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Pam Munoz Ryan has lots of connections to her books.  She is most familiar with the culture of the Mexican side of her family, because they lived the closest to her while she was growing up.  Not unlike her character, Naomi, she is a list-maker.  She draws aspects of her characters from people she has knows as well as other fictional aspects.  She also likens her writing to one of her character’s metaphor with soap carvings.  He says that you have to allow what is inside the wood or soap grow and develop on its own.  Pam Munoz Ryan also believes that this is true with writing a book.  Some of them get put by the wayside, and some of them make it to the final stage.

Annotation: Pam Munoz Ryan has taken a shy little girl and turned her into the hero we all wish we could be.  Naomi Outlaw is confused about her place in the world and desperately wants to know her parents.  Left by her mother in the care of her great-grandmother, along with her little brother, Owen, seven years earlier, neither of the children really know their mother or father.  Naomi thinks she may get her wish, though, when her mother reappears one day.  The reunion is sweet at first, and Naomi begins to think she will have the mother she has always dreamed of.  Later on, however, the visits are apparently motivated by something or someone else.  After some less than seemly events, Naomi, Owen, Gram, and  Gram’s friends take off on the adventure of a lifetime.  They drive across the border in search of Naomi and Owen’s father.  Along the way they discover some amazing things, and also experience some long-time family pastimes, in a place they have never before seen.  I think that boys and girls alike will identify with the feelings that the author gives to her main characters.  Not only is Naomi an adolescent who struggles with her identity, but she is a multi-cultural character that I think a lot of students will identify with.  

Book talk: Have you ever longed to know who you really are?  Have you ever been insanely curious about where you really come from?  If so, you’ll love this story about a very brave, not-so-brave young girl named Naomi.  Naomi Soledad Leon Outlaw is an eleven year old girl just trying to find her place in the world.  She feels out of place a lot and worries- a lot.  An unexpected guest to the trailer that she lives in with her great grandmother and her little brother, Owen, changed her world forever.  Is this the mother that she has always dreamed of coming and taking them away, or is she someone else, with another motive?  Read this heartwarming novel to find out, but remember, that the good and the bad are not always that simple.

Characters:

Naomi- main character, unsure of herself, feels like she doesn’t fit in

Owen- very smart and intuitive, physically handicapped, people overlook him

Gram- Naomi and Owen’s caregiver, kind, smart, loving

Mr. Marble- librarian at Naomi’s school who loans her books and lets her eat lunch in the library

Mother (Skyla)- Naomi and Owen’s mother, want to take Naomi back with her to babysit Clive’s daughter

Sanitago- Naomi and Owen’s father; lives in Mexico and joins them at the end of the book

Bernardo and Fabiola- Gram’s neighbors and best friend in the trailer park

Conflict: Namoi and her little brother, Owen, are in danger of being slit up by their ill-meaning mother who returns to their lives after 7 years.  Their grandmother must do what she can to keep the children.

Conflict Resolution: Naomi’s grandmother takes the children in her trailer to Mexico in search of their father; the only person who can give their grandmother legal custody.

Genre: Realistic fictions, Multi-cultural literature

If You like Becoming Naomi Leon, you’ll love:

Esperanza Rising, Pam Munoz Ryan

Riding Freedom, Pam Munoz Ryan
Walk Two Moons, Sharon Creech

The Watson’s Go To Birmingham, Christopher Paul Curtis

Al Capone Does My Shirts, Gennifer Choldenko

Interest level: 5-9

Reading level: 5.4

Read Aloud Passages:”It’s the good and the bad I’m worried about.”  Chapter 3, p. 29

“That was the instant I knew with convitions that Skyla walking through the doorway of Baby Beluga was life-changing serious.  I knew it for two reasons, and I suspected Owen knew it too. First, Gram had marched outside the trailer and was following Fabiola into the avocado grave still wearing her clown head.  Second, and what locked the possibility of catastrophe in my mind, was the Gram and Fabiola were going to miss Whlle of Furtune, and That was going to mess up their 744 nights-in-a-row record.” Chapter 3, p. 38.

“That’s my business, Naomi, not yours.   And if you know what’s good for you, you’ll keep your mouth shut.”  Chapter 9, p. 106. 

“ I wished I didn’t have all of Mexico standing between me and a sunshiny day.” p, 138 between chapters 11 and 12

“Imagine all that love floating in the air, waiting to land on someone’s life.”  P. 245 afterwards

“A mother with cat’s claws. A father with a lion’s heart. A great-grandmother with a bird’s protective outstretched wings.  A mouse with a lioness’ voice.”  p. 246 afterwards

“I might have begun with a whisper, but it had been strong enough to make a self-prophecy come true.” p. 246, afterwards

“I hoped my father was right, that like the figures we carved from wood and soap, I was becoming who I was meant to be, the Naomi Soledad Leon Outlaw of my wildest dreams.” p. 246, afterwards.

Setting: Lemon Tree, California; present day
Summary: Naