
dirty, exciting, dangerous, etc. Ask them to find moments in the book that 
reinforce these impressions. If your students live in New York, ask them if 
they recognize the city as it is portrayed in this book. If they don’t live in 
New York, have students describe their own city or town. How do they think 
it might look to an outsider? What would they show a stranger in order to 
help them feel comfortable there?

u In the final moments of the
story, Pablo declares that New
York is “beginning to look a lot
like home.” What does “home”
mean to you? What does it stand
for? What would this term mean
to someone who has moved a lot?

Home is often something that we 
have to find for ourselves. Part of 
growing older is learning to build 
“homes” in new environments 
(this is something that young 
people have to learn the hard way 
if they move to a new school). A 
home is much more than a place, 
it is really the feeling of comfort 
and community. In some ways, 
it could be seen as the place that 
guarantees the first four levels of 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs—it’s 
a place of safety and nourish-
ment, a place of community and 
family, and a place where you feel 
happy and confident.
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Word Balloons

u The artist utilizes a variety of styles to express the tone of sentences and 
words—using bold, italic, all caps, and larger sizes. Give several examples
of each category, and compare them. Note that the largest font is used on
pages 34-35, where Alicia and Pablo are reunited. Why do you think this
might be?

Comics lettering is integral in determining how the reader interprets the 
emotions of the characters. Large, or loud-looking fonts can express both 
happiness and frustration, so we have to use other information (context 
clues and facial expressions) to complete the emotional picture. The reunion 
on pages 34-35 is a happy one, and marks the true climax of the narrative.

u Sometimes, there are more than just words in the word balloons. Look
at page 16, where a diagram of the subway track is included in the first word
balloon. Compare this word balloon with the overall composition of pages
16-17.

The word balloon is almost a miniature version of the 2 pages (which also 
show the express and local tracks). In the diagram, however, the division be-
tween local and express 
systems is rendered very 
clearly so the reader can 
understand the subway 
system construction. 
Ask students to compare 
this diagram with the 
cut-away illustration on 
page 45 (in the index). 
They will note that the 
diagram on page 16 is 
2 dimensional (x and 
y axis, side-to-side and 
forward-and-backward) 
whereas the illustration 
on page 45 introduces a 
z axis (up-and-down).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.7
Interpret information presented visually, 
orally, or quantitatively (e.g., in charts, 
graphs, diagrams, time lines, animations, 
etc.) and explain how the information 
contributes to an understanding of the 
text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.7
Draw on information from multiple print 
or digital sources, demonstrating an 
ability to locate an answer to a question 
quickly or to solve a problem efficiently

2 Visual Expression

*The standards listed 
on the right are fulfilled 
by every question in 
this section. Additional 
standards may be listed 
in the gray sidebar on 
the left for particular 
units listed below.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.7
Make connections between the 
text of a story or drama and a visual 
or oral presentation of the text, 
indentifying where each version 
reflects specific descriptions and 
directions in the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.5
Explain major differences between 
poems, drama, prose, etc. Refer to 
the structural elements when writing 
or speaking about a text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specific words 
or phrases in a text. (Here, art and 
comics vocabulary)

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.7
Analyze how visual and mulitmedia 
elements contribute to the meaning, 
tone, or beauty of a text

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.5
Explain how a series of chapters, 
scenes, stanzas, etc. fits together to 
provide the overall structure of a 
story.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specific words 
or phrases in a text. (Here, art and 
comics vocabulary)
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u Compare the diagram on page 16 to an architectural floor plan (see 
left). What are some similarities and differences between the two?

Explain to students how important it is for architects to first develop a floor 
plan or blueprint, so that they can execute the design. This was true in the 
construction of the subway, but it’s also true for the construction of a draw-
ing, or book. Have the students look at pages 43 and 46, where they can 
find earlier drafts of the artist’s illustrations. How do these sketches compare 
with blueprints? 

u Word balloons are 
both artistic and functional. 
Look carefully at the bal-
loons on pages 12-13, 14-
15, 26-27, 28-29, and 30-31. 
What do you see? Describe 
how the word balloons on 
these pages differ from one 
another. Pay attention to 
role of balloons in “guiding” 
the eye of the reader.
 
Word balloons often help 
guide the movement of the 
reader’s eyes to follow the 
action of the story. This is 
especially important in this 
story, because the word bal-
loons help the reader from 
getting lost in the dense urban landscapes, busy crowds, and quick actions 
of the adventure. On the aforementioned spreads, students may note that 
the balloons help guide the reader across physical space in a single scene 
(pages 12-13), through different events in time (pages 14-15), and in and 
out of traffic (pages 26-27, 28-29, 30-31). 

Panels

u Note there are several kinds of panels in the book. We 
see, for example, loose panels without any border or outline 
(pages 8-9), clearly defined grids with white space (also called a 
“gutter”) (pages 30-31), or pull-out panels in lined boxes (pages 
36-37 and pages 40-41). What do you notice about these pan-
els—how are they similar, how are they different?

These different types of panels each play with the relationship 
between unconfined and confined space, openness and closure, 
as well as the relationship between colors. On pages 8-9, the 
free-handed panels give an energetic but disorganized impres-
sion (matching the emotions of the characters); on pages 30-
31, the straight-cut panels resemble lines on a map, soundlessly 
limiting Pablo’s movement among the panels (except where his 
body breaks into the gutter as he lands on the 6 train). Pages 
36-37 and 40-41, by contrast, are designed to highlight the dif-
ference between emotional character interaction (the scenes in 
the panels) and background setting (the large image behind the 
panels).

Architectural Floor Plan
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Color

u Look at the color palette of the book. Is it consistent? Does it change
from scene to scene? Compare the color of the characters and backgrounds
and describe any similarities and differences. Why did the artist make these
choices?

The color palette of the book is mostly consistent. The background appears 
un-saturated (meaning it looks somewhat gray). The central characters, by 
contrast, are brighter, more colorful, and more-saturated, so they stand out 
from their environment. This is done for two reasons—first, to direct the eye 
to the figures and, second, to communicate the artist’s interpretation of New 
York City as a place that may appear cold, but is actually filled with human 
warmth. Students may be interested to note that the colorist of this book is 
Lola Moral, the wife and long-time collaborator of the artist Sergio García.

u Take a look at the colors used for each of the subway lines. List the dif-
ferent shades used by the MTA system and describe how these colors make
you feel (or what they make you think of). If you live in NYC, which subway 

line is your favorite, and why? If not, which color is 
your favorite, and why? 

Colors have their own characteristics and are sci-
entifically proven to have effects on human psy-
chology/behavior. Colors also have their own 
unique cultural and social meanings. They also can 
be quite subjective, so while patterns may emerge, 
it is not uncommon for each individual to respond 
differently to a particular color. The study of these 
phenomena is called Color Psychology and has 
been around for hundreds of years. Students may 
enjoy building a chart of colors and their social 
meanings (such as black—death, green—envy (or 
“go”), red—love (or “stop”), yellow—happiness, 
etc.). Then have them reflect on their personal feel-
ings about colors.

u Note the unique panel design of pages
24-25. What do you see? Have students ex-
plain the dual role of the gutter/white space
in the composition.

In this image, the gutters also serve the 
function of subway poles. If your students 
are from New York and are familiar with 
subway poles, let them talk about it. If your 
students are from outside of New York, 
compare the MTA’s subway car interior with 
your local subway or bus interiors. By filling 
a dual function as dividers and as a part of 
the scene, these panel borders actually add 
3-dimensionality and depth to the image
(such as when Alicia’s ponytail appears in
front of it).
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u What are the personalities of Alicia and Pablo? Do the colors of their
clothing reflect their personalities? Why or why not? What is your favorite
color to wear and why? Do you feel like you’re free to express who you are
through what you wear? Are there clothes or colors that you are not sup-
posed to wear? Why or why not? Would you like to see those rules change?

Have students refer to their charts on colors and their social meanings. 
What associations do we have with the colors blue and yellow (Pablo) or 
pink and green (Alicia). Some students may note the gender stereotype in 
assigning blue and pink to these characters respectively. Engage students in 
a discussion of gender and color and let them share their thoughts without 
any judgments. Aside from gender, do the colors fit the characters’ person-
alities?

u Pablo and Alicia each have their own color palette, and
this palette has a subtle effect on the background. Note on
pages 28-29, for example, where Alicia is the main character,
how the pink color of her clothes is echoed in red umbrellas,
the red Macy’s logo, red lips, and a red soda ad. The yellow/
orange of her hair is echoes in the taxi cabs and several roof-
tops. On pages 30-31, by contrast, Pablo is the main charac-
ter, so a bluish color fills the spread (with blue subway seats,
blue sky and green 6 train sign). What does this communi-
cate to the reader?

The city, much like color, is quite subjective, so it is not sur-
prising to see a different color palette for “Alicia’s New York” 
and “Pablo’s New York.” Note that Alicia’s New York is also 
very crowded (with many friends or couples—including a 
pair of dogs!). Alicia, as discussed, is more relationship-ori-
ented, so her vision of the city is focused on people.

u The appearance of the solid blue/grey sky differs from page to page.
Find every page in which the sky is visible and describe what it looks like
(how it is framed and what color it appears). What is the function of the sky, 
visually?

The sky can be understood 
as a metaphor/symbol of 
openness, and is set in con-
trast to the subway (which 
is “closed” and “under-
ground”). Visually, the sky 
allows the illustrations to 
“breathe,” and changes our 
sense of the city’s density. 
Compare pages with sky 
(page 30) to pages without 
sky (page 31). Note that the 
color of the sky changes as 
the story progresses, follow-
ing a realistic progression 
from morning to afternoon. 
Students may also note that 
we see a great deal of sky at the end of the book. The large sections of sky 
toward the end of the story do more than indicate the students’ journey up-
ward to the viewing platform of the Empire State Building. They also meta-
phorically reinforce the feeling of hope, confidence, and freedom that Pablo 
feels after his adventure in the city.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.3
Describe in depth a character, setting 
or event in a story, drawing on specific 
details in the text (e.g., a character’s 
thoughts, words, or actions).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.3
Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a story, 
drawing on specific details in the text 
(e.g., how characters interact).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text; summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text, including how the 
characters in a story or drama respond 
to challenges; summarize the text.
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Composition & Space

u The story is read from left to right,
and the pages flip from right to left.
Keeping this in mind, take a look at the
following question: Which direction do
Pablo and Alicia generally face? How is
that relevant to the progress of the story?
Can you tell the difference between situ-
ations in which Pablo faces right from
situations in which he faces left? What
about the scenes when he faces out, di-
rectly at the reader?

In this story, as in most comics, facing 
right generally means “looking or mov-
ing forward.” Facing left generally means 
“being held-back, encountering an ob-
stacle, or being difficult.” On pages 7-11, 
Alicia typically faces right while Pablo 

faces left. When Pablo faces the reader, however, it is usually a sign of one 
of two emotional states: retreating into himself and his feelings (page 9) 
or opening up to people (page 42). In real life as well, opening up and re-
treating into yourself can be seen as two sides of the same coin. They both 
require a moment of pause, some introspection, and an honest examination 
of feelings.

u Draw a diagram of the movement of characters within each
page spread. Because the subway system is underground (and the
Empire State Building is above ground), much of the movement
may be categorized in terms of moving down or up. How does the
visual movement of each page match the narrative movement of
the story?

Note the downward movement on pages such as 14-15, versus the 
upward movement in pages such as 36-39. Although the characters 
are literally moving “up” at the end of the story (to the Empire State 
Building), the movement is metaphorical as well. Pablo is breaking 
up out of the confines of his attitude and reservations and is start-
ing to realize how promising and positive his life can be. He even 
starts to open himself to Alicia and the idea of a “friend.” Positive 
attitudes are strongly connected with upward movement (at least 
metaphorically).

u In several scenes, the movement of the characters is split with-
in a single spread. In many cases, the architecture of the subway
or city helps to keep the action separate. Take a close look at your
diagrams for these pages (especially pages 18-19 and 26-27). How
did the artist use the background environment as a kind of division
to emphasize opposite movements?

These scenes are very important, because they mark moments in 
the story where characters get lost, or separated from one another. 
The artist underscores the way in which the city itself contributes 
to this range in direction. Truly, anyone who has tried to find their 
way within the New York subway knows that the entire system is 
built on the idea of people moving in many different directions at 
the same time. Just look at the rendering on page 45 of the index!

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text; summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text, including how the 
characters in a story or drama respond 
to challenges; summarize the text.
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u There are many arrows
and indicators within the visuals
themselves (especially the subway
signs). Why do they exist, from
your point of view? How do they
play a role in guiding readers and
marking the progress of the story?

Students should note pages 16-19, 
where the arrows on the subway 
signs both foreshadow and explain 
the way in which Pablo and Alicia 
become separated from the group.

u Take a look at the perspective
in each of the spreads, and identify the “vanishing point” of the image (see
left image). Where do the characters move “in” to the vanishing point and
where do they move “out” toward the reader? How does this make you feel?

Almost every spread has elements that move 
both in and out. On page 8, for example, the 
center panel is directed “in” (the movement 
recedes into the “vanishing point). In the 
upper and lower panels, however, the ac-
tion is directed outward, toward the reader. 
Note that these images still have a left to 
right movement overall, which is necessary 
to guide the reader from panel to panel. An 
even more complex example is on pages 
26-27, where both Alicia and Pablo move
toward the reader, and then recede back
into the vanishing point (one above ground,
and the other below). In your discussion of
perspective, students may be interested to
note pages with unusual perspective (such
as pages 32-33, with a 2-dimensional map,
or 22-23 which has a downward-facing per-
spective).

u Take a look at the perspective and
movement on pages 38-39. Do you find this
page impressive? Why or why not? How
does the visual composition contribute to
your feelings and reflect the narrative of this
part of the story?

Pages 38-39 move upwards into the vanish-
ing point of the sky. This is one of the few 
pages at this angle, so it catches our eye with 
its unique structure. The design emphasizes 
upward, hopeful movement, which matches 
the positive attitude shift on the part of the 
protagonists. Potential drawing exercise: 
recreate pg.38+39 based on the text. As a 
potential drawing exercise, you can ask stu-
dents to recreate this page with a different 
design. Are there any other elements/things 
they think might supplement this page? Is 
there anything that could be removed from 
the composition? Why or why not?

Perspective Diagram

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.3
Describe in depth a character, setting 
or event in a story, drawing on specific 
details in the text (e.g., a character’s 
thoughts, words, or actions).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.3
Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a 
story, drawing on specific details in the 
text (e.g., how characters interact).
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CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.5
Describe the overall structure 
(chronology, comparison, cause/effect, 
problem/solution) of events, ideas, 
concepts, or information in a text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.5
Compare and contrast the overall 
structure (chronology, comparison, 
cause/effect, problem/solution) of 
events, ideas, concepts, or information 
in two or more texts (or parts of a text).

Time

u After the three spatial dimensions, time is considered the fourth di-
mension. How do you perceive the progress of time throughout the story?
Come up with examples, and elaborate.

The passage of time is a deeply important part of comics story telling. Ask 
students to find different ways that the artist shows the passage of time. 
Compare pages 11, 20-21, and 34-35. On page 11, different moments in time 
are assigned separate panels, and the word balloons help guide us through 
time. On pages 20-21, the same is true, but we see two parallel and simulta-
neous narratives on a single spread. On pages 34-35, which, like most of the 
book, are drawn without panels, the key figures are drawn multiple times 
within the spread to indicate movement through time and space. 

u The progress of time in the story ties in
closely with the sub-story of Sergio and the
Cop (see index, page 43). What is the story
between these two characters? What do you
see? How is their story similar to or connect-
ed with the story of Alicia and Pablo?

The narrative of Sergio and the cop is a great 
mirror to Alicia and Pablo, because they also 
begin in conflict and end in friendship. Their 
dynamic yet consistent appearance also 
functions as a helpful indicator that guides 
readers through the story. 

u Examine pages 24-25, where each of
the 7 slim panels pushes time forward bit by bit. Because the scene remains
consistent, each of the panels is like a frame of a movie. What are the differ-
ences from panel to panel?

This is a potential drawing exercise or learning opportunity: let students 
create artworks based on the idea of different frames from a single “long 
shot” (you may wish to utilize a phone or camera) to record a continuous 
movement of their classmates and then break it down into still moments. 
How many frames do you need to clearly illustrate a minute in time? 



96
15

u Are there other characters whose
stories we can track throughout the book?
Take a look at Charlie, the boy who mocks
Pablo on page 9. What happens to this
character over the course of the story?
What about the old loving couple that first
appear on page 22? Follow their interac-
tion and describe their relationship. Use
your imagination to make up a story for
Charlie and the old couple, and share your
thoughts with your classmates.

As Scott McCloud said in his TED Talk on 
Comics, “there’s also a balance between the 
visible and the invisible in comics. Comics 
is a kind of call and response in which the 
artist gives you something to see within the 
panels,  and then gives you something to 
imagine between the panels.” The evolving, 
but somewhat hidden stories of these side 
characters draw attention to the very real 
passage of time that takes place in comics 
storytelling.

*Find more on Scott McCloud’s TED talk: http://www.ted.com/talks/scott_
mccloud_on_comics?language=en

Symbols

u The teddy bear is given to Pablo by his mother on page 8. What is
the significance of the teddy bear in this story? Relatedly, what is the sig-
nificance of holding hands? This is something that Pablo’s mother attempts
on the first page, but that Pablo resists until page 41, when it solidifies the
friendship between him and Alicia. What does hand-holding mean for you? 
What emotions are associated with hand-holding? What emotions are as-
sociated with having a stuffed animal? How are these connected?

The teddy bear is a symbol of Pablo’s mom and her love for Pablo, and it 
is also a more general symbol of affection and attachment. The same can 
be said about hand-holding, and Pablo’s resistance to both is indicative of 
his anxious avoidance of attachment. Ask students to interpret Pablo’s emo-
tional history and difficulties based on his responses toward affection. Why 
does Pablo want to be so independent? Encourage a variety of interpreta-
tions—early adolescent desire for independence, frustration about moving 
so often, feelings of insecurity, etc. This discussion will tie in well with the 
earlier discussion of Pablo’s character and self-confidence in the Verbal Ex-
pression section.

u There are many mobile devices throughout the illustrations. In some
cases you can even see what is on the screens. What do they depict? Is there
a specific message the illustrator wanted to express?

The shared use of mobile technology, even across a diverse group of people, 
indicates the commonality and shared experience between people (especial-
ly within the same city). This shared commonality is underscored by the fact 
that many devices display the Empire State Building on their screens. The 
Empire State Building is used as a symbol for freedom, unity, and friend-
ship, which we can understand as an example of a “shared value.”
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CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.1
Refer to details and examples in a text 
when explaining what the text says 
explicitly and when drawing inferences 
from the text. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.2
Determine the main idea of a text and 
explain how it is supported by key 
details; summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.3
Explain ideas or concepts in an 
informational text, including what 
happened and why, based on specific 
information in the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.1
Quote accurately from a text when 
explaining what the text says explicitly 
and when drawing inferences from the 
text. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.2
Determine two or more main ideas of a 
text and explain how they are supported 
by key details; summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.3
Explain the relationships or interactions 
between two or more ideas or concepts 
in an informational text.

u From your point of view, what defines the United States and
makes it unique? What makes us all “Americans?” What are the
things that come to your mind when you think of United States as
a country? Look at the American flags in the illustrations. Find out
how many American flags are depicted in the book? What does it
stand for? How do you view the American flag?

National flags are meant to represent the spirit of the country. In 
the case of the United States, it celebrates the unity of independent 
states under a single national vision. This unity through diversity 
can be seen in many aspects of the book. The flags are placed promi-
nently in the book from pages 35-42, and guide the movement of the 
characters to the top of the Empire State Building (where friendship, 
or unity, blossoms between Pablo and Alicia—as well as between 
Sergio and the Cop). Students may be interested to connect this vi-
sual subtext with the verbal idea of “friend” and “home” that are 
underscored on the final pages of the story. 

Representation of Reality

u How does this book represent “New York City?” Name the iconic
buildings, landmarks, or famous things you think of about New York City
and reflect on how, or if, they are represented in the book. What impression
of New York City do you get from reading this book?

Make sure to draw attention to the iconic 
imagery featured in this book—the NYC 
taxi, news stand, and subway performer on 
pages 14-15; the punk guy on page 19; the 
Keith Haring graffiti on pages 20-21; the 
NYFD fire truck and Times Square signage 
on pages 26-27; the NYPD, Macy’s, and 
Yankees logos on pages 28-29; the Super-
man patch on page 30. This might be a good 
time to point out all the inside references 
that are visible in the background advertise-
ments. The artist included many allusions to 
TOON Books & Graphics, its predecessor 
RAW Magazine, and Art Spiegelman’s book 
MAUS (first published in RAW) (pages 26-
27). On page 36, you can also see one of the 
artist’s own famous characters (with Mickey 
Mouse hair) on the side of a bag.

u Look at the people in the il-
lustrations. What kind of variety
can you find in terms of gender,
age, race, religion, and body type?
From your personal experience,
do you think this depiction is real-
istic? Why or why not? How does
this depiction compare to other
books or comics?
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u There are a few different maps in the book. Com-
pare them, noting the similarities and differences. How do
the hand-drawn maps differ from the MTA subway map
printed on the front endpages of the book? Compare the
map in the book with maps of New York from different
time periods, or old subway maps. Refer to the index for
the history of NYC subway system. Create your own map
of NYC or your hometown! Present your map to the class
and explain how it is unique.

u Choose one or two of Alicia and Pablo’s classmates
that we meet in this story. Write a version of the day from
their perspective. Use all information from the text that
you can find about these other students. Find moments
where your story “crosses paths” with the one in this book.

u Writing Project: choose any of the questions from the Verbal or Visual
Expression sections. Write a short piece explaning your answer clearly, us-
ing reasons and evidence from the text.

u Readers Theater: read various scenes aloud in class. Pay attention to
their inflection. If possible, try out multiple roles and be sure that you adjust 
your performance accordingly. Try to incorporate visual information from
the images into their performance. Have fun!

3
Further Research
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4-5.9
Integrate information from several 
texts on the same topic in order to 
write or speak about the subject 
knowledgeably. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.1
Write opinion pieces on topics or 
texts, supporting  point of view with 
reasons and information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.2
Write informative/explanatory texts 
to examine a topic and convey ideas 
and information clearly

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.3
Write narratives to develop real 
or imagined experiences or events 
using effective technique, descriptive 
details, and clear event sequences.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.7
Conduct short research projects 
that build knowledgfe through 
investigation of different aspects of 
a topic.
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the tOON educatiONal Outreach team:

Hsin Yu Chao, an illustrator and comic 
artist in her native Taiwan, is currently 
pursuing a master’s degree in Arts 
Administration at Teachers College, 
Columbia University. Chao has worked 
for numerous galleries as well as for the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art and the 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum.

Sasha Steinberg, who holds a BA in 
Comparative Literature from Vassar Col-
lege and an MFA in Cartooning from the 
Center for Cartoon Studies, was awarded 
a Fulbright Fellowship to study political 
art in Russia.

TOON Graphics are comics and 
visual narratives that bring the text 
to life in a way that captures young 
readers’ imaginations and makes 
them want to read on—and read 
more. 
The very economy of comic books 
necessitates the use of a reader’s 
imaginative powers. In comics, the 
images often imply rather than tell 
outright. Readers must learn to 
make connections between events to 
complete the narrative, helping them 
build their ability to visualize and 
to make “mental maps.” A comic 
book also gives readers a great deal 
of visual context that can be used to 
investigate the thinking behind the 
characters’ choices. 

Pay attention to 

the artist’s choices
Look carefully at the artwork: it offers 
a subtext that at first is sensed only on 
a subliminal level by the reader and 
encourages rereading. It creates a sense 

of continuity for the action, and it can 
tell you about the art, architecture, and 
clothing of a specific time period. It may 
present the atmosphere, landscape, and 
flora and fauna of another time or of 
another part of the world.
Facial expressions and body language 
reveal subtle aspects of characters’ 
personalities beyond what can be 
expressed by words. 

READ AND REREAD!
Readers can compare comic book artists’ 
styles and evaluate how different authors 
get their point across in different ways. In 
investigating the author’s choices, a young 
reader begins to gain a sense of how all 
literary and art forms can be used to 
convey the author’s central ideas.
The world of TOON Books, TOON 
Graphics, and of comic book art is rich 
and varied. Making meaning out of 
reading with the aid of visuals may be the 
best way to become a lifelong reader, one 
who knows how to read for pleasure and 
for information—a reader who loves to 
read.

TOON GRAPH ICS  FOR V ISUAL READERS

Theseus and the Minotaur:  
by Yvan Pommaux
A TOON Graphic
ISBN: 978-1-935179-61-0

© 2015 TOON Books, all rights reserved
www.TOON-BOOKS.com
Please get in touch with your suggestions at 
mail@TOON-books.com

Theseus and the Minotaur
CCSS-aligned Lesson Plan & Teacher’s Guide
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In addition to providing students with the tools to master verbal literacy, 
each TOON Graphic offers a unique focus on visual learning. The 21st 
Century has seen a shift where literacy has been redefined to include visual 
literacy. Our unique lesson plans and teacher’s guides help instructors and 
students alike develop the vocabulary and framework necessary to discuss 
visual expressions, structure, and meaning in the classroom. 

For schools that follow the ELA Common Core, TOON Graphics lesson 
plans offer examples of how to best utilize our books to satisfy a full range of 
state standards. The Common Core’s learning goals outline what a student 
should know and be able to do at the end of each grade, and were created 
to ensure that all students graduate from high school with the skills and 
knowledge necessary to succeed in college, career, and life, regardless of 
where they live. Though this book can be used in any grade, we focused this 
lesson plan on state standards for grades 4 and 5. Quenstions included in 
this guide fulfill the following standards:

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Reading: Literature (RL).4-5.1-10
Students build skills in reading and comprehending literature independently 
and proficiently. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Reading: Informational Text (RI).4-5.4, 9
Students determine the meaning of general academic and domain-specific 
words or phrases in a text. Students integrate information from several texts 
in order to speak knowledgeably on a subject. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.1
Students engage effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-
one, in groups, and teacher led) with diverse partenrs, building on others’ 
ideas and expressing their own clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.2
Students summarize a text read aloud or information presented in diverse 
media and formats, including visually, quantitatively, and orally.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.4
Students report on a topic or present an opinion, sequencing ideas logically 
and usng appropriate facts and relevant, descriptive details to support main 
ideas or themes.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.1
Students write opinion pieces on topics or texts, supporting a point of view 
with reasons and information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.2
Students write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey 
ideas and information clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.7
Students conduct short research projects that build knowledge through 
investigation of different aspects of a topic.

LITERACY IN THE 21ST CENTURY
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Characters

u Look at the promise that Theseus makes to his mother on page 20.
Does he keep his promise throughout the story?

Theseus promises to use his “brains as well as [his] sword.” Point to the 
battles on pages 22-23 as examples of Theseus using his brains (literally, 
in the case of the white bull!). When and how does Theseus fail to keep 
his promise?

u Theseus’s mother believes that he is the son of both King Aegeus
and the god Poseidon. What evidence is given to show that Theseus is
indeed the son of a god?

On page 11, we are told that Aethra “thought [Theseus] was so hand-
some that he must be the son of both a god and a king.” Ask students if 
this makes sense. Is there really a connection between beauty and power? 
Why might Ancient Greeks have told stories to connect the two? Is there 
more specific evidence that Theseus has both Aegeus and Poseidon as a 
father (pages 20, 30)? How would this be possible? What does that idea 
tell you about Ancient Greek understandings of biology? 

• Black = potential questions for course plans
• Gray = feedback for teachers. 

1 Verbal Expression
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
Refer to details and example in a 
text when explaining what the text 
says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text; summarize the 
text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.3
Describe in depth a character, 
setting or event in a story, drawing 
on specific details in the text (e.g., 
a character’s thoughts, words, or 
actions).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.1
Quote accurately from a text 
when explaining what the text 
says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text, including how 
the characters in a story or drama 
respond to challenges; summarize 
the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.3
Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a 
story, drawing on specific details 
in the text (e.g., how characters 
interact).

*The standards listed 
on the right are fulfilled 
by every question in 
this section. Additional 
standards may be listed 
in the gray sidebar on 
the left for particular  
units listed below.
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u Which two traits does Theseus learn
to value above everything else at the end
of the story (page 49)? What leads him to
value these so highly?

On page 49 we learn that, after the events 
of the story, Theseus decided to “value 
wisdom and humility over bravery and 
courage.” This, the text explains, was the 
beginning of “democracy” as we know it. 
How is Theseus’s decision to reject brav-
ery a direct response to the events of the 
story? What are the positive and negative 
results of Theseus’s bravery throughout 
the story? Ask students if they agree with 
his ultimate decision.

u How do other rulers like Minos and
Aegeus compare to Theseus? What are
their values? What lessons do you think
the Ancient Greeks could have learned
from each king?

Have students look at King Minos’s decisions on pages 13 and 19 (where 
he decides not to sacrifice the white bull and to tax Aegeus with the 
lives of seven young Athenians a year.) Why does Minos make these 
decisions? Likewise, for Aegeus, have students examine pages 17 and 
25 (where he decides to send first Androgeos and then Theseus to their 
deaths). What motivates these decisions? Are we supposed to respect 
these Kings and their ruling styles? Or are they meant to demonstrate 
how not to behave? 

Ancient Greek World

u What does “fate” mean? How does it affect the lives of specific
characters (Minos, Ariadne, Theseus)? In what ways do characters try
(and fail) to avoid their fates? What would fate have meant to the Ancient
Greek world? What does it mean today?

See page 17 for a specific mention of the word “fate” (in connection with 
Minos). Is fate decided by the gods or does human action affect it (the 
idea of “sealing one’s fate”)? How do the fates of women in this story 
compare with the fates of men? Do Ariadne, Pasiphaë, and Aethra have 
a say in their fates? What happens to Pasiphaë and Aethra (the mothers) 
in the end of the story? Their stories are not told. What does this tell us 
about the roles of men and women in Greek society? How is fate con-
nected to parentage and legacy (see the relationship between Aegeus, 
Poseidon, and Theseus)? Is Theseus’s fate determined by his fathers?

u Based on specific events and references in the story, what does the
myth of Theseus tell you about the role of the “sea” in ancient Greece?

See, for example, page 10 (when Aethra is impregnated by the sea), page 
13 (when Poseidon makes a sacrificial bull jump from the waves), pages 
29-31 (when Theseus dives into the water and is assisted by dolphins),
and page 46 (when Aegeus throws himself into what is now called “The
Aegean Sea” [page 49]). What are the various mythological powers of the
sea? Why might the Ancient Greeks have held these beliefs?

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.6
Compare and contrast the point of 
view from which different stories are 
narrated, including the difference 
between first- and third-person 
narrations.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.6
Describe how a narrator’s or speaker’s 
point of view influences how events are 
described.
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u Ask students about the relationship between the humans and the
gods. Who is in charge? Which humans are obedient and which humans
try to outsmart the gods? Are they successful?

See pages 10 and 13, where Poseidon is able to control the world based 
on his passions and rages. See also page 45, where Dionysus does the 
same. What do these moments tell us about the way the Ancient Greeks 
thought of the gods? Note that in the latter case, Theseus (unlike Minos 
on page 13), heeds the “great god’s” demand. Would this have been an 
Ancient Greek indication of a “good person”? How does it compare with 
today’s standards for good behavior?

u Who is responsible for
the Minotaur? Why are seven
young Athenians sacrificed in
the labyrinth each year? How
does Theseus come to meet (and
defeat) the Minotaur?

Ask students to identify some of 
the circumstances and conflicts 
that set the stage for Theseus’s 
epic battle with the Minotaur. 
See pages 13-19 for the his-
tory of the Minotaur, and the 
back-and-forth power struggle 
between Minos and Aegeus that 
sets the stage for Theseus’ adven-
ture. Whose “fault” is the Mino-
taur? Whose “fault” is the loss 
of Athenian lives. Students may 
conclude that both Minos and 
Aegeus are deeply responsible 
(with their intertwining com-
petitiveness) for the disasters in 
this book. What lesson would 
Ancient Greeks have taken from 
this story of warring leaders? 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specific words or 
phrases in a text. (Here, concepts from 
the ancient world).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specific words or 
phrases in a text. (Here, concepts from 
the ancient world).
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Color

u Pay attention to the color themes throughout
the book. What do you see? What colors play an
important role in the book? Why do you think the
artist used them?

Note the background colors of tan and blue indi-
cate whether the action is taking place in Athens/
Troezen or Crete.

u When does the artist use the color pink (or
pinkish red)? What could this color symbolize?

Note that the colors pink/red only occur in connection with the Minotaur 
(and his territory: the labyrinth) or with the death of characters (page 18 
- Androgeos’s death, pages 19, 26, 27 - the black-sailed boat, page 22 - the
bull’s death, pages 33-38 – the Minotaur and his labyrinth, page 46 - King
Aegeus’s death). Ask students about the link between colors and emotions.

u See if you can find all the uses of the color black. When and where
does it appear in the story? How does the color black make you feel? How
might the color black be related to death or fate?

Note that the artist rarely uses black, and 
when he does, it is outlined or accented 
with a light color. The use of black seems 
very purposeful: King Aegeus’s clothes, the 
night sky, the black-sailed boat, shadowy 
trees and leaves on page 32, and the crows. 
The use of black is connected to death and 
fate. King Aegeus is fated for sorrow and 
ultimate death, the black-sailed boat indi-
cates the fate of being eaten by Minotaur, 
and the trees, leaves, and crows of Crete 
symbolize Theseus’ own dangerous fate (of 
facing death in the labyrinth). Ask students 
why the color black is connected to death 
in so many cultures?

2 Visual Expression

*The standards listed 
on the right are fulfilled 
by every question in 
this section. Additional 
standards may be listed 
in the gray sidebar on 
the left for particular 
units listed below.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.7
Make connections between the 
text of a story or drama and a visual 
or oral presentation of the text, 
indentifying where each version 
reflects specific descriptions and 
directions in the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.5
Explain major differences between 
poems, drama, prose, etc. Refer to 
the structural elements when writing 
or speaking about a text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specific words 
or phrases in a text. (Here, art and 
comics vocabulary)

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.7
Analyze how visual and mulitmedia 
elements contribute to the meaning, 
tone, or beauty of a text

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.5
Explain how a series of chapters, 
scenes, stanzas, etc. fits together to 
provide the overall structure of a 
story.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specific words 
or phrases in a text. (Here, art and 
comics vocabulary)
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Visual Parallels

u Compare the verbal and
visual expression of Theseus’s
growing up process (pages 10-
12) with that of the Minotaur
(pages 13-15). 

There are strong visual simi-
larities in these two stories. The 
composition of princess Aethra 
drifting in the waves (page 10) 
is very similar to that of the 
white bull emerging from the 
waves (page 13). Likewise, the 
way Theseus is held as a baby 
(page 11) mirrors the way the 
Minotaur is held (page 15). 
There is a real parallel between 
the two characters. Both are the 
secret sons of the two warring 
kings, born in part through the 
passions of Poseidon. Both are used by their fathers in revenge games 
against each other, and come face to face in battle on pages 40-43, when 
the strands of their two fates finally intertwine. The parallel emphasizes 
the animalistic nature of human violence, which is typically described as 
“bravery” or “courage.” It also brings out the humanity of the Minotaur; 
we see how human-like he is and how he was once treated like a little boy 
but slowly (and perhaps through force) developed into a fierce beast.

u Note that the Minotaur is
always nude in the story while
Theseus wears clothes and usually
animal furs (leopard?). What do
you think is the reason that they
are depicted in this way?

We can attribute this difference 
to the typical power hierarchy 
between humans and animals. 
Because the Minotaur is a hybrid, 
and half-human, he is classi-
fied as lower, and less advanced 
than human beings, therefore 
nude. Theseus, by contrast, who 
is not only human but actually 
part god, gets to wear clothes, 
and sometimes even the skin of 
“lesser” creatures. Ask students 
where else can they find power 
hierarchies of clothed/nude in 
the history of art and storytell-
ing. Some teachers may wish to 
introduce traditional western 
paintings, in which the clothing 
hierarchy is frequently applied to 
male/female subjects.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
Refer to details and example in a text 
when explaining what the text says 
explicitly and when drawing inferences 
from the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text; summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.3
Describe in depth a character, setting 
or event in a story, drawing on specific 
details in the text (e.g., a character’s 
thoughts, words, or actions).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.1
Quote accurately from a text when 
explaining what the text says explicitly 
and when drawing inferences from the 
text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text, including how the 
characters in a story or drama respond 
to challenges; summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.3
Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a story, 
drawing on specific details in the text 
(e.g., how characters interact).
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u In what ways does Theseus resemble
King Aegeus? Are there certain things that
they both do? For example, compare the panel
in which King Aegeus lifts the rock (page 11,
panel #01) and the panel in which Theseus
lifts the rock (page 20, panel #01). What are
the similarities and differences? Or, compare
the panel in which King Aegeus sits in his
palace (page 12, panel #02) and the panel in
which Theseus sits in the same palace (page
47, panel #02).

In the case of the palace scene, the sky on 
page 12 is bright, but it is dark on page 47. 
This may reflect the thoughts and moods of 
the characters; King Aegeus is angry about 
his fate whereas Theseus feels saddened and 
guilty. Ask students to analyze how Theseus’s 
experiences in this story shaped his psychol-
ogy and made him different from Aegeus in 
both attitude and personality.

u Compare pages 29 (Theseus jumping off the cliff) and 46 (King
Aegeus falling from the cliff) what are the similarities and differences?
What do you think Theseus is feeling when he jumps off the cliff? How
about King Aegeus felt?

Although the cliffs look similar, the composition is reversed. Theseus 
jumps left to right, indicating a forward movement, in line with the direc-
tion of the narrative. Aegeus, however, topples backwards and down, an 
indication of his defeat. These compositions reflect the different moods 
of the characters: Theseus is eager/willing to prove himself by jumping off 
the cliff; King Aegeus feels desperate, devastated, and full of grief. 
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u Compare the facial expressions of Minos, Aegeus, and Androgeos
on pages 17 and 18. How does Minos feel about his son, Androgeos?
How does Aegeus feel about Androgeos? What are the differences?

Note that Minos and Androgeos are looking out in the same direction 
(page 17) whereas Aegeus and Androgeos are facing each other (pages 
17 and 18). Perhaps this indicates that Minos and Androgeos have a 
similar viewpoint and position, but Aegeus and Androgeos do not. In 
both instances, Aegeus and Androgeos are actually thinking and feeling 
radically different things, including on page 18, where Aegeus is plotting 
Androgeos’s death, and the young man is none the wiser!

u What do you make of the transparent curtain that hangs in King
Aegeus’ palace (pages 24-25) and in the scene of Theseus saying goodbye
to his mother (page 20)? What might this curtain represent?

The transparent curtain appears in scenes that link Theseus to parents 
(especially to his father Aegeus). In some ways, it may be an allusion to a 
white sail (a symbol of safety that also foreshadows the accidental death 
of Aegeus [for which Theseus is indirectly responsible]). In other ways, it 
may simple represent the “safe space” of family, which is set off from the 
rest of the world by a kind of protective, private membrane. Be sure to 
note that the transparent curtain is gone on page 47 (after Aegeus’ death). 
This supports both explanations—because Theseus is cut off from his 
family, and also feels exposed to the violence of the world. 

u Compare the
texture of the curtain
with the other mate-
rials used in build-
ings in the book,
what are the simi-
larities and differ-
ences between those
materials? Compare
the palaces of Minos
and Aegeus, as well
as the Minotaur’s
labyrinth. Describe
the appearance of
the buildings, and
analyze the ways
that this corresponds
with the personali-
ties of the characters.

The palaces of Minos and Aegeus are quite similar in composition and 
color (pages 24 and 28), although the way in which the two leaders oc-
cupy them are quite different. Aegeus appears almost exclusively in his 
elaborate throne room, an indication, perhaps, of his obsession with 
power and inheritance. Minos, by contrast, often appears at the edge of 
the ocean, gazing towards Athens. This, in turn, may indicate his com-
petitive spirit, and his quest to dominate the surrounding kingdoms. The 
Minotaur’s labyrinth resembles a city, but is completely devoid of embel-
lishment. It is also the only palace/city that is not located on water. The 
Minotaur’s domain is completely cut off, unfinished, abandoned.
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Composition

u Drawing on your sense of traditional Greek and Roman painting (see
the front endpapers and the jars on page 26 for inspiration), do you see any
similarities between the style of art throughout the book (especially pages 16-
18) and actual Greek and Roman illustration? What is unique about this special
style of art? How does it make you feel as a viewer? Do you like it? Why or why
not?

Traditional Greek and Roman painting features characters facing to the side 
and many flat backgrounds. Greek and Roman art did not have a developed 
perspective technique. That being said, it also used sequential illustration to 
tell stories in many media (walls, jars, etc.), making it deeply connected to 
the history of comics. Students may be interested to learn about the historical 
development of narrative art / sequential narrative. In many ways, this book 
is actually designed to resemble the ancient style sequential narrative expres-
sion– horizontal panels, tiered story-telling (from top to bottom), characters in 
profile– yet it also has adopted more advanced techniques such as perspective, 
camera angles, and more realistic modern landscape renderings. 

u How many enemies does Theseus fight in the story? Take a look at pages
22-23, where the illustrator utilizes different sizes of panels for Theseus’ differ-
ent battles. Why did the artist choose to do this?

The size of panels may be related to the power or strength of the enemy. The 
more difficult the enemy is to beat, the larger the panel. Ask students to com-
pare with pages 39-43, where huge spreads are devoted to Theseus’s battle with 
the Minotaur. 

u Look at the fight scene between Theseus and the Mino-
taur (pages 38-43). How does it make you feel? What tech-
niques does the artist use to build tension? How is this scene
similar to (or different from) suspenseful scenes in films or
novels?

On page 38, we see Theseus walking through a narrow door-
way to find the Minotaur (who appears in close-up on the fac-
ing page). This, along with the growing prevalence of the colors 
pink and red, slowly builds the tension and stress, guiding the 
audience to expect a strong enemy and a dramatic confronta-
tion. 

u Pages 42-43 display the long battle between Theseus and
the Minotaur in a single image. What do you make of this im-
age? What do you see? Does the composition remind you of
anything?

Some students may be interested to compare this composition 
to Pablo Picasso’s Guernica. Guernica was painted in April of 
1937 in response to the bombing of Guernica, Spain (a Basque 
Country village) by German and Italian warplanes during the 
Spanish Civil War. The painting shows the violence and suf-
fering of war and is considered to be a strong anti-war symbol. 
Certain visual similarities (not least of which is the white bull 
and the black/white/yellow/blue color pallette) connect Guer-
nica to the scene in Theseus. Ask students to think about what 
the two paintings are trying to communicate, and why the art-
ist of Theseus may have looked to Picasso for inspiration.

Pablo Picasso’s Guernica (1937)

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4-5.9
Compare and contrast the treatment 
of similar themes and topics and 
patterns of events in stories, myths, 
and traditional literature from different 
cultures. (See Picasso question below)
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u What do you make of Theseus’s “victory” over the Minotaur. Note
his body language as he walks away from the scene of the battle on page
43. How do you think he defeated the Minotaur? Is it a “victory” in the
traditional sense? Why or why not?

Throughout the storyline, the artist emphasizes a lot of similarities be-
tween Theseus and Minotaur. It’s hard to tell whether Theseus really “de-
feated” the Minotaur or not. In some ways, he may have helped put the 
Minotaur out of his lonely misery. Regardless, Theseus certainly does not 
feel deserving of praise (page 47). By the end, although he has saved the 
lives of many young Athenians, his actions have cost him several close 
relationships, and his death count has become quite high. Is Theseus re-
ally less of a murderer than the Minotaur? How clear are the lines of good 
and evil in this story?

u Ask students to look at the map in the back
of the book (page 54) that shows Theseus’s path to
Crete. How does it compare to a modern day map
of that area of the world? What has changed? How
would Theseus’s journey be different if he travelled
from Troezen to Knossos today?

u Ask students to write two separate accounts
of everything that happened between Ariadne and
Theseus, one from each point of view (in the form
of journal entries). How are the accounts different?
Why are they different? Then, select two students
to play the parts of Ariadne and Theseus. Have
them act out a conversation in which they explain
their respective points of view to each other.

u Have students split into groups and write/
present an account of Theseus’s journey to Crete
and his homecoming, as if they were news report-
ers updating the citizens of Athens. They should fo-
cus on chronology, and be sure to address instances
of cause and effect (e.g. how Theseus’s forgetfulness
leads to Aegeus’s death). Be sure to use appropri-
ate tone when reporting each event; is it anxious,
excited, tragic, or triumphant?

3
Further Research
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4-5.6
Compare and contrast the point of 
view from which different stories 
are narrated, and describe how a 
speaker’s point of view influences the 
description. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4-5.9
Integrate information from several 
texts on the same topic in order to 
write or speak about the subject 
knowledgeably. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.1
Write opinion pieces on topics or 
texts, supporting  point of view with 
reasons and information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.2
Write informative/explanatory texts 
to examine a topic and convey ideas 
and information clearly

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.3
Write narratives to develop real 
or imagined experiences or events 
using effective technique, descriptive 
details, and clear event sequences.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.7
Conduct short research projects 
that build knowledgfe through 
investigation of different aspects of 
a topic.
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u Have students choose an aspect of Ancient Greece from Theseus
and the Minotaur that interests them. Is it the characters’ clothing? Greek
weddings or burials? Classical architecture? Ancient ships? Have students
use web and book sources to research their topic of interest and write a
report to be presented in class.

u Readers’ Theater: Have students read various scenes aloud in class.
Pay attention to their inflection. If possible, have each student play
multiple roles and be sure that they adjust their performance accordingly.
Ask them to try to incorporate visual information from the images into
their performance. Remember to refer to the pronunciation keys at the
bottom of each page.

u Ask students to write an alternate ending to Theseus and the Mi-
notaur. A good place to begin may be when Ariadne gives Theseus the
magical string. What would happen if Theseus did not have the string?
Would he still defeat the Minotaur? Students are encouraged to follow
the comics format, including paneled illustrations, speech balloons,
sound effects, etc. Remind students to think about the ways they can use
graphic cues to direct their reader.

u Ask students to imagine
that they, like Daedalus, were
given the task of designing a
building from which no one can
escape. How would they have
done this in ancient times, and
how would they do it today?
What sort of materials would
be available in each era? Have
students write an essay describ-
ing their thoughts and strategies.
Students may want to draw their
own pictures, diagrams, and
blueprints as well.

Activities by Genevieve Bormes,  
Educational Outreach Consul-

tant. 

u Give each student a blank family tree and a blank timeline. Give
each student in class a number, either 1 or 2. As they read in small
groups, the 1s will fill out the family tree for this story together. Similarly,
as they read in small groups, the 2s will fill out the timeline. Display
student story-based family trees and timelines somewhere where all
students can see them. Ask each group to explain their graphic organizer
and their decisions. After all of the groups have shared their ideas, have
the students work together on an “ultimate” class family tree and time-
line.

Activity by Dr. Katie Monnin,  
Associate Professor of Literacy at the University of North Florida.
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THE TOON EDUCATIONAL OUTREACH TEAM:

Richard Kutner, a translator of both 
prose and graphic literature with a thirty-
three year background in education. 
He holds degrees from both New York 
University and Yale, and was the 2014 
recipient of a Hemingway Grant for his 
work with TOON.

Genevieve Bormes, holds a BFA from the 
Rhode Island School of Design and is an 
illustrator based in New York City.

TOON Graphics are comics and 
visual narratives that bring the text 
to life in a way that captures young 
readers’ imaginations and makes 
them want to read on—and read 
more. 
Th e very economy of comic books 
necessitates the use of a reader’s 
imaginative powers. In comics, the 
images oft en imply rather than tell 
outright. Readers must learn to 
make connections between events to 
complete the narrative, helping them 
build their ability to visualize and 
to make “mental maps.” A comic 
book also gives readers a great deal 
of visual context that can be used to 
investigate the thinking behind the 
characters’ choices. 

Pay attention to

the artist’s choices
Look carefully at the artwork: it off ers 
a subtext that at fi rst is sensed only on 
a subliminal level by the reader and 
encourages rereading. It creates a sense 

of continuity for the action, and it can 
tell you about the art, architecture, and 
clothing of a specifi c time period. It may 
present the atmosphere, landscape, and 
fl ora and fauna of another time or of 
another part of the world.
Facial expressions and body language 
reveal subtle aspects of characters’ 
personalities beyond what can be 
expressed by words. 

READ AND REREAD!
Readers can compare comic book artists’ 
styles and evaluate how diff erent authors 
get their point across in diff erent ways. In 
investigating the author’s choices, a young 
reader begins to gain a sense of how all 
literary and art forms can be used to 
convey the author’s central ideas.
Th e world of TOON Books, TOON 
Graphics, and of comic book art is rich 
and varied. Making meaning out of 
reading with the aid of visuals may be the 
best way to become a lifelong reader, one 
who knows how to read for pleasure and 
for information—a reader who loves to 
read.

TOON GRAPH ICS  FOR V ISUAL READERS

Orpheus in the Underworld 
by Yvan Pommaux
A TOON Graphic
ISBN: 978-1-935179-84-9

© 2015 TOON Books, all rights reserved
www.TOON-BOOKS.com
Please get in touch with your suggestions at 
mail@TOON-books.com

Orpheus in the Underworld
CCSS-aligned Lesson Plan & Teacher’s Guide
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In addition to providing students with the tools to master verbal literacy, 
each TOON Graphic off ers a unique focus on visual learning. Th e 21st 
Century has seen a shift  where literacy has been redefi ned to include visual 
literacy. Our unique lesson plans and teacher’s guides help instructors and 
students alike develop the vocabulary and framework necessary to discuss 
visual expressions, structure, and meaning in the classroom. 

For schools that follow the ELA Common Core, TOON Graphics lesson 
plans off er examples of how to best utilize our books to satisfy a full range of 
state standards. Th e Common Core’s learning goals outline what a student 
should know and be able to do at the end of each grade and were created 
to ensure that all students graduate from high school with the skills and 
knowledge necessary to succeed in college, career, and life, regardless of 
where they live. Th ough this book can be used in any grade, we focused this 
lesson plan on state standards for grades 4 and 5. Quenstions included in 
this guide fulfi ll the following standards:

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Reading: Literature (RL).4-5.1-10
Students build skills in reading and comprehending literature independently 
and profi ciently. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Reading: Informational Text (RI).4-5.4, 9
Students determine the meaning of general academic and domain-specifi c 
words or phrases in a text. Students integrate information from several texts 
in order to speak knowledgeably on a subject. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.1
Students engage eff ectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-
one, in groups, and teacher led) with diverse partners, building on others’ 
ideas and expressing their own clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.2
Students summarize a text read aloud or information presented in diverse 
media and formats, including visually, quantitatively, and orally.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.4
Students report on a topic or present an opinion, sequencing ideas logically 
and usng appropriate facts and relevant, descriptive details to support main 
ideas or themes.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.1
Students write opinion pieces on topics or texts, supporting a point of view 
with reasons and information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.2
Students write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey 
ideas and information clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.7
Students conduct short research projects that build knowledge through 
investigation of diff erent aspects of a topic.

LITERACY IN THE 21ST CENTURY
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Characters

u Orpheus is a handsome poet and musician.  Why does he pay no
attention to the women of Th race’s expressions of love? (p. 11)

Orpheus is an idealist whose thoughts are on a high moral plane.  He is 
waiting to meet a woman of ideal physical and spiritual beauty.  He is 
absorbed in his quest for absolute truth and ideal love and pays no 
attention to anything less.  Remember that his mother was a Muse.

u Orpheus is attracted by Eurydice’s eyes (p. 19), which seem diff erent
from the other women’s.  What does he see in her eyes?  Can a person’s
eyes communicate what a person is really like inside?

People have said that the eyes are the mirrors of the soul.  Certainly 
they are expressive.  We can oft en tell how people are feeling from the 
look in their eyes—fear, happiness, anger, love.  Perhaps we can also get 
a glimpse of their intelligence and innermost feelings and that is what 
Orpheus senses.  Hypnotists ask their subjects to look into their eyes.  A 
rock-and-roll song says, “Just one look, that’s all it took.”

• Black = potential questions for course plans
• Gray = feedback for teachers. 

1 Verbal Expression
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
Refer to details and examples in a 
text when explaining what the text 
says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text; summarize the 
text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.3
Describe in depth a character, 
setting or event in a story, drawing 
on specifi c details in the text (e.g., 
a character’s thoughts, words, or 
actions).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.1
Quote accurately from a text 
when explaining what the text 
says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text, including how 
the characters in a story or drama 
respond to challenges; summarize 
the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.3
Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a 
story, drawing on specifi c details 
in the text (e.g., how characters 
interact).
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u Can you tell what kind of person Eurydice is from what she says?  Please give
specifi c examples.  (pages 19-20, 24-25)

On pages 20-21, Eurydice says, “Your voice is music enough to my ears.”  When 
she hears about the myth of Persephone, she says, “HOW SAD!  Poor Persephone.”  
She shows the depth of her love for Orpheus and a kind heart in her concern for 
Persephone.  Th e author doesn’t need to tell us these things.  Th ey are conveyed 
in the speech bubbles by Eurydice’s own words.  On pages 24-25, Eurydice shows 
her loyalty to Orpheus and her strength of character in fi rmly resisting Aristaeus’s 
advances.  Notice the size of the letters in the speech bubbles.

u Why isn’t Orpheus afraid of the darkness of the underworld, of the
short-tempered Charon, the fi erce Cerberus, the torments of the land of the dead,
or the cold-hearted Hades?

Orpheus is driven by his quest to retrieve his beloved Eurydice at all costs.  His love 
overcomes any fear he may have and has his adrenaline going.  And he is confi dent 
that his singing will help him to overcome all obstacles.  Is it really his singing or 
something inside him?

u Why does Hades set a condition for returning Eurydice to Orpheus?  Why
doesn’t he just let her go? (page 43)

Th e Greek gods and goddesses oft en impose conditions on mortals to test them.  
Th eseus must fi nd his way through the labyrinth and confront the Minotaur (see 
Toon Graphics Th eseus and the Minotaur).  Even before this, Th eseus must defeat 
many enemies.  Th is is true in other cultures as well.  In the Old Testament, God 
asks Abraham to sacrifi ce his son Isaac to test his faith and obedience.  Job is 
severely tested as well.  In Mozart’s opera Th e Magic Flute, the hero and heroine 
are tested by fi re and water.  Tamino, the hero, like Orpheus, is able to charm wild 
animals with his musical instrument, a fl ute.

u Why does Orpheus lose Eurydice at the last minute?  Could he have acted
otherwise?  What is the main idea of this event?

Th ere is no simple answer to these questions.  Orpheus is plagued by 
doubt in his departure from the underworld (pp. 45-47).  Is Eurydice 
really there?  He can’t hear her.  Does he lack faith?  Is his curiosity too 
much for him?  Is he overly impatient?  What in his character brings 
about this loss?

u Why do the women of Th race tear Orpheus apart?  Could the gods
have prevented this?

Th e women are still jealous of Orpheus’s love for Eurydice.  Th ey’re 
also tired of his unrelenting sadness that’s dragging down their mood.  
Orpheus remains loyal to the memory of Eurydice (a positive quality), 
but this loyalty brings about his downfall (a negative event). It is hard to 
know what the gods’ role is in all this.  Th ey don’t seem to be involved, or 
could they have been planning this all along? Th ey did, in the end, send 
the Muses down to bury him at the base of Mount Olympus, where the 
song of the nightingale was more beautiful than anywhere else.

u Do you think that Orpheus is reunited with his beloved Eurydice in
the end, as the author says?  Why or why not? (p. 49)

u Ask students:  Were Orpheus’s constant sorrow and undying devo-
tion to Eurydice right or wrong?  What was good or bad about them?
Why do students think so?  Ask them to write a composition telling if
they would do whatever they could to save someone they loved.  Th ey
should support their point of view with detailed examples.
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Light and Dark

u Th ere is an interplay between light and dark in this book.  Th ere are
two light worlds (Mount Olympus and Th race) and the dark world of the
underworld.  What does this mean?  On which pages is the artwork the very
darkest? Why do you think this is so?

Th e artwork is darkest on pages 
44-47, where the background
is solid black.  Th is may refl ect
Orpheus’s doubt:  “…seeds of
doubt were growing in Orpheus’s
mind …” (p. 44)  All the rest of
the text on this page consists of
questions that Orpheus is asking
himself.  When the full light of
day returns on p. 48, ironically
Orpheus is in a state of despair.
His state of mind is removed
from the light surrounding him.
It’s interesting that the Fates do
their work in a dark cave (pages
22-23).  What does this tell you
about the Greeks’ view of fate?
Was it positive or negative?

uHow many shades of gray do you see on pages 36-42?

Life is not just all dark or all light.  Th ere are many shades of gray.  Th e same 
is true for people’s personalities.  Oft en in literature, evil characters are not all 
evil, and good characters are not entirely good.  Th ink of Hades in this book.

2 Visual Expression
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.7
Make connections between the 
text of a story or drama and a visual 
or oral presentation of the text, 
identifying where each version 
refl ects specifi c descriptions and 
directions in the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.5
Explain major diff erences between 
poems, drama, prose, etc. Refer to 
the structural elements when writing 
or speaking about a text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specifi c words 
or phrases in a text. (Here, art and 
comics vocabulary)

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.7
Analyze how visual and multimedia 
elements contribute to the meaning, 
tone, or beauty of a text

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.5
Explain how a series of chapters, 
scenes, stanzas, etc. fi ts together to 
provide the overall structure of a 
story.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specifi c words 
or phrases in a text. (Here, art and 
comics vocabulary)
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Foreshadowing

u Foreshadowing is giving a
hint about something that is going
to happen later in a book or story.
How do the shadows of the leaves
on p. 24 foreshadow later events in
this book?  What else could they
represent?

Th e dark shadows may foreshadow 
Orpheus’s descent into the 
underworld.  Th is descent may 
really be a physical symbolic 
representation of his psychological 
descent into despair or into the 
depths of his own character.  Th e 
dark shadows may also represent 
Aristaeus’s evil intentions.

Color and Composition

u Look at the harmony of
colors and forms on pages 14-15.  How does this make you feel?  What does it have
to do with Orpheus?  How does the artist create a feeling of depth?

All the forms are rounded on these pages, creating a soft , calm, lyrical feeling.  Th e 
colors are mixed harmoniously.  Th is probably relates to the music that Orpheus 
is playing and to his talent.  Th e artist creates a feeling of depth by placing large 
animals, rocks, and plants in the foreground and extending the fi eld of view to the 
sea and sky in the background.  We get the feeling that Orpheus’s music is fi lling all 
of nature.

u Contrast the stark vertical trees on page 30-31 with the fl uid trees that bend
to brush against Orpheus on pages 16-17.  Why do you think the artist made this
contrast?

Th e author probably made this contrast to scare us and make us think that the 
underworld might not respond to the magic of Orpheus’s music.

u What do the green snakes on p. 45 remind you of?

Th ey recall the green snake that bit Eurydice on p. 25.  Th e snakes on Cerberus’s 
head are also green.  Ever since the story of Adam and Eve (and before), snakes 

have not been associated with good things.  
We call a treacherous person or a concealed 
danger a “snake in the grass.”

u On pages 46-47, how does the artist
create a feeling of distance between Or-
pheus and Eurydice?  Between Orpheus and
Charon?

Orpheus is large in the foreground at the top 
of the page, and Eurydice is small, fading 
into the background.  Th e artist creates a big, 
empty space between Orpheus and Charon, 
refl ecting the idea that they are separated 
forever now, that Orpheus must “leave this 
place and never return!”
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u Look at the composition of pages 32-33.  Why is Orpheus so
large in the foreground?

Perhaps the artist wants us to try to feel what Orpheus is thinking 
and feeling, to penetrate and identify with his thoughts and emotions.  
Th e view of the River Styx is a dramatic moment for him—it’s the 
body of water separating him from the heart of the underworld.  Th e 
composition refl ects this drama.  Although the river itself, and the 
barrier it symbolizes, takes up most of the page, the inner feelings of 
Orpheus dominate the scenery and all it represents.

u Look at the artwork on p. 40.  What does the artist do to make
Orpheus feel fear or doubt?

Th e height and monumentality of the door and the darkness and mist 
of the hallway with the columns must make Orpheus feel small and 
probably causes a feeling of anxiety and self-doubt.  Th is page sets the 
tone for his encounter with Hades and Persephone.

u Th e only times we see the color red in this book are on the cloth-
ing of Hades and Persephone, on the pages with Cerberus (mouth,
tongue, claws, eyes), and in the snake’s eyes on p. 25.  Why do you
think this is so?  What do you associate the color red with?

In Western culture, red is oft en associated with blood, violence, death, 
and evil.  In other cultures, such as that of China, red is said to bring 
good luck.  Th e red on the clothing of Hades and Persephone clashes 
dramatically with the rest of the color palette in the underworld.  It 

no doubt symbolizes death and violence, especially in its visual 
reference to Cerberus and the snakes.  Th e “hot” color red is all 
the more shocking in this cold domain of Hades.

u Th e speech bubbles in this book are rectangles with rounded
corners.  In the Philemon books they are completely round ovals.
Why do you think this may be?

Th is book is a more straightforward, formal telling of a story of 
a classical myth.  Its rectangular speech bubbles bring out this 
formality.  Th ey also echo Ancient Greek ideals of symmetry and 
perfection, as in Greek architecture.  In the Philemon books, the 
author makes bolder use of his wild imagination.  A looser, less 
symmetrical speech bubble refl ects this diff erence.  If you look 
closely, you’ll see the same diff erence in the fonts.
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u Ask students what kind of music they like and how it makes them feel.
Have them bring in a sample and see how the other children react.  Do they
feel the same way?  Why or why not?  What is their favorite song?  What do
they like about it?

u Play samples of diff erent kinds of music:  Gregorian chant, classical
instrumental, opera, Big Band, African, doo-wop, folk, 60s rock, Motown,
rap, hip-hop, techno.  Ask students if diff erent music elicits diff erent feelings.  
What are they?  Why do they think this happens?  Why do they think music
has changed over the centuries?  What exactly are the changes?

You can do the same activity with traditional or popular music from 
diff erent cultures:  China, Japan, India, Middle East, Europe, Latin America, 
the U.S.  What diff erences do they hear and how do they make them feel?

u Th ere are other stories that speak of the power of music over people
and animals.  Read the “Pied Piper of Hamelin” to the students or have them
read it themselves.  Have students compare and contrast how
Orpheus uses music with animals and people to the way the Pied Piper does.
Are there any similarities?

u No one knows exactly what Ancient Greek music sounded like.
However, we do know that the Greeks used a series of modes, or scales,
named from the top note to the bottom.  Each mode was supposed to have
its own emotional or psychological characteristics.
Th ey were:

Dorian (e-d-c-b-a-g-f-e)
Phrygian (d-c-b-a-g-f-e-d)
Lydian (c-b-a-g-f-e-d-c)
Mixolydian (b-a-g-f-e-d-c-b)
Hypodorian (a-g-f-e-d-c-b-a)
Hypophrygian (g-f-e-d-c-b-a-g)
Hypolydian (f-e-d-c-b-a-g-f)

Have students break into seven groups to try to compose a melody or even 
a song in each of the modes.  Do they sense any diff ering feeling in the 
diff erent modes?  Your music teacher can help you with this.  Maybe they 
can even choreograph a dance to their music.

3
Music
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4-5.9
Integrate information from several 
texts on the same topic in order to 
write or speak about the subject 
knowledgeably. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.5.1
Engage eff ectively in a range of 
collaborative discussions (one-on-
one, in groups, and teacher-led) with 
diverse partners on grade 5 topics 
and texts, building on others’ ideas 
and expressing their own clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.2
Write informative/explanatory texts 
to examine a topic and convey ideas 
and information clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.3
Write narratives to develop real 
or imagined experiences or events 
using eff ective technique, descriptive 
details, and clear event sequences.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.7
Conduct short research projects 
that build knowledge through 
investigation of diff erent aspects of 
a topic.
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u Discuss with students:  Why are there
so many love songs?  How and why does
music express the joy or sadness of love so
successfully?

u Tell the students to ask a parent to
sing them a song.  Have them ask why he or
she chose this particular song. Th ey should
come back to school the next day and sing
what they can remember to the class. (Th ey
could also record it on an iPhone, but many
schools do not allow children to bring
phones to school.) Th en have them explain
why their parent chose the song.  Compare
parents’ reasons and your classmates’
reactions.  What conclusions can students
draw?

u Ask children to compare the diff erent
reactions of the characters (the women of Th race, Eurydice, Charon, 
Cerberus, Hades, Persephone) and animals in the book to Orpheus’s 
songs.  How can music change our lives? Th is can be used for discussion 
or for a writing assignment.

u Orpheus plays a musical instrument called a lyre.  Have children
research the myth of the invention of the lyre by the Greek god Hermes.
Th ey will fi nd several versions of this funny story.  What is similar and
what is diff erent about them?  What might account for the diff erences?
How did Apollo end up with the lyre and become the god of music?  Do
they remember from this book how Orpheus got the lyre?  Ask them to
report their fi ndings to their classmates.  Zeus had an eagle place
Orpheus’s lyre in the sky as the constellation Lyra.  Where is this
constellation located?

u Pythagoras [pih-THAG-or-us], an Ancient Greek philosopher and
mathematician, thought that mathematics was the basis of everything and
that it explained how the physical world worked.  He discovered that the
intervals (spaces) between notes played on a string were based on
mathematical ratios or fractions.  He also thought that the planets and
stars moved according to mathematical principles that corresponded to
musical notes and intervals, creating a harmonious “music of the spheres”
that humans could not hear.  Ask children to research these ideas and see
if they can understand them.  Th en have them explain or even
demonstrate them to their classmates in small groups.  By the way,
Pythagoras played the lyre.

u Th e story of Orpheus has been made into two operas, Orfeo, by
Monteverdi (1607) and Orfeo ed Euridice, by Gluck (1762).  It was also
made into an operetta (Orpheus in the Underworld) by Jacques
Offenbach, in 1858.  Play some music from these works for the class.
What diff erences do they hear?  Do they think that the music portrays the
underlying themes of the story?  What are those themes?  Th e Orpheus
story has also been made into fi lms, books, and dance pieces.
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Ancient Greek World

u Th e gods and goddesses on Mount Olympus are always meddling
in the lives of humans.  Why do you think this is so?  Support your
point of view with examples from other Greek myths you have read.

Th e gods and goddesses live lives of pleasure without much to do.  It 
amuses them to manipulate humans’ lives or just to watch what 
happens to them.  It’s good entertainment.  Sometimes they come 
down to earth and, oft en disguised in another form, even fall in love 
with humans. (See Toon Graphics Th eseus and the Minotaur, when 
Poseidon falls in love with Aethra.) Is this how the Greeks thought 
about their gods and goddesses, or is it a way to try to explain the 
strange and sometimes diffi  cult-to-understand things that people do?  

u What does “fate” mean?  Do the three Fates (pages 22-23) really
cause the death of Eurydice or is something else at play?  What could it
be?  Are the Fates testing Orpheus?  Why?

Is our fate determined by outside forces (like the gods) or by things in 
our character?  What in Orpheus’s character could have brought about 
his fate?  Was he too pleased with himself?  How does the fate of 
Eurydice compare with that of Orpheus?  Do you think that Eurydice 
has any say in her fate?  What about Orpheus?  If you see a diff erence, 
what does it tell you about the ancient Greeks’ views about the roles of 
men and women in society?

4
Ancient Greek World
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.9
Compare and contrast stories in 
the same genre (e.g., mysteries 
and adventure stories) on their 
approaches to similar themes and 
topics.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4-5.9
Integrate information from several 
texts on the same topic in order to 
write or speak about the subject 
knowledgeably. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.1
Write opinion pieces on topics or 
texts, supporting  point of view with 
reasons and information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.2
Write informative/explanatory texts 
to examine a topic and convey ideas 
and information clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.3
Write narratives to develop real 
or imagined experiences or events 
using eff ective technique, descriptive 
details, and clear event sequences.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.3
Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a 
story, drawing on specifi c details 
in the text (e.g., how characters 
interact).
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u Ask students to write a diff erent ending for this story in which
Orpheus does not look back at Eurydice.  Do they feel that their version
is as satisfying?  Why or why not?

u Tell the children to look carefully at the author’s drawings of the
underworld.  Th en have them draw or make a diorama of their own
version of the underworld.  What colors, objects, and other elements will
they choose?  Why?

u Readers’ Th eater: Have students read various scenes aloud in class.
Pay attention to their inflection. If possible, have each student play
multiple roles and be sure that they adjust their performance accordingly.
Ask them to try to incorporate visual information from the images into
their performance. Remember to refer to the pronunciation keys at the
bottom of each page.

5
Activities
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.5.3
Write narratives to develop real 
or imagined experiences or events 
using eff ective technique, descriptive 
details, and clear event sequences.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.5.2
Summarize a written text read aloud 
or information presented in diverse 
media and formats, including visually, 
quantitatively, and orally.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.1
Write opinion pieces on topics or 
texts, supporting  point of view with 
reasons and information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.2
Write informative/explanatory texts 
to examine a topic and convey ideas 
and information clearly

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.3
Write narratives to develop real 
or imagined experiences or events 
using eff ective technique, descriptive 
details, and clear event sequences.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.7
Analyze how visual and multimedia 
elements contribute to the meaning, 
tone, or beauty of a text (e.g., graphic 
novel, multimedia presentation of 
fi ction, folktale, myth, poem).
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teacher’s guide prepared by 
tOON educatiONal Outreach specialist:

Richard Kutner, a translator of both 
prose and graphic literature with a thirty-
three year background in education. 
He holds degrees from both New York 
University and Yale, and was the 2014 
recipient of a Hemingway Grant for his 
work with TOON.

TOON Graphics are comics and 
visual narratives that bring the text 
to life in a way that captures young 
readers’ imaginations and makes 
them want to read on—and read 
more. 
The very economy of comic books 
necessitates the use of a reader’s 
imaginative powers. In comics, the 
images often imply rather than tell 
outright. Readers must learn to 
make connections between events 
to complete the narrative, helping 
them build their ability to visualize 
and to make “mental maps.” A comic 
book also gives readers a great deal 
of visual context that can be used to 
investigate the thinking behind the 
characters’ decisions. 

Pay attention to 

the artist’s choices
Look carefully at the artwork: it offers 
a subtext that at first is sensed only on 
a subliminal level by the reader and 
encourages rereading. It creates a sense 

of continuity for the action, and it can 
tell you about the art, architecture, and 
clothing of a specific time period. It may 
present the atmosphere, landscape, and 
flora and fauna of another time or of 
another part of the world.
Facial expressions and body language 
reveal subtle aspects of characters’ 
personalities beyond what can be 
expressed by words. 

READ AND REREAD!
Readers can compare comic book artists’ 
styles and evaluate how different authors 
get their point across in different ways. In 
investigating the author’s choices, a young 
reader begins to gain a sense of how all 
literary and art forms can be used to 
convey the author’s central ideas.
The world of TOON Books, TOON 
Graphics, and of comic book art is rich 
and varied. Making meaning out of 
reading with the aid of visuals may be the 
best way to become a lifelong reader, one 
who knows how to read for pleasure and 
for information—a reader who loves to 
read.

TOON GRAPH ICS  FOR V ISUAL READERS

Oedipus Trapped By Destiny
by Yvan Pommaux
A TOON Graphic
ISBN: 978-1-935179-95-5
© 2016 TOON Books, all rights reserved
www.TOON-BOOKS.com
Please get in touch with your suggestions at 
mail@TOON-books.com

Oedipus  
Trapped By Destiny
CCSS-aligned Lesson Plan & Teacher’s Guide

Yvan Pommaux’s
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In addition to providing students with the tools to master verbal literacy, 
each TOON Graphic offers a unique focus on visual learning. The 21st 
Century has seen a shift where literacy has been redefined to include visual 
literacy. Our unique lesson plans and teacher’s guides help instructors and 
students alike develop the vocabulary and framework necessary to discuss 
visual expression, structure, and meaning in the classroom. 

For schools that follow the ELA Common Core, TOON Graphics lesson 
plans offer examples of how best to utilize our books to satisfy a full range of 
state standards. The Common Core’s learning goals outline what a student 
should know and be able to do at the end of each grade. They were created 
to ensure that all students graduate from high school with the skills and 
knowledge necessary to succeed in college, career, and life, regardless of 
where they live. Though this book can be used in any grade, we focused this 
lesson plan on state standards for grades 4 and 5. Questions included in this 
guide fulfill the following standards:

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Reading: Literature (RL).4-5.1-10
Students build skills in reading and comprehending literature independently 
and proficiently. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Reading: Informational Text (RI).4-5.4-9
Students determine the meaning of general academic and domain-specific 
words or phrases in a text. Students integrate information from several texts 
in order to speak knowledgeably on a subject. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.1
Students engage effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-
one, in groups, and teacher-led) with diverse partners, building on others’ 
ideas and expressing their own clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.2
Students summarize a text read aloud or information presented in diverse 
media and formats, including visually, quantitatively, and orally.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.4
Students report on a topic or present an opinion, sequencing ideas logically 
and using appropriate facts and relevant, descriptive details to support main 
ideas or themes.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.1
Students write opinion pieces on topics or texts, supporting a point of view 
with reasons and information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.2
Students write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey 
ideas and information clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.7
Students conduct short research projects that build knowledge through 
investigation of different aspects of a topic.

LITERACY IN THE 21ST CENTURY
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Theme and Characters

u Hubris
In modern usage, the word “hubris” (from the Greek ὕβρις) means ex-
treme pride or self-confidence. The Ancient Greeks looked at hubris dif-
ferently. They believed in balance and justice, and for them, hubris meant
violent and excessive behavior that exhibited arrogance before the gods. 
When someone’s actions offended the gods, he or she had to be punished. 
The Greeks had a goddess named Nemesis, who, among other things, was
the spirit of divine retribution against those who committed hubris. 

Hubris is usually thought of as a characteristic of an individual rather 
than of a group, but, as in this book, it can have consequences for a group 
that the individual is part of. 

Laius commits hubris in trying to avoid the Pythia’s prophecy, and Jo-
casta possibly commits it as well in saying that she doesn’t believe that the 
prophecy had come true. 

Oedipus commits hubris in three ways:
1. by killing Laius
2. in believing so firmly that by fleeing Corinth he has outwit-    
      ted the gods and escaped the terrible prophecy about himself

 • Black = potential questions for course plans
 • Gray = feedback for teachers. 

1 Verbal Expression
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
Refer to details and examples in a 
text when explaining what the text 
says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text; summarize the 
text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.3
Describe in depth a character, 
setting or event in a story, drawing 
on specific details in the text (e.g., 
a character’s thoughts, words, or 
actions).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.1
Quote accurately from a text 
when explaining what the text 
says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text, including how 
the characters in a story or drama 
respond to challenges; summarize 
the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.3
Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a 
story, drawing on specific details 
in the text (e.g., how characters 
interact).

*The standards listed 
on the right are fulfilled 
by every question in 
this section. Additional 
standards may be listed 
in the gray sidebar on 
the left for particular  
units listed below.
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3. by refusing to believe Tiresias and treating him arrogantly.

It is probably because of Oedipus that the plague comes to Thebes. On 
page 30, the Pythia says, “Find the man who slew King Laius and punish 
him. Only then will the gods have mercy and the plague relent.”  When he 
learns the truth, Oedipus punishes himself by gouging his eyes out. This 
event appears to end the plague in Thebes, returning peace and harmony 
to the city. Laius and Jocasta both die in this book. 

u Blindness
The idea of blindness runs through this book. Page 15 begins:  “Blinded
by unbearable pain and anguish, Oedipus fled.” The soothsayer Tiresias is
blind, and on page 31 he says to Oedipus, “Everything you want to know
is right before you. For refusing to see, you will be deprived of your sight.” 
On page 39, Oedipus blinds himself. 
What do you think Tiresias means? Did Oedipus refuse to see the truth
or was he unable to see it? Why? Have you ever refused to admit the truth
to yourself? Tell or write about it. What do you think is meant by “emo-
tional blindness”?

u Tragedy Across Generations
There is an old saying that the sins of the father will be visited on the
children. This means that if your parent or grandparent did something
bad, you may suffer for it or even repeat it. Can you give an example of
this? Do you think it’s fair? Many people think that Oedipus suffered
because of something very bad that his father did to his own protector. 
This would take away Oedipus’s responsibility for his actions. What do
you think? Things turned out badly for three of Oedipus’s four children. 
Was this somehow because of their father? What characteristics might
they have inherited from him?

u Abandonment, Adoption, and the Search For Home
How does Oedipus’s abandonment as a baby set the tone for his life?
Discuss his adoption by the King and Queen of Corinth. How does his
suspicion that he is not their biological son change him? What drives him
to leave his home, and what does he hope to discover? When he marries
Jocasta and becomes king of Boeotia, one can imagine that Oedipus be-
lieves he has finally found his true home. Then, for the second time in his
life, sudden knowledge completely changes his relationship to his home
and his family. What do you think he hopes to gain by leaving Thebes?
Talk about Oedipus’s last days. Who takes on the responsibility of caring
for him? Do you believe he finally finds a peaceful home in Athens?
(For more questions and activities about the role of abandonment in this
story, please see  the “Further Research” section.)

u Oedipus
Make a list of adjectives that describe Oedipus’s personality. Think about
characters in other books you have read who have these qualities. What
influence did these aspects of their personalities have on their actions
and destinies?

Oedipus is intelligent (he solves the Riddle of the Sphinx), impulsive 
(killing Laius), curious (he wants to know the truth from Tiresias), 
concerned about others (he wants to save the people of Thebes from the 
plague), responsible (he realizes what he has done and gouges out his 
eyes), reasonable (as ruler of Boeotia), and courageous (he fights against 
all of Laius’s escorts at once; he faces the Sphinx). He is also egotistical 
(“Don’t you know who I am?”) and quick to anger (he overturns Laius’s 
cart and later threatens Tiresias).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.6
Compare and contrast the point of 
view from which different stories are 
narrated, including the difference 
between first- and third-person 
narrations.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.6
Describe how a narrator’s or speaker’s 
point of view influences how events are 
described.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specific words or 
phrases in a text. (Here, concepts from 
the ancient world.)

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specific words or 
phrases in a text. (Here, concepts from 
the ancient world.)
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uHow does Oedipus’s personality change from the beginning of the
book to the end?

At the beginning of the book, Oedipus is proud, impulsive, and ar-
rogant. As he gets older, he becomes more mature and reasonable 
and brings peace and prosperity to Boeotia for twenty years. At first 
he blames what happens on the gods, but Tiresias tells Oedipus that 
he is responsible for his own fate because he let loose his anger on an 
old man and took his life. Realizing his responsibility for Laius and 
Jocasta’s deaths, Oedipus gouges out his own eyes, hoping to be able to 
perceive the true essence of things. 

u Not much is said about Jocasta in this story. How do you think she
felt about having her baby son put out on a mountainside to die? What
happens to her in the end?

Women were not citizens in Ancient Greece and had little freedom. On 
the other hand, Greek goddesses, like Hera, Athena, and Artemis, had a 
great deal of power. It was Hera who blinded Tiresias (in one version of 
the myth) and later transformed him into a woman. Why do you think 
that women were granted less freedom and rights than men in Ancient 
Greece, although their goddesses were so powerful? Do some research 
and see what you can find out.

u Tiresias lived his life as a man, a woman, and a man again. He
was considered to be especially wise because he had experienced life as
both man and woman. What knowledge do you think he gained from
being each gender?

u How is the role of Laius’s servant central to this book?

Following Laius’s orders, the servant, who is unnamed, tied baby 
Oedipus to the stake and left him on the mountainside. By the end of 
the book, he has hidden the truth of this event and of Oedipus’s killing 
Laius for many years (although he didn’t know it was Oedipus who 
killed Laius at the time). His revelations bring about the tragic ending 
of the myth, leading to Oedipus’s blinding himself and Jocasta’s suicide. 
Jocasta does not hear what the servant says but is intelligent and puts 
two and two together.

2 Visual Expression

*The standards listed 
on the right are fulfilled 
by every question in 
this section. Additional 
standards may be listed 
in the gray sidebar on 
the left for particular 
units listed below.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.7
Make connections between the 
text of a story or drama and a visual 
or oral presentation of the text, 
indentifying where each version 
reflects specific descriptions and 
directions in the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.5
Explain major differences between 
poems, drama, prose, etc. Refer to 
the structural elements when writing 
or speaking about a text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specific words 
or phrases in a text. (Here, art and 
comics vocabulary.)

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.7
Analyze how visual and mulitmedia 
elements contribute to the meaning, 
tone, or beauty of a text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.5
Explain how a series of chapters, 
scenes, stanzas, etc., fits together 
to provide the overall structure of a 
story.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specific words 
or phrases in a text. (Here, art and 
comics vocabulary.)
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Color and Composition

u Most of the book is done in soft, calm tones of beige, yellow, blue, brown, 
and gray. However, there are some sudden and violent changes. Look at the
contrast between pages 9 and 10. How does the color change express what is
happening, and how does it make you feel?

Things are peaceful and positive on page 9, but on page 10 the Pythia’s wild 
prophecy is reflected in the swirling puffs of blue-gray smoke and the black 
rocks. There is also a sharp contrast between the white of her robe, the black of 
Laius’s robe, and the rest of the picture. This dramatic color change enhances 
the disruption of the peaceful mood on the previous page. It takes us off guard 
and helps us to understand the horror that Laius is feeling. Look also at the Py-
thia’s body language and at her eyes and open mouth. They add to the bizarre, 
frightening, other-worldly atmosphere. The drama is amplified by the compo-
sition of the picture on top of page 14.

u What effect does the silhouette of the author and his grandchildren have
on page 9?

The presence of these figures brings them and us into the world of the story. 
We almost feel as though we’re actually there.

u The layout of pages 16 and 17 is complicated and adds to the drama of
the situation. How? What effect does the use of color have?

This two-page spread begins with Laius at the top left and ends with Oedipus 
at the bottom right. The sequence of fast-paced short panels enhances the 
violence of the scene, while the culminating large panel with the red word 
“CRASH,” Laius’s blood, the overturned horse, and the tilted, crossing axes of 
the cart all intensify the drama of the final moment. The muted color palette 
adds an element of unreality and makes the blood on both pages stand out. 
Note also the exciting composition of the top central panel and how Oedipus’s 
sword stands out from the rest of the quiet grays and browns.

By placing Laius at the top left and Oedipus at the bottom right, the artist 
frames the action and uses a subtle diagonal axis to intensify the excitement 
and add a layer of meaning. He gives the scene a sense of movement and direc-
tion but also underscores the biological and psychological links between the 
two characters. It begins with an angry Laius (who had baby Oedipus aban-
doned on a mountainside) and ends with Oedipus’s sudden realization of what 
he has done—without knowing that he has actually killed his father. Are they 
both responsible for their acts or victims of destiny controlled by the gods?  In 

a sense, placing the two characters in this way, with the violent 
action between them, maps out the fundamental issues of the 
Oedipus myth. 

u As in Orpheus in the Underworld (TOON Graphics, 2015), 
bright red is used in very few places and in small amounts in
this book (pages 16 -17, 33, 36, and 39, and on the lips of the
Sphinx and the Pythia). Why do you think this might be, and
what do you think it means?

The red stands out in stark contrast to the muted, harmonious 
color palette of most of the book, making its relationship with 
blood and violence all the more startling. (Look especially at 
page 39.) It provides a connection between blood that is actually 
shed and the violent prophecy of the Pythia. The Sphinx is a 
fierce and brutal creature, and her red lips are clearly related to 
the violence of the Oedipus myth.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
Refer to details and examples in a text when 
explaining what the text says explicitly and 
when drawing inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.2
Determine a theme of a story from details in 
the text; summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.3
Describe in depth a character, setting or 
event in a story, drawing on specific details 
in the text (e.g., a character’s thoughts, 
words, or actions).

Page 9

Pages 16-17

Page 9
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u Pages 18-19 seem peaceful at first glance, especially on the left, but
take a second look. What makes you sense that something is not right?

The huge, dark trees, with their crossed and curving trunks and branches 
seen in shadow, dominate this spread and give a menacing and sinister 
feeling to it. They prepare us and draw us into the drama that begins on 
the following page, leading up to the confrontation between Oedipus and 
the Sphinx. The landscape changes from calm, with beautiful, soft colors, 
to rocky, “busy,” and less flat—another indication of change to a less 
peaceful situation. Notice how the huge, unrelieved gray area of rock on 
page 22 makes the encounter feel more sinister. 

u Follow the color change from page 18 to page 25. Why do you think
the author did this?

The sky becomes progressively darker and is gray by page 21. The moun-
tains on page 21 lead us physically and psychologically to the Sphinx. 
Pages 22 to 25 are mostly dark gray, heightening the emotion and mean-
ing of Oedipus’s encounter with the Sphinx. Will he be able to solve her 
riddle? The bright, unnatural yellow of the Sphinx stands out against the 
dark background, and the huge spread of her wings adds to the excite-
ment. The whiteness of the skulls and bones of her victims relate to the 
white of Oedipus’s tunic and perhaps suggest that he may end up like 
them. The dark color of the rocks underscore the Sphinx’s evil intentions. 
Sometimes in life, when things are going well, a Sphinx comes along and 
throws things into chaos. 

u The author went to a great deal of trouble to research Greek art, 
architecture, use of color, and principles of design. Discuss what some of
these are and what they can tell us about Greek culture.

The Greeks liked symmetry and geometry. Look at the temple at the bot-
tom of page 9 or the city walls on pages 8-9. Look carefully at the houses 
on pages 40 and 41. 
Interiors are uncluttered and orderly (page 32, 34) with repeated geomet-

ric designs drawn in fine lines (pages 12 and 
37). Colors are muted and peaceful. Geometric 
designs appear on rugs and vases (page 32), 
and curtains separate rooms. Temples have 
columns, and the white clothing that Greeks 
wore almost seem to echo them.

u When Oedipus becomes king of Boeotia, 
it enjoys a period of twenty years of peace and
prosperity. How does the illustration on page
27 reflect this time of order?

Much use is made of symmetry on this page, 
a peaceful and balanced form of design. Oedi-
pus and Jocasta and two of their children are 
placed symmetrically in a carefully ordered 
rectangle, with symmetrically placed designs 
around them. The rectangle is placed in the 
center of the landscape, and the harmonious 
colors reflect a time of peace and tranquility. 
The shepherd and sheep add to the feeling of 
serenity. 

u How do the colors and composition of

Pages 18-19

Page 26

Page 27
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the next two pages indicate a change?

The wild composition with rats in the foreground and the color change 
clearly show that the time of peace and order is over. The dark colors of 
the rats and the columns, the dead woman, the lone sandal all make us 
think of death and disease, and our view of Thebes is dominated by them. 
Compare the colors here with those used for the Pythia’s pronounce-
ments and for Oedipus’s encounter with the Sphinx. The green of the 
plants on page 29 is an ironic twist, perhaps representing that life goes on.

u On page 35, how does the untied rope on the stake and Phorbas
carrying away baby Oedipus make you feel? Why do you think the
author-artist composed this page this way?

u Look at how the composition of page 36 provides a fast-paced, flow-
ing recollection of the encounter of Oedipus and Laius’s servants and the
overturning of the cart. Notice how the yellow of the Sphinx stands out, 
as well as the traces of red blood and the Sphinx’s red lips. The events are
carefully interwoven but appear almost as if viewed through a cloud or
curtain, since they are being represented in Oedipus’s memory (see also

the top of page 33). 

u How do the colors on pages 40 -41 relate to Oedi-
pus’s blindness?

The darkness of the colors and of the twilight reflect 
Oedipus’s inability to see. The remaining light may 
indicate that now he will begin to see the true essence 
of things, as he hoped. Relate this idea to the colors on 
the next page. The bright yellow in the foreground may 
indicate that Oedipus will get his wish. However, the 
foreboding sky may indicate otherwise.

u What can the composition of pages 40 and 41 tell
us?

The huge columns in the foreground, through which we 
view this scene, may indicate great, impersonal forces at work--perhaps 
the will of the gods--that brought about the tragedy of this tale. Humans 
cannot control these forces, in spite of their efforts to create order, 
represented by the geometry of the buildings in the picture.

u What feelings does the last image of the book (page 42) create in
you? Why? Think about why the author-artist chose this to be the last
image we have of Oedipus.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.1
Quote accurately from a text when 
explaining what the text says explicitly 
and when drawing inferences from the 
text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text, including how the 
characters in a story or drama respond 
to challenges; summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.3
Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a story, 
drawing on specific details in the text 
(e.g., how characters interact).

Page 36

Pages 40-41
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Abandonment in Oedipus and Hansel and Gretel

u Like Oedipus, Hansel and Gretel (TOON Books, 2014) are also aban-
doned by their parents. Compare and contrast the parents’ motivations. Was
abandonment the only solution in both cases?

In order to avoid the Pythia’s dire prophecy, baby Oedipus’s father orders that 
he be placed on a mountainside, where he will surely die. The abandonment of 
Hansel and Gretel is their mother’s idea. With two less mouths to feed, the par-
ents will have a much greater chance of surviving the famine. Both Laius and 
Hansel and Gretel’s parents were concerned more with their own survival than 
with the welfare of their children. Laius and Jocasta could have chosen not to 
believe the prophecy. In fact, later in the book, Jocasta says that it hasn’t come 
true. Maybe they could have run away to try to avoid it. Hansel and Gretel’s 
parents could possibly have found more creative ways of finding food or could 
have been more generous with the little they had. Perhaps they could have 
moved somewhere else or given their children temporarily to other relatives.

u Why does Hansel and Gretel’s mother say they should “lose” the children, 
not “kill” them?  How does this relate to Laius’s having Oedipus put on the
mountainside?

In using this approach, Hansel and Gretel’s mother probably wants to avoid 

We get a feeling for Oedipus and Antigone’s vulnerability. They are very small 
beings in a world beyond their control. The landscape is peaceful and unclut-
tered, reflecting Oedipus’s hope that he may be able to perceive the true nature 
of things. The foreboding sky may indicate otherwise, might be a representa-
tion of Oedipus’s tragic life, or might be a foreshadowing of his death, men-
tioned in the last sentence. 

u On page 38, how does the artist make Tiresias look as though he has “ap-
peared from nowhere”?

Tiresias appears in a kind of black cloud and is sharply outlined in thick black 
lines. It almost looks as if a cutout has been laid on the page. Notice how the 
“cloud” makes the lines in the floor stand out, in contrast to how they look 
under Oedipus. This may be related to the conflict between darkness and 
light in this book or to the contrast between blindness and sight. It may also 
foreshadow Oedipus’s blinding of himself and suggest that he will be able to 
see the true essence of things, as he hopes, when he can no longer physically 
see.

3
Further Research
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4-5.6
Compare and contrast the point of 
view from which different stories 
are narrated, and describe how a 
speaker’s point of view influences the 
description. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4-5.9
Integrate information from several 
texts on the same topic in order to 
write or speak about the subject 
knowledgeably. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.1
Write opinion pieces on topics or 
texts, supporting point of view with 
reasons and information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.2
Write informative/explanatory texts 
to examine a topic and convey ideas 
and information clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.3
Write narratives to develop real 
or imagined experiences or events 
using effective technique, descriptive 
details, and clear event sequences.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.7
Conduct short research projects 
that build knowledge through 
investigation of different aspects of 
a topic.



131
10

feelings of guilt. She says, “They will be fine.” No doubt she knows that the 
children won’t be able to survive in the forest, but she personally won’t be 
guilty of their deaths. The same is true for Laius. In having his servant place 
baby Oedipus on the mountainside, he is leaving what happens to him up 
to fate. In both cases, the parents are avoiding taking responsibility for what 
happens to their children. In saying the children “will be fine,” Hansel and 
Gretel’s mother may be trying to convince herself of this more than her hus-
band, in order to justify her decision and her greed. 

u Both Hansel and Gretel’s mother and Jocasta are dead at the end of the
two books. Could this be a form of punishment for their acts? Do they both
deserve such punishment?

Hansel and Gretel’s mother acts out of self-interest and clearly plots the 
abandonment of her children. Perhaps she deserves some kind of punish-
ment. Since she is dead when the children return at the end of the story, she 
cannot enjoy the riches they bring home. This is a fitting punishment for her 
greed. Jocasta unknowingly marries her son. For this reason, she may be less 
guilty. However, she commits hubris (see earlier) in not believing that the 
Pythia’s prophecy had come true and, according to Greek beliefs, had to be 
punished.  

u Ask students if they have ever avoided taking responsibility for some-
thing that might put them in a difficult or unpopular position or get them
into trouble. Can they name people who DID accept responsibility even if it
put them in a challenging or dangerous situation?

You could talk about Martin Luther King, Jr., Mahatma Gandhi, Jackie 
Robinson, Mother Teresa, Socrates, Nathan Hale. Sometimes, because of peer 
pressure, children will not stick up for a classmate, even when they know 
they should. At other times they may not take responsibility for themselves 
and engage in inappropriate behavior to seem “cool.”  Ask them for other 
examples.

u The Ancient Greeks loved mathematics and logic. They were part of
their art, architecture, politics, and everyday life and helped them to solve
problems. How does Hansel and Gretel’s mother use logic and mathemat-
ics to convince her husband to abandon their children?  Is she being purely
mathematical and logical, or does she have an ulterior motive?

The mother says that with only two mouths to feed rather than four, her hus-
band will have enough food so that he can be strong and continue to work 
and earn money:  “If you do not eat … then you will not be able to swing an 
axe. And if you cannot cut down a tree or haul the wood into the town, then 
we all starve and die. Two dead are better than four dead. That is mathemat-
ics, and it is logic.”  The father replies, “I care for neither your mathematics 
nor your logic.”  Notice how the mother twists logic and mathematics to her 
own purposes. It is important for children to know that adults, such as politi-
cians, sometimes do this. 

u Do Hansel and Gretel react to their abandonment in the same way?
How do their ways of reacting and coping compare to Oedipus’s?

Hansel overhears his parents the first time they plot to abandon him and his 
sister in the woods. When the father leaves them there and goes off, he tells 
Gretel that their father won’t be coming back. She replies, “He is our father … 
You must not say such things about him.”  When he takes them into the for-
est a second time, Gretel finally understands the truth. It is interesting how 
matter-of-factly the children accept their abandonment. In the end, though, 
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both children use their wits to deceive the old woman in the gingerbread 
house, showing that they’re not simply going to be victims who don’t fight 
back.

Oedipus has a stronger, bolder, far more emotional reaction. When he hears 
rumors that he might not be the son of Polybus and Merope, he immediately 
runs to them to find out the truth. Still doubting, he consults the Pythia. 
After hearing her prophecy, he is blinded by pain and anguish and flees 
Corinth so he can be far from his “parents.”  These emotions turn to anger, 
and he kills Laius where the three roads meet.

u Impersonal outside forces often influence the behavior of characters in
myths and stories. What forces beyond their control influence the behavior
of Oedipus, Hansel and Gretel, and their parents?

The Pythia’s predictions to Laius and Oedipus cause them both to behave as 
they do. In this sense, they may not be fully responsible for their actions. The 
war and its resulting famine bring about Hansel and Gretel’s parents’ hunger. 
Starvation may make them so desperate that they can’t think straight about 
how to solve their problem or take their children’s needs into account. Or it 
may bring out a darker side of their personalities that was there all along.

u Hansel and Gretel outwit their mother and the old woman in the
gingerbread house. Oedipus tries to outwit the gods and escape the prophecy
about him. Contrast what happens in the two books. What do you think the
difference means?

At the end of the story of Hansel and Gretel, they return home with fine 
clothes, coins, and jewels. They are rewarded for their cleverness and for 
deceiving the old woman. It would appear that outwitting fate is good in this 
instance. Oedipus is punished partly for trying to outwit the gods and avoid 
the prophecy. In Ancient Greek thinking, such punishment for hubris was 
a necessity and a warning to people to be careful not to exhibit arrogance 
before the gods.

Activities

u Revisit the theme of hubris. Ask student if they see relevance to their
everyday lives in their relationships with other children and adults. When
they do something they know is wrong, are they committing hubris by put-
ting themselves above the norms of acceptable behavior?

u What is arrogance, and what are its consequences on the arrogant per-
son and those around him? Should arrogance be punished? How? Do people
who are arrogant receive their punishment in the natural course of their
dealings with others?

u Blindness is important in this book, both physically and metaphori-
cally. Ask children if they know anyone who is blind and how this person
navigates the everyday world and perceives reality. 

u People often say that blind people make heightened use of their other
senses. Have children sit in their seats and close their eyes for five minutes. 
Do they feel that they are experiencing anything different through their
senses of hearing, touch, smell, or even taste? Allow them to express what
happened.
u Related to blindness is the idea of truth, which runs all through this
book. If you hide the truth from someone, you’re leaving that person blind
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to an aspect of reality. Laius is horrified by the truth spoken by the Pythia. 
Polybus and Merope never tell Oedipus the truth about how he was found 
and deny the rumor that he’s not their son. Jocasta doesn’t believe the truth 
of the Pythia’s oracle (p. 32). When she understands that it has come true, 
she kills herself. Laius’s servant hides the truth about Oedipus for years, and 
Tiresias doesn’t want him to know it. Oedipus is devastated by it and blinds 
himself, hoping to be able to perceive the true essence of things better.

Discuss with students each of these characters’ reasons for concealing, not 
accepting, or not believing the truth. Ask them if it is ever all right not to tell 
the truth. Under what circumstances? 

People may hide the truth if they think it is too painful for someone else to 
hear, in order to protect themselves or someone else from danger, because 
they think they’ll get into trouble, because it will make them look foolish or 
bad, because they think revealing it isn’t necessary or won’t be helpful in the 
end, because they think it’s too complicated for others to understand, etc. See 
if you can elicit reasons such as these from your students. 

Now ask them if they have ever not told the truth to someone else and how 
it made them feel. Have them write a paragraph about this withholding of 
the truth, the reasons behind it, its consequences, and how they felt about it. 
Have children share what they wrote orally, or post their compositions on 
the bulletin board. 
Students are sometimes tempted to cheat. Cheating may be viewed as a form 
of lying:  untruthfully representing someone else’s thinking or work as your 
own. Discuss with your students if cheating is ever appropriate. What should 
be its consequences?

u The myth of Oedipus could have turned out differently at many points
in the story. Sometimes one event or decision can change everything. What
would have happened if :

              Laius’s slave didn’t follow his orders and took in Oedipus as  
              his own child or gave him to someone else?

  Phorbas took in Oedipus as his child instead of giving him to 
      Polybus and Merope?

Polybus and Merope told Oedipus the truth?

Laius and his escorts didn’t pass by the place where three 
roads meet just when Oedipus was there?

Oedipus didn’t lose his temper and kill Laius?

Oedipus couldn’t answer the Riddle of the Sphinx?

The plague killed all the inhabitants of Thebes?

The slave didn’t tell Oedipus the truth?

Tiresias didn’t speak to Oedipus the way he did on page 38?

Oedipus didn’t gouge his eyes out?

Have students choose one of these questions and ask them to 
write their own ending (or entire new version) for the myth 

of Oedipus. They could also work in groups and do this task in the form of a 
play that they act out.
u As we can see from the artwork in this book, the Ancient Greeks were
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very curious about geometry. Have students research Greek mathematicians 
like Pythagoras, Thales, Euclid, Archimedes, Apollonius, Aristarchus, and 
Hippocrates. Ask them to report their findings using visuals to help their 
classmates understand. This will be especially relevant when you are teach-
ing geometry to your class.

u On the Oedipus character card on page 44, it says, “The question of
whether Oedipus is a victim of fate or a victim of his own actions has been
debated for thousands of years.” The Ancient Greeks were curious about this
because the gods and goddesses of Mount Olympus were always meddling
in the lives of the heroes and heroines of their myths. 

Have children divide into groups of two to four to debate this question. Then 
have them write their point of view about it using specific examples from 
the text. Remind them that the oracle at Delphi predicted Oedipus’s fate, and 
she always told the truth. Relate what happens to Oedipus to the story of Or-
pheus (Orpheus in the Underworld, TOON Graphics, 2015). Was Orpheus’s 
destiny entirely controlled by the Fates, or did something in his character 
bring about his tragedy?

Related question: Oedipus is described on page 13 as a “proud and impulsive 
prince.”  Does that give any hint about what may have caused his downfall?

u Further investigation:
Philosophy (φιλοσοφία in Greek) means “love of wisdom” or “friend of wis-
dom.”  The word was probably coined by Pythagoras. Philosophy is the study
of the nature of knowledge. One of its branches is called determinism, in
which all things that happen are planned by a higher being, or preordained. 
This is opposed to the idea that human beings have free will and can choose
how they will act. Discuss these ideas with children and ask them what they
think. How do they feel about these ideas in their own lives? Then ask them
if they think that characters’ actions in Greek myths like those of Oedipus
and Orpheus (TOON Graphics, 2015) are preordained or the result of the
protagonists’ free will.

Related question:
Do you think that Phorbas, the shepherd, brings baby Oedipus to King Poly-
bus and Queen Merope out of his own free will, or is he acting solely as the 
agent of the Pythia to carry out her prophecy?

u In Greek myths and those of many other ancient cultures, there are lots
of part-human part-animal creatures, like the Sphinx. There is a very long
list of them at https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_hybrid_creatures_in_
mythology. Have children learn about some of these. Then ask them to work
alone or in groups to create their own part-human part-animal creature. 
They should draw it and tell its characteristics. What can it do? They can
even write a myth in which it plays an important role based on these charac-
teristics. Before this, you should discuss the nature of a myth with them. 

u Readers’ Theater: Have students read various scenes aloud in class. Pay
attention to their inflection. If possible, have each student play multiple roles
and be sure that they adjust their performance accordingly. Ask them to try
to incorporate visual information from the images into their performance. 
Remember to refer to the pronunciation keys at the bottom of each page.
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TOON Graphics are comics and 
visual narratives that bring the text 
to life in a way that captures young 
readers’ imaginations and makes 
them want to read on—and read 
more. 
Th e very economy of comic books 
necessitates the use of a reader’s 
imaginative powers. In comics, the 
images oft en imply rather than tell 
outright. Readers must learn to 
make connections between events 
to complete the narrative, helping 
them build their ability to visualize 
and to make “mental maps.” A comic 
book also gives readers a great deal 
of visual context that can be used to 
investigate the thinking behind the 
characters’ choices. 

Pay attention to

the artist’s choices
Look carefully at the artwork: it off ers 
a subtext that at fi rst is sensed only on 
a subliminal level by the reader and 
encourages rereading. It creates a sense 

of continuity for the action, and it can 
tell you about the art, architecture, and 
clothing of a specifi c time period. It may 
present the atmosphere, landscape, and 
fl ora and fauna of another time or of 
another part of the world.
Facial expressions and body language 
reveal subtle aspects of characters’ 
personalities beyond what can be 
expressed by words. 

READ AND REREAD!
Readers can compare comic book artists’ 
styles and evaluate how diff erent authors 
get their point across in diff erent ways. In 
investigating the author’s choices, a young 
reader begins to gain a sense of how all 
literary and art forms can be used to 
convey the author’s central ideas.
Th e world of TOON Books, TOON 
Graphics, and of comic book art is rich 
and varied. Making meaning out of 
reading with the aid of visuals may be the 
best way to become a lifelong reader, one 
who knows how to read for pleasure and 
for information—a reader who loves to 
read.

Cast Away on the Letter A
CCSS-aligned Lesson Plan & Teacher’s Guide

TOON GRAPH ICS  FOR V ISUAL READERS
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In addition to providing students with the tools to master verbal literacy, 
each TOON Graphic off ers a unique focus on visual learning. Th e 21st 
Century has seen a shift  where literacy has been redefi ned to include visual 
literacy. Our unique lesson plans and teacher’s guides help instructors and 
students alike develop the vocabulary and framework necessary to discuss 
visual expressions, structure, and meaning in the classroom. 

For schools that follow the ELA Common Core, TOON Graphics lesson 
plans off er examples of how to best utilize our books to satisfy a full range of 
state standards. Th e Common Core’s learning goals outline what a student 
should know and be able to do at the end of each grade, and were created 
to ensure that all students graduate from high school with the skills and 
knowledge necessary to succeed in college, career, and life, regardless of 
where they live. Th ough this book can be used in any grade, we focused this 
lesson plan on state standards for grades 4 and 5. Quenstions included in 
this guide fulfi ll the following standards:

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Reading: Literature (RL).4-5.1-10
Students build skills in reading and comprehending literature independently 
and profi ciently. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Reading: Informational Text (RI).4-5.4, 9
Students determine the meaning of general academic and domain-specifi c 
words or phrases in a text. Students integrate information from several texts 
in order to speak knowledgeably on a subject. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.1
Students engage eff ectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-
one, in groups, and teacher led) with diverse partners, building on others’ 
ideas and expressing their own clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.2
Students summarize a text read aloud or information presented in diverse 
media and formats, including visually, quantitatively, and orally.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.4
Students report on a topic or present an opinion, sequencing ideas logically 
and usng appropriate facts and relevant, descriptive details to support main 
ideas or themes.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.1
Students write opinion pieces on topics or texts, supporting a point of view 
with reasons and information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.2
Students write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey 
ideas and information clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.7
Students conduct short research projects that build knowledge through 
investigation of diff erent aspects of a topic.

LITERACY IN THE 21ST CENTURY
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Characters

u Describe the personality of each character. Many of
them fall into certain patterns of response and behavior,
saying the same words again and again, or adopting the
same attitudes. Why do you think they do that?

Philemon repeats “that’s impossible,” speaking mostly in 
the form of a question; Bartholomew repeats “you can’t 
say I haven’t” several times (pages 21-22), trying to sort 
out the logic of the island and re-defi ne for himself what 
is “real”; Friday manages to see the negative in every situ-
ation, and constantly interrupts with “bah” and “phoo-
ey”; Philemon’s Father Hector is always shouting, and 
his donkey Anatole provides classic side commentary 
(not unlike Friday, the other four-legged creature in the 
story). Ask students to use biographical information we 
have about these characters (along with environmental 
factors) to guess why they respond in these ways again 
and again.

• Black = potential questions for course plans
• Gray = feedback for teachers. 

1 Verbal Expression
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
Refer to details and examples in a 
text when explaining what the text 
says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text; summarize the 
text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.3
Describe in depth a character, 
setting or event in a story, drawing 
on specifi c details in the text (e.g., 
a character’s thoughts, words, or 
actions).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.1
Quote accurately from a text 
when explaining what the text 
says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text, including how 
the characters in a story or drama 
respond to challenges; summarize 
the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.3
Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a 
story, drawing on specifi c details 
in the text (e.g., how characters 
interact).

*The standards listed 
on the right are fulfi lled 
by every question in 
this section. Additional 
standards may be listed 
in the gray sidebar on 
the left for particular  
units listed below.
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Words and Metaphors

u What does “impossible” mean? Why is this word used so frequently
in the story? In what ways is it important? Th ink about the phrase “seeing
is believing.” Do you believe that this is true? In what ways is the idea that
“seeing is believing” related to the content of the story and the reactions
of the characters?

u What does it mean for something to be “real” or to “exist”? Explain
what you usually mean when you say that something “really exists.”

Have students look at Bartholomew’s assertion on page 24 that “since this 
island doesn’t exist, no one can see it” and on page 29 that “on an island 
that doesn’t exist, anything can exist!” Ask students to try to explain this 
contradiction in logic. How can someone even be in a place that “doesn’t 
exist”? 

u Who defi nes what is “pos-
sible” and what is “impossible”
in this story? Are the “impos-
sible” things truly “impossible”?
Or are they just “unimagina-
ble”? What is the diff erence?

Have students look at the mis-
understanding that appears on 
page 23 (Bartholomew mis-
understands what Philemon is 
referring to when he says “but 
that’s impossible”). In this story 
everyone has his or her own 
sense of what is possible, based 
largely on past experience.

u Find some verbal expressions that are related to the word “impos-
sible.” Try to explain the nuanced diff erences in their meanings.

See, for example: “berserk” (page 12), “dreaming” (page 18), “amazing” 
(page 19), “crazy” (page 19), “doesn’t exist” (page 24), “unbelievable” 
(page 34), “serious” (page 42).

u What is the
role of “water” in
this story? How
many instances
can you fi nd when
water (or some-
thing connected
to water) propels
the action of the
story? What do
you think the
author wants us to
see about water?
Are we supposed
to look at it in a
new way?

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.4
Determine the meaning of words and 
phrases as they are used in a text, 
including those that allude to signifi cant 
characters found in mythology.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.4
Determine the meaning of words and 
phrases as they are used in a text, 
including fi gurative language such as 
metaphors and similes.
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Note that the entire story unfolds because Philemon’s father Hector can’t 
get water from the pump (page 11). As the story proceeds, water fer-
ries Philemon into stranger and stranger environments, until fi nally, on 
page 41 (where it appears in a pool on the ceiling), it brings him back to 
the beginning. Ask students to refl ect on their own feelings about water. 
Does it seem magical? Why might Fred, the author, have given it such 
importance in this story?

u What does a “well” do in the story? How would you
describe the physics of the wells? How does Philemon travel
through them?

Ask students to describe how gravity works in the wells (see 
pages 15, 29 and 41). Have students compare Philemon’s two 
experiences in the well (at the beginning and at the end). 
Does the same well connect to diff erent places in the Atlantic 
Ocean?

u Compare the well with other time- and space-travel
devices (from literature and fi lm). Which do you think are the
most “believable,” and why?

In addition to fi ctional references, introduce students to the idea of a 
black hole. Do they see any similarities between black holes and Phi-
lemon’s well? All of this may be an opportunity to discuss multi-universe 
theories (bubble universe theory, porous universe; the theory of universes 
with diff erent physical constants).

u What is the function of the “bottle” in the story? What is in the
bottle(s)? Why do the bottles grow on a bottle-tree? What do you think
they author is trying to say through the metaphor of the “bottle”?

Th roughout, bottles are a kind of life-saving device, but also a means of 
transportation. Along with the messages in the bottles (page 13) and the 
bottle tree (page 23), we are even introduced to a ship in the bottle (page 
32). In the world of the islands, bottles are a way to get places, and also 
a form of protection (see the whirlpool incident on page 38). Th is tells 
us something about the aquatic nature of that world, where many things 
have adapted to thrive in water. Ask students to fi nd other places in the 
story where water plays a determining role in the surreal environment 
(see, for example, page 28, where Bartholomew reveals that his entire 
house is built, in a sense, through watering).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4-5.9
Compare and contrast the treatment 
of similar themes and topics and 
patterns of events in stories, myths, 
and traditional literature from diff erent 
cultures.
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Colors

u Make a list of the dominant colors on each page. You will notice
that the colors transition consistently as the book progresses. Why do
you think the author/artist did this? Do the colors match the atmosphere
of the story and environment?

Page 11 is largely blue, pages 12-13 are green, pages 15-19 are light blue, 
page 20 introduces red, page 25 transitions to a more yellow composi-
tion, page 31 pairs this yellow with deep purple; page 36 returns to blue, 
and pages 40-41 transition back to lighter colors and, ultimately, “realistic 
shades.” Ask students to think about our cultural or personal associations 
with certain colors. Is there a connection between color and emotion? 

u Look carefully at the color composition from pages 15-19. If you
were the artist of this book, what color(s) would you choose to depict this
dramatic scene? Why?

Word Balloons and Lettering

u Th e signature of the artist “Fred” is hidden on many pages. Try to
fi nd all of them! Why did he place his signature on these pages?

Talk about how this story was origi-
nally serialized in the French comics 
magazine Pilote. Can the students 
fi gure out where the story was origi-
nally broken into chapters? Ask them 
to imagine what it was like to wait for 
the next issue in the story. Would there 
have been exciting cliff -hangers?

u Look at the various kinds of
word balloons in this book. Note that there are many diff erent shapes,
sizes, textures, etc. How do these diff erent shapes and styles make you
feel? How do they fi t into the story? What do they tell you?

2 Visual Expression

*The standards listed 
on the right are fulfi lled 
by every question in 
this section. Additional 
standards may be listed 
in the gray sidebar on 
the left for particular 
units listed below.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.7
Make connections between the 
text of a story or drama and a visual 
or oral presentation of the text, 
indentifying where each version 
refl ects specifi c descriptions and 
directions in the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.5
Explain major diff erences between 
poems, drama, prose, etc. Refer to 
the structural elements when writing 
or speaking about a text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specifi c words 
or phrases in a text. (Here, art and 
comics vocabulary)

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.7
Analyze how visual and mulitmedia 
elements contribute to the meaning, 
tone, or beauty of a text

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.5
Explain how a series of chapters, 
scenes, stanzas, etc. fi ts together to 
provide the overall structure of a 
story.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specifi c words 
or phrases in a text. (Here, art and 
comics vocabulary)
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On page 11, panel 8, Philemon’s father is out of the panel so his word 
balloon has a tail that guides reader’s eyes to the edge of the page and out 
of the panel. On page 24, Bartholomew’s unclosed word balloon indicates 
his endless stream of curse words. On page 29, there are cloud-shaped 
memory balloons that become panels. 

u Find some diff erent examples of the visual expressions enclosed in
the word balloons, like cursing or explanatory images. Why do you think
the artist chose to present language with pictures instead of words in
those instances. In what ways do the pictures resonate with the illustra-
tions?

Th e best examples of this are on page 29, where the word balloons 
become panels, and throughout the book (pages 11-12, 15, 20-22, 24-25, 
28-29, 34), where curse words are illustrated in the word balloons.

u On pages 11 and 38, there are rotated panels and upside-down word
balloons. On page 29, word balloons become panels. Examine these and
discuss the artistic choice. Why did the artist represent the story in this
way? Note that these panels follow the same proportions, even though
they have an unusual appearance.

u Look at the sound eff ects. Note that they vary in both size and tex-
ture. Is there any particular one you like the best? Why? Note that some
sound eff ects are included in the word balloons, and some are imposed
over the image. Do you think the characters actually say these as words?
Or are they were included for some other reason? If so, why?

Composition

u Find places where
the artist uses a “close-
up shot” to tell the story
(pages 11 and 13, for ex-
ample)? Why does he do
that? Where does he use
far-away, distant, or “long
lens shots”? Why does he
use those? How do these
things aff ect the story,
and how do they make
you feel as a reader?
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u Examine the well
scenes in pages 12-15.
Compare the “shots”
from above with the
“shots” from below
(page 13, panels 9 and
5). What do you think
of these 2 panels? How
do the diff erent angles
eff ect your perception
of the well?

u Pages 16-17 are a huge single panel, or “double-page spread.” Do
you think it was necessary for the artist to take up so much space for this
scene? Why or why not? Where else does the artist do this? Why?

On this page, Philemon is facing right (following the left -to-right direc-
tion of the story and the book ), while the shark is facing left . Perhaps 
“facing right” in the book signifi es that the character is getting out of a 
situation or place while “facing left ” indicates that they are entering. Are 
there other examples of this? (Look at page 15).

u Look carefully at the lines and make note of their diff erent strokes.
How does the artist utilize the width and the texture of the lines to make
diff erent expressions?

Th e line work of the water is soft  and gentle but at the same time bold 
and thick; the lines of the shark are certain and solid, and the line work 
for Philemon is animated and clean.

u Look at the size of the shark in comparison to Philemon. Is this
the actual size of a shark? If not, why is it so big? Is the shark drawn in a
realistic way? How about the fi shes? Why did the artist draw them in this
way?
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Setting

u Make note of all the strange plants in the book.
What do they look like? How do they support the story?

Th e plants on the islands fall into one of two categories: 
a fusion of animals and plants, or a combination of inor-
ganic objects with organic matter. Th e plants help set the 
stage for the action. In some cases, they contribute to the 
plot of the fantasy adventure; in other cases they provide 
unique background details that help with world-building 
and context clues.

u On page 19, a clock-tree appears from the ground. What is the pur-
pose of this scene? Refer to the text as well. Why does the clock explode?
What does is the role of “time” in this story?

Note that the speed of time on the A is 
diff erent from time on the world where 
Philemon and his father live. Time is 
distorted, but has it been “exploded”? 
Ask student if they think that the clock 
is really “broken” aft er the explosion. 
Even though the clock-function is de-
stroyed, it still functions as a plant, aft er 
all. But how can Philemon tell the clock 
is a plant? Make sure to note the punny 
“time-bomb” joke here! 

u Choose one of the major characters (Philemon or Bartholomew).
Examine this character throughout the course of the book. How do
they change or develop? What external forces (including other charac-
ters) contribute to these changes? Summarize your fi ndings in a written
report.

u Choose one of the entries in the index (pages 44-45) and expand
on it with your own research project. Do you think that the author, Fred,
is intentionally referencing these external works in the story? Why or
why not? Why do authors oft en reference other works, or borrow ideas
from other writers and artists? Does it enrich your reading experience to
research these references? Explain why in a written report.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text; summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text, including how the 
characters in a story or drama respond 
to challenges; summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.6
Compare and contrast the point of view 
from which diff erent stories are narrated, 
including the diff erence between fi rst- and 
third-person narrations.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.6
Describe how a narrator’s or speaker’s 
point of view infl uences how events are 
described.

3
Further Research
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4-5.9
Integrate information from several 
texts on the same topic in order to 
write or speak about the subject 
knowledgeably. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.1
Write opinion pieces on topics or 
texts, supporting  point of view with 
reasons and information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.2
Write informative/explanatory texts 
to examine a topic and convey ideas 
and information clearly

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.3
Write narratives to develop real 
or imagined experiences or events 
using eff ective technique, descriptive 
details, and clear event sequences.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.7
Conduct short research projects 
that build knowledgfe through 
investigation of diff erent aspects of 
a topic.
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THE TOON EDUCATIONAL OUTREACH TEAM:

Hsin Yu Chao, an illustrator and comic 
artist in her native Taiwan, is currently 
pursuing a master’s degree in Arts 
Administration at Teachers College, 
Columbia University. Chao has worked 
for numerous galleries as well as for the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art and the 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum.

Sasha Steinberg, who holds a BA in 
Comparative Literature from Vassar Col-
lege and an MFA in Cartooning from the 
Center for Cartoon Studies, was awarded 
a Fulbright Fellowship to study political 
art in Russia.
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A Philemon Adventure
by Fred
A TOON Graphic
ISBN: 978-1-935179-83-2

© 2015 TOON Books, all rights reserved
www.TOON-BOOKS.com
Please get in touch with your suggestions at 
mail@TOON-books.com

TOON Graphics are comics and visual 
narratives that bring the text to life 
in a way that captures young readers’ 
imaginations and makes them want 
to read on—and read more. 
Th e very economy of comic books 
necessitates the use of a reader’s 
imaginative powers. In comics, the 
images oft en imply rather than tell 
outright. Readers must learn to 
make connections between events 
to complete the narrative, helping 
them build their ability to visualize 
and to make “mental maps.” A comic 
book also gives readers a great deal 
of visual context that can be used to 
investigate the thinking behind the 
characters’ choices. 

Pay attention to

the artist’s choices
Look carefully at the artwork: it 
off ers a subtext that at fi rst is sensed 

only on a subliminal level by the reader 
and encourages rereading. It creates a 
sense of continuity for the action, and it 

can tell you about the art, architecture, 
and clothing of a specifi c time period. It 
may present the atmosphere, landscape, 
and fl ora and fauna of another time or of 
another part of the world.
Facial expressions and body language 
reveal subtle aspects of characters’ 
personalities beyond what can be 
expressed by words. 

READ AND REREAD!
Readers can compare comic book artists’ 
styles and evaluate how diff erent authors 
get their point across in diff erent ways. In 
investigating the author’s choices, a young 
reader begins to gain a sense of how all 
literary and art forms can be used to 
convey the author’s central ideas.
Th e world of TOON Books, TOON 
Graphics, and of comic book art is rich 
and varied. Making meaning out of 
reading with the aid of visuals may be the 
best way to become a lifelong reader, one 
who knows how to read for pleasure and 
for information—a reader who loves to 
read.

The Wild Piano
CCSS-aligned Lesson Plan & Teacher’s Guide

TOON GRAPH ICS  FOR V ISUAL READERS
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In addition to providing students with the tools to master verbal literacy, 
each TOON Graphic off ers a unique focus on visual learning. Th e 21st 
Century has seen a shift  where literacy has been redefi ned to include visual 
literacy. Our unique lesson plans and teacher’s guides help instructors and 
students alike develop the vocabulary and framework necessary to discuss 
visual expressions, structure, and meaning in the classroom. 

For schools that follow the ELA Common Core, TOON Graphics lesson 
plans off er examples of how to best utilize our books to satisfy a full range of 
state standards. Th e Common Core’s learning goals outline what a student 
should know and be able to do at the end of each grade, and were created 
to ensure that all students graduate from high school with the skills and 
knowledge necessary to succeed in college, career, and life, regardless of 
where they live. Th ough this book can be used in any grade, we focused this 
lesson plan on state standards for grades 4 and 5. Quenstions included in 
this guide fulfi ll the following standards:

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Reading: Literature (RL).4-5.1-10
Students build skills in reading and comprehending literature independently 
and profi ciently. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Reading: Informational Text (RI).4-5.4, 9
Students determine the meaning of general academic and domain-specifi c 
words or phrases in a text. Students integrate information from several texts 
in order to speak knowledgeably on a subject. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.1
Students engage eff ectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-
one, in groups, and teacher led) with diverse partenrs, building on others’ 
ideas and expressing their own clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.2
Students summarize a text read aloud or information presented in diverse 
media and formats, including visually, quantitatively, and orally.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.4
Students report on a topic or present an opinion, sequencing ideas logically 
and usng appropriate facts and relevant, descriptive details to support main 
ideas or themes.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.1
Students write opinion pieces on topics or texts, supporting a point of view 
with reasons and information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.2
Students write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey 
ideas and information clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.7
Students conduct short research projects that build knowledge through 
investigation of diff erent aspects of a topic.

LITERACY IN THE 21ST CENTURY
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Characters

u How do the four central male characters (Philemon, Hector, Bar-
tholomew, Uncle Felix) diff er? What do their speech patterns tell you
about their personalities?

Philemon oft en seems to be trying to make sense of the world. He tries to 
sort out the facts (“Th at’s strange. He never spoke about you” - page 12) 
and explain his point of view (“But I went there, Uncle Felix. Th at’s where 
I met Bartholomew” - page 13), despite being constantly interrupted. 
Uncle Felix, a source of those interruptions, seems jolly at fi rst (“Ha 
ha ha! Trips and all kinds of stuff …hee hee!” - page 12) but he quickly 
changes when the subject of the islands is raised. Aft er, Felix becomes a 
bit withholding. He never fully answers Philemon’s questions (page 13), 
and sends him into danger with very little warning or explanation (page 
15). Philemon’s father, Hector, by contrast, is the most straightforward. 
His dialogue is constantly grumpy, and we have the distinct impression 
that he is always screaming. When we meet Bartholomew at the end of 
the book, he seems dazed and confused (“mmhmm…What’s going on?” 
- page 33). Students may be interested in comparing this characterization
with his confi dent persona in the previous book (Cast Away on the Letter
A: A Philemon Adventure ISBN: 978-1-935179-63-4).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.6
Compare and contrast the point of view 
from which diff erent stories are narrated, 
including the diff erence between fi rst- 
and third-person narrations.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.6
Describe how a narrator’s or speaker’s 
point of view infl uences how events are 
described.

• Black = potential questions for course plans
• Gray = feedback for teachers. 

1 Verbal Expression
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
Refer to details and examples in a 
text when explaining what the text 
says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text; summarize the 
text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.3
Describe in depth a character, 
setting or event in a story, drawing 
on specifi c details in the text (e.g., 
a character’s thoughts, words, or 
actions).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.1
Quote accurately from a text 
when explaining what the text 
says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text, including how 
the characters in a story or drama 
respond to challenges; summarize 
the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.3
Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a 
story, drawing on specifi c details 
in the text (e.g., how characters 
interact).

*The standards listed 
on the right are fulfi lled 
by every question in 
this section. Additional 
standards may be listed 
in the gray sidebar on 
the left for particular  
units listed below.
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u At the beginning of the adventure
(page 11), Philemon is eager to return
down the well to the mysterious islands.
Why?

Philemon feels obligated to return because 
he was not able to take Bartholomew 
back with him to the farm. Bartholomew 
was the reason he went down the well to 
begin with (aft er he received a message 
in a bottle in Cast Away on the Letter 
A). Ask students how they would feel in 
Philemon’s position. Why do they think 
Philemon hasn’t tried going back down the 
well to rescue him? On page 14, it almost 
seems like he was too scared to go back by 
himself. Once he feels like he has support 

from his uncle, his bravery increases (“let’s go!” page 14)

u On pages 12-13, we meet Uncle Felix for the fi rst time. What do you
think of his character? How is he similar to his brother Hector (Phile-
mon’s father)? How is he diff erent?

Th e two brothers are depicted with similar bodies and facial features, but 
their personalities are very diff erent. Felix is good-humored and talkative, 
whereas Hector is deeply impatient and angry. On pages 12-13, however, 
the two share one noticeable trait, which is that they both keep silencing 
Philemon (although the reasons are diff erent). Students familiar with the 
fi rst book may be surprised to meet Felix, because there was no previous 
mention of him. Remind them that the comic was originally published in 
serialized form in the magazine Pilote, so it’s unlikely that the story was 
planned in advance. Ask students to put themselves in the position of 
the writer. Why would they have added a character like Felix? How is he 
necessary to the plot?

u Why doesn’t Felix want Philemon
to talk about the island of the “A” (pages
12-13)?

Felix doesn’t want Philemon to talk about 
the island in front of Hector. We don’t 
learn the exact reason for the secrecy. 
Ask students to draw some possible 
conclusions. Is it, for example, because 
Hector is very skeptical, and Felix knows 
that he will not believe them (which is 
exactly what does happen)? Is it because 
Felix has an entire secret life that he doesn’t 
want his brother to know about (“I’m 
something of a magician” page 14)? And 
so on...

u Find all the moments when Philemon
has misunderstandings with the characters

he meets on his adventure. What do these moments have in common? If 
you were in Philemon’s position, how would you respond?

Students should pay special attention to the interactions with the 
water hiker (pages 17-19), the courtroom of the “N” (pages 24-25), 
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and the organizers of the “concert” (pages 29-32). In each of these 
cases, Philemon struggles to make sense of a world that doesn’t follow 
traditional rules of logic. In some cases, words that make sense to 
Philemon have a diff erent (or no) meaning to others (such as “drown,” 
page 17).

u On page 33, when Philemon fi nds Bartholomew, the latter is asleep
in a strange bedroom (inside a labyrinth). Why is he asleep? How did he
get there?

At the end of the fi rst book, we fi nd out that what seemed like days on 
the island was only a few hours on the farm. How long do you think 
Philemon was on the farm in between adventures? How long was 
Bartholomew lost in the labyrinth? Remember that Bartholomew has no 
way to keep track of the passage of time. In his state of endless confusion, 
sleep may be the only way to assert some order and to break up the 
monotony.

u How does Philemon change over the course of the book?

Philemon becomes increasingly confi dent over the course of the book. 
We’ve discussed (above) his hesitation at the beginning of the book to 
venture back to the islands. Once he is transported there, we see this 
hesitation manifested as fear. In his fi rst two interactions, he latches onto 

others and asks them to help him (pages 17 & 20). Once he’s placed on 
trial, he begins to independently stand up for himself (“let me EXPLAIN! 
page 24). Up until this point, he’s still trying to make sense of everything, 
or rather, apply rules of logic and sense to a world that simply does not 
follow them. On page 30, facing the wild piano, he fi nally exclaims that it 
all “makes no sense. It’s crazy!” Aft er he admits this, he actually is much 
better off . He somewhat randomly defeats the wild piano (page 32), 
randomly fi nds Bartholomew (page 33), and randomly leads them home 
(“we can always try…” page 37). It isn’t just his outfi t that is diff erent by 
the end. He seems to have gained a great deal of confi dence and clarity. 
Th at being said, he still occasionally tries to apply logic where it doesn’t 
belong (“I know the way out once we get there” page 34).

u Find all the animals in the story. How are animals represented?
How do they interact with the central characters? How do they interact
with the narrative of the story?

Aside from Anatole (Philemon’s pet donkey), the most notable animals 
in the story are: the chickens on Hector’s farm (page 11), the white cat 
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inside the house (pages 12-14), and the zebra jail (pages 27-28). All of the 
animals are given both animal sound eff ects and written verbal dialogue, 
although it is unclear whether the humans can hear them talking or 
not. Philemon defi nitely acts as if Anatole can talk to him (pages 28 & 
39), but is this just the fantasy of a young man and his favorite pet? In 
many cases, the animal world seems to be a kind of parallel to the central 
characters. On page 11, the chickens are fi ghting with each other (“mind 
your manners!”) just like Philemon and his father. On page 14, the white 
cat takes on the annoyed tone of Hector, aft er he leaves (“Th ey’re making 
me dizzy!”).

u Th e book ends with Philemon and Bartholomew returning to Uncle
Felix’s house. Hector screams and cries when they try to tell him about
their adventure. Why does he respond in this way?

Hector is overwhelmed by the “impossible” stories that the people 
around him continue to share. He is outnumbered by characters who 
challenge his reality. Ask students how they feel about Hector. Do they 
feel sympathy for him? Do they think he is being selfi sh and stubborn? 
Do they think he is good comic relief? Do they think he’s meant to be 
the classic comedic “straight man” (the person in a comedy group who 
is intentionally not funny in order to make the humor of the other 
characters more hilarious and absurd)?

Words and Metaphors

u What does it mean for something to be “real” or to “exist”? Explain
what you usually mean when you say that something “really exists.”

Some feel that “real” describes things that you can see with your own 
eyes. But in our “real world,” most people believe in concepts that cannot 
be “seen” (justice, logic, religion). Many of these are very important and 
have a large impact on how our society and psychologies are structured. 
In this story, Hector denies that the world of the islands (which he hears 
about constantly from his son and brother) can be real. Why is he so 
certain? Perhaps because the world of the islands directly contradicts 
foundational beliefs about the world that he knows (logic, science, 
geography, etc.). Ask students what they would do if they came face to 
face with something that contradicted their beliefs about reality. How 
would they respond?

u Take a look at the trial scene from pages 23-27. How does the tone

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.4
Determine the meaning of words and 
phrases as they are used in a text, 
including those that allude to signifi cant 
characters found in mythology.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.4
Determine the meaning of words and 
phrases as they are used in a text, 
including fi gurative language such as 
metaphors and similes.
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of speech change during this scene? Look especially at the “scroll” on 
page 25. How would you describe the kind of language used in this docu-
ment and how does it make you feel?

Th e trial scene directly confronts the “offi  cial language” of our world 
and parodies it by robbing it of traditional meaning and purpose. In the 
world of the islands, words like “assault and battery,” “act of rebellion,” 
“witness,” “defense,” etc. carry the same importance, but not the same 
meaning. In this case, they are simply tools of punishment, that can be 
applied loosely by those with power. In the case of the scroll, the author 
uses a very serious tone to lay out an utterly absurd and impossible 
history. Like many “absurdist” writers, Fred (the author) likely has 
negative feelings about systems of power (like the “law” or “history”) and 
wishes to lampoon them with silliness. Can you think of other books 
or fi lms that do this (Monty Python, Christopher Guest fi lms, Lemony 
Snicket, Alice in Wonderland, etc.)?

Logic and Absurdism

u List all the ways that Philemon can travel between the farm and the
islands (that we know of so far). How are these places connected? What
do these methods of transport have in common (if anything)?

Philemon travels to and from the islands using: the well, the spyglass and 
globe, and fi nally the wardrobe in Uncle Felix’s house. Th e main thing that 
these have in common is that they are relatively ordinary and commonplace 
things in our world. What are some other ordinary objects that you could 
imagine being secret portals to another world/dimension? Some teachers 
may want students to expand this into a written or oral presentation..

u What is the “logic” (if any) of the mysterious world of the letter-
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islands? List all the elements that depart from our own reality and try to 
identify what they have in common. 

Although there are many departures from reality in the world of the 
islands, some of the most important include: the two suns (page 17), 
walking on water (page 17), people with wings (page 22), and a piano 
with bull’s legs (page 31). One of the themes of this world is adaptation. 
Ask students to identify all the cases in which humans, plants, and 
animals seem to have changed to better suit their environment (see pages 
17 and 25 specifi cally).

u How do the people who live on the islands see the world, as
compared to Philemon? Do they have diff erent expectations (or
senses of what its “normal,” “safe,” “okay”)? Why do you think
that might be?

Have students take a look at pages 17-19 for an excellent 
example. Note that the hiker doesn’t understand what “drown” 
means (page 17) and he can’t understand why Philemon is 
frightened of the storm (page 19). Because they have diff erent 
past experiences (the hiker has always seen water as a kind of 
safe fl at surface), their world views are very diff erent. Th is is 
paralleled in the interaction between Philemon and his father 
(page 13). What seems impossible to one may seem completely 
probable to another, simply based on experience. Ask students if 
they have encountered this phenomenon in their lives.

u Who defi nes the laws of “right” and “wrong” on the letter
N? Who defi nes those laws in our own reality?

Although we learn that certain laws were decreed from 
above (page 25), this happened long ago. Th e world 
of the islands (especially the letter “N”) is indeed very 
rule-bound (and with some very strange rules at that!), 
but there does not seem to be a single group of people 
enforcing these rules. Instead, it is the people themselves 
who police each other, recite the rules, and keep things in 
their place. Ask students if they have ever experienced this 
in their own lives…in school, in society, etc. In our reality, 
who decides what’s “right” and “wrong” and where do 
those ideas come from?

u What is the role of the “absurd” in this book? What
does that word mean to you? What do you think it means

in art and literature? Can you think of other stories, fi lms, or comics that 
are “absurd”?

In literary theory, absurdism describes a story about many many 
meaningless actions or events, meant as a critique of the very ideas of 
“good,” “bad,” “right,” “wrong,” “real,” or  even “the truth.” Most absurdist 
pieces depict relatable central characters that are struggling to make sense 
of a philosophically absurd surrounding (Kafk a, Alice in Wonderland, 
Nikolai Gogol, etc.). Th e Philemon Adventures are great examples of 
absurdist literature, and students may recognize similar themes at work 
in contemporary works such as Monty Python’s Flying Circus, Family Guy, 
30 Rock, and even Th e Matrix, or in the prose of Haruki Murakami, Kurt 
Vonnegut, and Christopher Moore.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4-5.9
Compare and contrast the treatment 
of similar themes and topics and 
patterns of events in stories, myths, 
and traditional literature from diff erent 
cultures.
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Colors

u Make a list of the dominant colors on each page spread. You
will notice that the colors transition consistently as the book pro-
gresses. Why do you think the author/artist did this? Do the colors
match the atmosphere of the story and environment?

Pages 11-14 are mostly in balanced in color (and are more “realis-
tic” narratively). Pages 15-20 are purple and dark blue, pages 21—23 
introduce brown and orange colors, pages 24-27 are extremely 
brown, and fi nally, aft er a brief transition back to blue, pages 30-36 
are quite yellow (transitioning in the fi nal moments to lavender 
before returning to “the real world”). Ask students to think about 
our cultural or personal associations with certain colors. Is there a 
connection between color and emotion? Some students may note 

that brown is oft en considered an “ugly” color, which lends the trial scene 
an immediate unpleasant atmosphere. 

Panels, Word Balloons, and Lettering

u Look at the diff erent types of panels used in the book. Find all the
examples of panels (and especially panel borders) that depart from the
standard format (thin black lined box). Why did the author choose a dif-
ferent design in these instances?

Students can fi nd non-traditional borders 
on pages 14 (borderless), 16 (through 
a telescope), 21, 23, & 26  (borderless), 
27 (a giant sound eff ect), 28, 29 & 37 
(borderless), and 38 (pulling up the 
corner—see the question on this below). 
Each of these instances underscores a 
crucial transition (oft en the passage of 
time, or the movement between diff erent 
realities). Visually, diff erent-looking 
panels break up the story, and give 
readers a “interlude” from the intensity of 
the adventure.

2 Visual Expression

*The standards listed 
on the right are fulfi lled 
by every question in 
this section. Additional 
standards may be listed 
in the gray sidebar on 
the left for particular 
units listed below.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.7
Make connections between the 
text of a story or drama and a visual 
or oral presentation of the text, 
indentifying where each version 
refl ects specifi c descriptions and 
directions in the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.5
Explain major diff erences between 
poems, drama, prose, etc. Refer to 
the structural elements when writing 
or speaking about a text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specifi c words 
or phrases in a text. (Here, art and 
comics vocabulary)

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.7
Analyze how visual and mulitmedia 
elements contribute to the meaning, 
tone, or beauty of a text

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.5
Explain how a series of chapters, 
scenes, stanzas, etc. fi ts together to 
provide the overall structure of a 
story.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specifi c words 
or phrases in a text. (Here, art and 
comics vocabulary)
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u Look at the various
kinds of word balloons in
this book. Note that there are
many diff erent shapes, sizes,
textures, etc. How do these
diff erent shapes and styles
make you feel? How do they
fi t into the story? What do
they tell you?

Th e best examples of this are 
on pages 11-14, where Uncle 
Felix’s pipe smoke becomes 
the tail of his word balloon 
and on page 21 where the 
balloon disappears behind 
the rope of the hot air balloon. In addition to being rather playful, these 
designs help to integrate the text with the images (in a very literal way!). 

u Find some diff erent examples of the visual expressions enclosed in
the word balloons, like cursing or explanatory images. Why do you think
the artist chose to present language with pictures instead of words in
those instances. In what ways do the pictures resonate with the illustra-
tions?

Most of the cursing happens when Hector is speaking (pages 11-13). 
Students may also note the musical notes that appear when a character 
is singing (pages 18, 25). Ask students how these symbols make them 
feel. Are they more or less clear than what could be said in words? Do 
the symbols encourage the readers to use their imagination in a diff erent 
way?

u Look at the sound eff ects. Note that they vary in both size and tex-
ture. Is there any particular one you like the best? Why? Note that some
sound eff ects are included in the word balloons, and some are imposed
over the image. Do you think the characters actually say these as words?
Or are they were included for some other reason? If so, why?

Students may note that some of the sound eff ects represent spoken 
words (“Bravo” - page 32, “stop” - page 38) while others represent sounds 
(“pschrrrttt” - page 12). Th ese sound eff ects, together with the expressive 
question marks and stars, etc. (indicating pain or surprise), add large 
colorful signs that communicate to the reader that something important 
is happening.
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u On page 15, the dialogue lettering gets very small when Philemon
shrinks in size. How does this help to clarify the scene?

In the case of pages 15-16, the letters shrinking into nothingness help to 
illustrate Philemon’s physical transition (and his disappearance from the 
“real world.”

u Some cartoonists refer to expressive symbols or lines that emanate
from a character’s head as “emanata.” What are some examples of “ema-
nata” in this book, and how do you interpret them.

Th e best examples of this are on pages 23 (Philemon’s back), 27 
(Philemon’s head), 35 (Bartholomew’s eye), and 37 (Philemon’s head). 
In these cases, the stars, circles, and asterisks indicate physical pain and 
emotional shock/confusion. Other good examples of emanata in the 
book include: bouncing lines (page 22), slurping lines (page 26), door 
slam lines (pages 36). Emanata are oft en used to try to communicate 
things that are diffi  cult to communicate in a drawing (movement, 
emotion, texture).

Characters

u Compare the faces of Hector and Uncle Felix (who are brothers).
Can you fi nd ways in which the artist highlights their relation? Look at
their costumes. What do their costumes communicate about their char-
acters?

Students may note that Felix and Hector have almost identical bodies and 
posture, similar face shapes, but slightly diff erent features (and diff erent 
hair). Th e real diff erence, however, lies in the way their hair and costumes 
are colored. Hector is shown in very “natural” colors (the same colors 
used on the farm itself—orange, red, blue,  black). Felix, by contrast, is 
in very saturated and surreal colors reminiscent of the island world (the 
same green appears in the  color of the ocean and the same violet appears 
in the color of the hot air balloon). Th ese color choices mark Felix as 
unique and other-wordly.

u What does Philemon’s cos-
tuming (and the way it changes
throughout the book) communi-
cate about the character?

Philemon’s costume is very boyish 
and provincial. Students should 
note that he never wears shoes! 
On page 29, he is dressed in a 
tuxedo (with shoes) before his 
concert. Although this functions 
as a way of making fun of suits 
(presenting it as part of an 
inhumane torture, and having 
everyone on the farm laugh at it), 
it also marks Philemon’s transition 
to being more of a leader. Dressed 
in more adult clothes, Philemon 
saves the day at the end of the 
book—fi nding Bartholomew and 
bringing him home.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text; summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text, including how the 
characters in a story or drama respond 
to challenges; summarize the text.
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u Find all the “authority” fi gures in the book and describe their physi-
cal appearance. What do you think the author is trying to communicate
with the costumes, colors, and design?

Th e best example of this are the costumed judge (pages 25-27) and the 
“Grand Judge” on the scroll (page 26). Th e latter appears to be some kind 
of prisoner wearing a clown wig. Th e former—with his wings, wig, hat, 
cloak, personal harpist, and giant train—is the epitome of excess. By 
costuming “authority” as a superfi cial buff oon, Fred pokes fun at systems 
of power. Ask students to identify “authorities” in their own lives. Could 
such characters be drawn and costumed in a way that would make their 
power seem ridiculous?

Setting

u On page Philemon is imprisoned inside a “zebra jail.” What do
you make of the zebra jail? How does it fi t within the logic of the island?
What further information does it give about the environment?

Th e idea of a zebra jail is a whimsical joke about a zebra’s appearance 
(the black stripes resemble both bars and a prison uniform). It also 
underscores the linkage between the world of the islands and the world 
of paper, art, and comics. In an illustration, a zebra really is hollow, 
because the white does not have to be painted. Just like the letters on 
a map that become literal islands, the zebra jail may lead some readers 
to see the world of the islands as a kind of metaphor for the artistic 
imagination.

u At the end of the adventure, Philemon fi nds himself in a labyrin-
thine hallway full of doors. How does this scene make you feel? How 
does it fi t in within the overall environment.

If the world of the islands is a metaphor for the artistic imagination, 
then the hallways beneath them represent the vast archive of creative 
possibility. Getting lost in the halls might be like struggling with writer’s 
block—overwhelmed with the endless possibilities.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text; summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text, including how the 
characters in a story or drama respond 
to challenges; summarize the text.
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u Th is book contains
several diff erent collages
using old drawings and pho-
tographs. Find all instances
of these. How do you inter-
pret these moments? What
further information do they
give about the environment?

Th e best examples of these 
are on pages 25 and 35. In 
both cases, Fred adds absurd 
dialogue to a very serious 
illustration, completely 
changing the meaning. Th is 
accomplishes at least two 
important things: fi rst, it 
makes fun of “traditional” 
or “educational” texts 
that might feature such 
historical illustrations (a 
classic absurdist parody of 
authority) and second, it 
stands as a testament to the 
comics imagination, which 

uses the interplay between image and text to inscribe new meanings,  
challenge fi rst impressions, and craft  a dynamic story.

u On the fi nal page of the story, Bartholomew comments on the
paper of the book itself. How does this make you feel? Why do you think
the author chose to do this?

In literary theory, scholars refer to something called “metafi ction,” which 
occurs when a work of literature calls attention to the fact that it is an 
artifact—a book, a piece of fi ction. Instances of metafi ction can be traced 
as far back as Th e Odyssey, Th e Canterbury Tales, and Don Quixote. 
Metafi ction raises questions about the relationship between fi ction and 
reality, and therefore perfectly compliments the themes of Th e Philemon 
Adventures.
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u Choose one of the characters that
Philemon meets on his journey (the hiker,
the balloonist, the judge, the zebra jail, the
giant, the croissant delivery-man, etc.).
Write a story about their life and adven-
tures. Try to match the storytelling style of
Th e Wild Piano.

u Writing Project: choose any of the
questions from the Verbal or Visual Ex-
pression sections. Write a short piece ex-
plaining your answer clearly, using reasons
and evidence from the text.

u Readers’ Th eater: read various scenes
aloud in class. Pay attention to their infl ection. If possible, try out multiple 
roles and be sure that you adjust your performance accordingly. Try to in-
corporate visual information from the images into your performance. Have 
fun!

u Choose one of the entries in the index (pages 40-45) and expand
on it with your own research project. Do you think that the author, Fred,
is intentionally referencing these external works in the story? Why or
why not? Why do authors oft en reference other works, or borrow ideas
from other writers and artists? Does it enrich your reading experience to
research these references? Explain why in a written report.

3
Further Research
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4-5.9
Integrate information from several 
texts on the same topic in order to 
write or speak about the subject 
knowledgeably. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.1
Write opinion pieces on topics or 
texts, supporting  point of view with 
reasons and information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.2
Write informative/explanatory texts 
to examine a topic and convey ideas 
and information clearly

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.3
Write narratives to develop real 
or imagined experiences or events 
using eff ective technique, descriptive 
details, and clear event sequences.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.7
Conduct short research projects 
that build knowledgfe through 
investigation of diff erent aspects of 
a topic.
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TOON Graphics are comics and visual 
narratives that bring the text to life 
in a way that captures young readers’ 
imaginations and makes them want 
to read on—and read more. 
Th e very economy of comic books 
necessitates the use of a reader’s 
imaginative powers. In comics, the 
images oft en imply rather than tell 
outright. Readers must learn to 
make connections between events 
to complete the narrative, helping 
them build their ability to visualize 
and to make “mental maps.” A comic 
book also gives readers a great deal 
of visual context that can be used to 
investigate the thinking behind the 
characters’ choices. 

Pay attention to

the artist’s choices
Look carefully at the artwork: it 
off ers a subtext that at fi rst is sensed 

only on a subliminal level by the reader 
and encourages rereading. It creates a 
sense of continuity for the action, and it 

can tell you about the art, architecture, 
and clothing of a specifi c time period. It 
may present the atmosphere, landscape, 
and fl ora and fauna of another time or of 
another part of the world.
Facial expressions and body language 
reveal subtle aspects of characters’ 
personalities beyond what can be 
expressed by words. 

READ AND REREAD!
Readers can compare comic book artists’ 
styles and evaluate how diff erent authors 
get their point across in diff erent ways. In 
investigating the author’s choices, a young 
reader begins to gain a sense of how all 
literary and art forms can be used to 
convey the author’s central ideas.
Th e world of TOON Books, TOON 
Graphics, and of comic book art is rich 
and varied. Making meaning out of 
reading with the aid of visuals may be the 
best way to become a lifelong reader, one 
who knows how to read for pleasure and 
for information—a reader who loves to 
read.

The Suspended Castle
CCSS-aligned Lesson Plan & Teacher’s Guide

TOON GRAPH ICS  FOR V ISUAL READERS
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In addition to providing students with the tools to master verbal literacy, 
each TOON Graphic off ers a unique focus on visual learning. Th e 21st 
Century has seen a shift  where literacy has been redefi ned to include visual 
literacy. Our unique lesson plans and teacher’s guides help instructors and 
students alike develop the vocabulary and framework necessary to discuss 
visual expressions, structure, and meaning in the classroom. 

For schools that follow the ELA Common Core, TOON Graphics lesson 
plans off er examples of how to best utilize our books to satisfy a full range of 
state standards. Th e Common Core’s learning goals outline what a student 
should know and be able to do at the end of each grade, and were created 
to ensure that all students graduate from high school with the skills and 
knowledge necessary to succeed in college, career, and life, regardless of 
where they live. Th ough this book can be used in any grade, we focused this 
lesson plan on state standards for grades 4 and 5. Quenstions included in 
this guide fulfi ll the following standards:

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Reading: Literature (RL).4-5.1-10
Students build skills in reading and comprehending literature independently 
and profi ciently. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Reading: Informational Text (RI).4-5.4, 9
Students determine the meaning of general academic and domain-specifi c 
words or phrases in a text. Students integrate information from several texts 
in order to speak knowledgeably on a subject. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.1
Students engage eff ectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-
one, in groups, and teacher led) with diverse partners, building on others’ 
ideas and expressing their own clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.2
Students summarize a text read aloud or information presented in diverse 
media and formats, including visually, quantitatively, and orally.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.4
Students report on a topic or present an opinion, sequencing ideas logically 
and usng appropriate facts and relevant, descriptive details to support main 
ideas or themes.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.1
Students write opinion pieces on topics or texts, supporting a point of view 
with reasons and information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.2
Students write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey 
ideas and information clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.7
Students conduct short research projects that build knowledge through 
investigation of diff erent aspects of a topic.

LITERACY IN THE 21ST CENTURY
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Characters

u Bartholomew was stuck on the “A” of the Atlantic Ocean for forty
years and wanted desperately to get back to the “real” world.  (See Cast
Away on the Letter A and Th e Wild Piano.)  Now that he’s back he’s feeling
glum.  Why?

Bartholomew is bored.  He feels homesick for the “A” and fi nds life in the 
“normal” world disappointing.  He misses his castle, his “A” clothing, his 
centaur, and all the strange things he had gotten used to, like the bottle 
trees and the two suns.

u How would you describe the character of the king (pages 17-21)?
Why do you think his moods change so quickly?

Th e king is welcoming and good-humored at fi rst.  When Bartholomew 
asks him if he’s sure they’re on the dot on the “i”, he becomes belligerent 
(fi rst panel page 18).  Th en he reveals his pride, followed by a silly, poetic 
description of what would happen if there were no owl-lighthouse.  He 
even starts to dance.  Aft er that, he’s back to being angry.  On page 20, 
he remarks about how clueless Philemon and Bartholomew are.  In the 
end, he helps them to use the luminous pathway.  (Why do you think 
he says “luminous pathway” instead of simply saying “ray of light”?)  He 
is pompous, temperamental, aff ected, and unpredictable, and he feels 
superior to other people.  Perhaps Fred is satirizing royalty or people in 
power in general.

• Black = potential questions for course plans
• Gray = feedback for teachers. 

1 Verbal Expression
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
Refer to details and examples in a 
text when explaining what the text 
says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.3
Describe in depth a character, 
setting or event in a story, drawing 
on specifi c details in the text (e.g., 
a character’s thoughts, words, or 
actions).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.1
Quote accurately from a text 
when explaining what the text 
says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text, including how 
the characters in a story or drama 
respond to challenges; summarize 
the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.3
Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a 
story, drawing on specifi c details 
in the text (e.g., how characters 
interact).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.7
Analyze how visual and multimedia 
elements contribute to the meaning, 
tone, or beauty of a text.
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u Contrast the characters of the captain of the
whale-galley and the captain of the Suspended Castle.
How are they diff erent?  Do they speak diff erently?

Th e captain of the whale galley appears to be vain, 
smug, and egotistical.  He brushes off  his uniform aft er 
being caught underneath the gate and straightens his 
hat (page 31).  He threatens and shouts at Philemon 
and Bartholomew (page 27).  Th e captain of the 
Suspended Castle is concerned about the welfare of 
his fi shermen (second panel, page 47) and goes down 
with his “ship” (panels 3 and 4).  He speaks calmly (no 
boldface exclamations) and acts nobly.  He even looks 
noble (see below).

u How does Philemon show kindness to Bartholomew?

Philemon is worried about Bartholomew (page 12, panel 3) and 
asks him why he’s unhappy.  He suggests to Bartholomew that 
there might be a way to go back to the “A”.  He’s concerned that 
Bartholomew forgot his hat (last panel, page 15), which is how he 
himself gets back to the “A”.  He rescues Bartholomew when he’s 
about to fall off  the “luminous pathway.”  Bartholomew returns 
the kindness on page 41 when he asks Philemon if he’s okay 
(next-to-last panel).  He’s also worried that he might never see 
him again (page 40, panel 4).

u In the second Philemon adventure, Th e Wild Piano, Phile-
mon gains courage.  How do we see this in Th e Suspended Castle?

It’s Philemon’s idea to return to the “A.”  He doesn’t hesitate to 
suggest it to Bartholomew.  Philemon doesn’t appear to be afraid to walk 
on the “luminous pathway” (pages 21-22).  On page 41, Philemon seizes 
the prison guard and tells Bartholomew to take his keys.

u Why is there a man playing the drums and cymbal in the big panel
with the rowers on page 28?

Oft en on galleys, a man banged a drum to keep the rowers rowing at 
a steady, fast pace.  Fred may be making fun of this idea--or maybe it’s 
logical in this illogical world.

Words and Metaphors

u Fred loves to create two-word nouns using words that usually
have little to do with each other:  an owl-lighthouse, a whale-galley,
and pelican-whalers.  Why do you think he does this?  What does
the fi rst word of each name have to do with the second?

Th e juxtaposition of unrelated words is part of the humor and 
absurdity of Fred’s parallel universe.  Notice that in all three 
examples, one of the words is an animal.  

An owl can see well in the dark, so it is a good animal to make into 
a lighthouse.  It has large corneas and pupils, and since its eyes are 
on the front of its face, it can see in three dimensions with both eyes 
at the same time.

A galley is a large boat, so comparing it to a whale seems logical.
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A pelican is a large water bird.  Since it is a predator, it is a good 
choice of an animal to use for hunting, and, in this book, its large 
throat pouch, usually used to catch its prey, is roomy enough to 
hold the captain and crew.

Time

u On page 13, Bartholomew says, “Forty years is a long time—
a very long time.”  Th e king, on page 17, says, “I haven’t had a visi-
tor for at least 327 years …  Th at’s a long time.”  On page 43, the
fi sherman says, “A long time ago—a very long time ago … 2,327
years ago to be precise …”  How do you think Fred thinks about
time?  What is a long time for you?

For Bartholomew, a man from the “real” world, forty years is a long 
time.  For the king and the fi sherman, who live in the world of the “A”, time is 
as unreal as everything else (although real for them).  When Philemon is on 
the “A”, only a very short time has passed in the “real” world.  Time is relative 
depending on your frame of reference.  Maybe Fred was familiar with the 
work of Einstein!
Notice that he used 327 and 2,327.

u Have you noticed that time seems to pass quickly when you’re on
vacation but slowly when you’re doing something less pleasant (like
taking a math test)?  Do you think this is what’s really happening?  Do
you think time really exists, or is it something we have constructed to
help us understand reality and be able to live our daily lives?

Lead a discussion about this.  Talk about diff erent divisions of 
time—seconds, minutes, hours, days, weeks (why seven days 
in a week?), months (based on the moon), years, decades, 
centuries, millennia.  Is a millennium a long time (see previous 
question)?  It’s only as long as the lives of ten people living to 
be 100 years old.

u We measure our year as the amount of time it takes the
earth to revolve around the sun.  How do you think the year is
measured on the “A”, where there are two suns?  Maybe this is
why the clock explodes in Cast Away on the Letter A.

u What does it mean for something to be “real” or to
“exist”? Explain what you usually mean when you say that
something “really exists.”  Is reality the same for everyone?

Some feel that “real” describes things that you can see with 
your own eyes. But in our “real world,” most people believe in 
concepts that cannot be “seen” (justice, logic, religion). Many 
of these are very important and have a large impact on how 
our society and psychologies are structured. Th roughout the 
Philemon series, Hector denies that the world of the islands 
(which he hears about constantly from his son and brother) 
can be real. Why is he so certain? Perhaps because the world 
of the islands directly contradicts foundational beliefs about 
the world that he knows (logic, science, geography, etc.). Ask 
students what they would do if they came face to face with 
something that contradicted their beliefs about reality. How 
would they respond?  Tell them that, later on, when they study 
a branch of science called physics, many things they learn will  

             contradict their everyday beliefs.
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For most of us in a Western industrial society, our reality includes a 
home, food, clothing, and education.  For most of the world’s children, 
reality means none of these things.  Children should think about this.

u Th e cutting of the rope holding up the Suspended Castle is a joyous
event, releasing its inhabitants from their curse.  However, the castle ends up
falling into the sea and sinking, putting the fi shermen in danger.  What do
you think of this?  Are Philemon and Bartholomew saviors or not?

Fred may be trying to show us that things don’t always turn out the way we 
plan.  We need to be equipped emotionally to expect the unexpected and deal 
with it.  Even the cutting of the rope proves to be more complicated than 
anyone thought.  Life is a mixture of good and bad, and even a happy event 
can have problems attached to it.  Besides, in Fred’s world, it’s normal for 
logic to be turned on its head.

2 Inferential Thinking
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.2
Determine a theme of a story, drama, 
or poem from details in the text, 
including how characters in a story or 
drama respond to challenges or how 
the speaker in a poem refl ects upon a 
topic; summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.6
Describe how a narrator’s or 
speaker’s point of view infl uences 
how events are described.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.8
Explain how an author uses reasons 
and evidence to support particular 
points in a text, identifying which 
reasons and evidence support which 
point(s).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.7
Analyze how visual and mulitmedia 
elements contribute to the meaning, 
tone, or beauty of a text

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4-5.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specifi c words 
or phrases in a text (here, art and 
comics vocabulary).



164
7

Colors

u Cast Away on the Letter A and The Wild Piano begin with a
bright yellow sky and cheerful colors.  Look at the first five pages of
The Suspended Castle.  Why do you think the artist chose to use dark,
gloomy colors?

The dark, gloomy colors probably reflect Bartholomew’s state of 
mind.  He is unhappy with his life back in the “real” world, and it is 
this unhappiness that sparks the return to the world of the “A”.  Th e color 
palette begins to change in the sixth panel on p. 16, as Bartholomew is on 
his way to the world of the “A”.  

u In this book, there are pages that are mostly blue, purple, pink, or
yellow.  Why might this be?  Do diff erent colors give you diff erent feelings
or create diff erent moods?  How are the “real world” colors diff erent from
the colors in the world of the “A”?

Since the “A” is another world, it has another, less “realistic” color scheme 
to separate it from the “real” world.  Th ese colors may refl ect the mood 
of the situation.  Dark purple is oft en associated with sinister things in 
this book—night, the uniform of the man who watches over the rowers, 
the prison guard’s uniform in the Suspended Castle.  Th e bright, cheerful, 
yellow sky on pages 34-37 and 44-47 give a promise of freedom, as the 
characters fi ght to save themselves from the pelican-whalers or cut the 

3 Visual Expression
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.7
Make connections between the 
text of a story or drama and a visual 
or oral presentation of the text, 
identifying where each version 
refl ects specifi c descriptions and 
directions in the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.5
Explain major diff erences between 
poems, drama, prose, etc. Refer to 
the structural elements when writing 
or speaking about a text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specifi c words 
or phrases in a text (here, art and 
comics vocabulary).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.7
Analyze how visual and mulitmedia 
elements contribute to the meaning, 
tone, or beauty of a text

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.5
Explain how a series of chapters, 
scenes, stanzas, etc. fi ts together to 
provide the overall structure of a 
story.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specifi c words 
or phrases in a text (here, art and 
comics vocabulary).
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rope holding up the Suspended Castle.  Th e acid blue of the sea (pages 
32-38) makes it seem malevolent.  Each important character has his own
color clothing (Philemon:  blue, white, and black; Bartholomew:  bur-
gundy and black at fi rst, then green; the captain of the whale galley:  red;
the fi shermen:  orange; the prison guard:  purple).  Th ese colors may give
indications of the characters’ personalities or roles in the story.  Discuss
this with children and see what they think.

u What do you think of the captain’s pink pajamas with blue fl owers
(fi ft h panel on page 30)?

Th e captain’s dainty pajamas don’t match his tough attitude or bright red 
uniform.  Th e contrast is funny.  Maybe it’s meant to show the captain’s 
soft er side, as when he accepts the workers’ demands. 

Page layout, Frames, Composition, and 
Lettering

u Look at the full-page picture of the whale-galley on page 24 and the
one of the Suspended Castle on page 38.  Why do you think the artist put
in big pictures at these points of the story?

Full-page pictures and two-page spreads slow down the reading process 
and make us stop to refl ect on what is happening. Th e whale-galley is 
a shocking sight, and we need time to think about what might hap-
pen and how we feel about it. We also get the opportunity to imagine 
what Philemon is feeling. Th e Suspended Castle picture also shows us a 
remarkable sight, and the dramatic juxtaposition of colors (pink, yellow, 
teal) add to the strangeness. We also get a scary view of the pelican-
whaler with its nasty harpoon. Th e dark shadows on the underside of 
the pelican-whaler make it seem even more ominous. Slowing down the 
reading here helps us to think about the drama and the danger of the 
situation. Notice also how the long third panel on page 29 slows down 
the reading, giving us a moment of rest as the sun sets on the horizon.

u Notice the frameless word “SUDDENLY,” written in dramatic
purple against black, on p. 30, and how the word “ALERT!” crosses the
next two frames.  Why might the artist have made these choices?

Th e word “SUDDENLY” is not confi ned in a frame.  Th ings that happen 
suddenly, without warning, do not occur in a way we can hold onto or 
contain.  Th e word “ALERT!” crossing the frame line enhances the drama 
and suddenness of the moment, and makes the alert message break 
directly into the captain’s cabin with no interruption.

u Notice the curved artwork for the subway inside the whale (p. 26-
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27).  Any idea why the artist presented the subway this way?

Fred was French.  Th e Paris subway has curved stations and 
tunnels, unlike the New York subway.  Th e curves also refl ect the 
structure of the whale, which is curvy both inside and out.  Even 
the big word “ROW” is curved in the last panel of p. 26.  Notice the 
tree and the cows in this panel.

u Th e captain of the Suspended Castle is viewed from below in
the second panel on page 47.  Why might this be so?

Viewing him from below accentuates his size, heroism, and nobility.  
It makes us “look up” to him.  Also look at how big he is compared 

to Philemon and Bartholomew.  Notice his resolute stance and big, power-
ful hands.

u Look at the fi ft h panel on page 41.  Why does the author have us
look down on Philemon and Bartholomew in their prison cell?

Looking down on them makes them appear small, helpless, 
and vulnerable. Th ey seem far away from anyone or anything 
that could help them.  Th e “CLINK!  CLANK!” adds to the 
foreboding feeling of this image.

u Notice the curved walls and heavy stones of the prison cell on
pages 40-43.  How do they make you feel?

Th e curved walls and heavy stones create a claustrophobic 
feeling.  If Fred had made a square or rectangular cell, readers 
would not experience the same emotion.

u What is your favorite frame of this book?  Why?

Students should justify their choice with specifi c ideas or feelings 
that are evoked.

u How does the size of the writing in the speech balloons aff ect your
understanding of what is being said and how it is being said?

Words written in a large font, especially if it is a colorful one, show strong 
emotion or urgency and give us clues as to how the characters feel and 
how to read what they are saying with the proper expression and intensity.  
Notice the fourth panel on page 28, when Bartholomew says, “It’s a 
disgrace!” in large writing, then says “A real disgrace!” in smaller print.  
Th e fi rst time is a bold statement; the second is a bit more timid, indicating 
perhaps that he’s not as courageous as he thought or that he has realized 
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that it is not a good idea to speak out in his situation.  Look also at the 
third panel on page 22, when Bartholomew (whom you can’t see) calls 
out “Philemon!” in large, pink letters.  He’s in a dangerous situation 
and needs help immediately.  Th e lettering shows this.  Also take a look 
at the second and third frames on page 42, the way the prison guard’s 
words are expressed.  You can sense his emotion from the size and/
or color of his words.  Have children fi nd other examples throughout 
the book and ask them what they think the print size and color are 
expressing.  Colored letters are even more expressive than ones written 
in boldface.

u How would the story have ended if Philemon and Bartholomew had not
been able to cut the rope holding up the Suspended Castle?  Write a new
ending based on this situation.

u For discussion:  Satire is using humor, exaggeration, or ridicule to
criticize people’s foolishness or vices, especially in contemporary politics and
institutions.  For a long time, French workers have made demands for shorter
working hours, better working conditions, and longer vacations.  In this book,
Fred satirizes this by inverting the situation:  He has the workers demand
to work on Sundays rather than just Monday through Saturday.  Th is makes
sense in a world where logic is inverted.  Compare this to the satirization of
the justice system in Th e Wild Piano, where Philemon’s lawyer, although not
present at his crime, is a witness against him, and the judge accuses Phile-
mon of assault and battery when he smashes his own fi nger with his gavel.
Relate this to Alice in Wonderland, when, during the Knave of Heart’s trial, the
Queen of Hearts says that the sentence should come before the verdict.  Does
our real justice system sometimes invert reality?
More satire is coming up in Th e Impossible Voyage.

u Choose one of the characters that Philemon meets on his journey (the
whale-galley captain, the captain of the Suspended Castle, the prison guard,
one of the rowers, the king, etc.).  Write a story about his life and adventures.
Try to match the storytelling style of Th e Suspended Castle.  Draw your own
illustration(s).

4
Further Research
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4-5.9
Integrate information from several texts 
on the same topic in order to write or 
speak about the subject knowledgeably. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.1
Write opinion pieces on topics or texts, 
supporting  point of view with reasons 
and information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.2
Write informative/explanatory texts to 
examine a topic and convey ideas and 
information clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.3
Write narratives to develop real or 
imagined experiences or events using 
eff ective technique, descriptive details, 
and clear event sequences.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.7
Conduct short research projects that 
build knowledgfe through investigation 
of diff erent aspects of a topic.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.5.5
Include multimedia components 
and visual displays in presentations 
when appropriate to enhance the 
development of main ideas or themes.
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u Writing Project: choose any of the questions from the Verbal or Visual
Expression sections. Write a short piece explaining your answer clearly,
using reasons and evidence from the text.

u Readers’ Th eater: read and act out various scenes aloud in class. Pay
attention to their infl ection. If possible, try out multiple roles, and be sure
that you adjust your performance accordingly. Try to incorporate visual
information from the images into your performance. Have fun!

u Choose one of the entries in the references section (pages 50-53) and
expand on it with your own research project. Do you think that the author,
Fred, is intentionally referencing these external works in the story? Why
or why not? Why do authors oft en reference other works, or borrow ideas

from other writers and artists? Does it enrich your reading experience to
research these references? Explain why in a written report.

u Whaling was an important part of the American economy for many years.
Research how whaling was done and how people used diff erent parts of the whale.
Report your fi ndings to the class.

u Many cities around the world have subways:  New York, Washington, Kolkata
(Calcutta), Moscow, Paris, Tokyo, to name a few.  Research some of these subways in
small groups and report on them to your classmates.  When were they made?  How
many miles long are they?  How many stations and routes do they have?  What do
they look like inside and out?  What do the subway stations look like?  What can we
learn about the people of these cities from their subways?

u Invent a character and create your own eight-panel adventure to another
world.  Pay attention to dialogue, color, panel size and shape, writing size, and
composition to express your ideas.  You may use more panels if you like.



K E Y  I D E A S  A N D  D E TA I L S

I N T E G R AT I O N  O F  
K N OW L E D G E  A N D  I D E A S

C R A F T  A N D  S T R U C T U R E

Ask the students to describe the characters that 
Alan and Leah meet. Who was the nicest? Scariest? 
Funniest? Have the class support their opinions 
with specific visual and textual examples. Then 
have students pick their favorite sequence of events. 
What can we tell from the words and images? Talk 
about the difference in gathering information from 
text versus from an illustration.

RL.3.1,

RL.4.1

Ask students if the book reminds them of any stories 
they have previously read. Bring up stories like 
“Hansel and Gretel”, “Alice in Wonderland” or the 
comic “Little Nemo”. Have students discuss the 
relationship between Alan and Leah.

RL.3.2,

RL.4.2

Describe the different personalities of Alan and 
Leah. How do they react to things that scare 
them? What happens because of their different 
personalities?

Look at the buildings on pages 70-71. What are they 
thinking about the chase that is occurring?

RL.3.3,

RL.4.3

Ask students what in the story is larger than normal. 
Explain how these images contribute to the strange 
setting of the story, and the sense that Alan and Leah 
do not know where they are. 

This book ends with a three-page wordless se-
quence, the last panel of which is a stone frog foun-
tain. What relationship do students think the stone 
frog at the end has to the ones that give directions? 
Which does the title refer to?

RL.3.7,

RL.4.7

Have your students investigate myths, stories and 
other graphic novels with similar themes. Look 
especially closely at the classic comic “Little Nemo” 
by Winsor McCay. Throughout the novel, Alan and 
Leah both express the desire to return home. What 
other novels or myths also address the theme of “re-
turning home”? How are these different or similar?

RL.3.9,

RL.4.9

Have students look at page 22, Alan is literally “eat-
ing his words”. Then have the students look at page 
33, where one character describes Alan’s speech as a 
“mighty roar”. Explain that the description is nonlit-
eral, but evocative of a lion.

RL.3.4,

RL.4.4

Have the class find a small story within the novel. Ask 
students to paraphrase the story. Call attention to how 
each panel shows one event or action in the story, and 
together these panels create the story. Show how the 
smaller sections of the stories add up to the novel. Call 
students’ attention to the special features of the comics 
form, including panels, gutters, and speech balloons. 
Ask them to note moments in the story when a 
structural element of comics is disrupted, like on pages 
19-22 or pages 70-71.

RL.3.5,

RL.4.5

Describe to students the “fly on the wall” point of view 
sometimes used in third-person narratives to record 
observations rather than describe feelings. Can they 
think of other stories that use the same “fly on the 
wall” approach?

RL.3.6,

RL.4.6

S P E A K I N G  A N D  L I ST E N I N G
/  W R I T I N G

Split students into small groups and assign each 
different dramatic sequences from the book (ex. 
visiting the Beekeeper). By choosing characters and 
reading dialogue aloud, students can create a Readers 
Theater. In each group, one student can serve as a 
narrator, describing the scenes that are wordless. All 
group members should contribute to the narrators’ 
descriptions by pointing out what details from the 
scenes they think are most important.

SL.3.1,

SL.3.4,

SL.4.1,

SL.4.4

Ask students to write a short narrative describing what 
fantastical worlds they’ve seen in their dreams. How 
do their dream worlds differ from the real world? 
Have students exchange their narratives and comment 
on each others’ work. Allow them the opportunity to 
revise their work afterwards. 

W.3.3,

W.3.5,

W.3.8,

W.4.3,

W.4.5,

W.4.8
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Before Reading 1. Ask how many students read comic books. Do they read any long stories in comic book
format? What do they enjoy about longer comic books? Are they easier to read than chapter 
books that are mostly text?

2. Discuss why you think an author chooses to make a comic book instead of writing things out
in chapters. 

During Reading 1. Look at pages 8 and 9. Have students describe what is happening in each panel. Why do you
think the left-hand page is so big and the ones on the right are smaller?  Comic books often use 
a sequence of images to show where characters are (context), and then move in closer to look at 
details or the characters’ expressions, a little bit like how a camera lets you take a picture of an 
entire birthday party, but also lets you zoom in to focus on someone’s face.

2. A clock is a common way to show time passing in the movies or on television. In what other
ways can pictures show us that time is passing? Look at pages 47-50. Leah and Alan are waiting 
for a train. What methods does the illustrator use to indicate that they are waiting for quite 
some time? What are the “CLOP CLOP CLOP” sounds? What does it mean when we see more 
“CLOP” sounds? What is the other indication that time has passed? How many fish people are 
standing on the platform when Leah and Alan first arrive? How many are there by the time the 
train comes?

3. The beginning of this story shows Leah and Alan waking up in a strange world. The ending
shows them going to sleep in a world very much like ours. Do you think their adventures really 
happened? Or do you think they were a dream? Some of the things Leah and Alan encounter are 
ordinary, like bees, lions, cherries, and train stations. What does the illustrator do to make these 
things seem like a dream? Do we need words to know these things are not quite as they are in 
everyday life?

After Reading 1. Talk about what the comic book format adds to this story. Do you think the story would have
been as good if it had been written in chapters with just an illustration here and there?

2. Activity: Draw a short comic (one page or a 2-page spread) showing a situation or setting in a
large panel, and then use smaller panels to draw the reader’s attention to details, sounds, or your 
character’s facial expression. Alternatively, in one or two pages, use panels to show the passing 
of time, but don’t use clocks or characters talking about time.
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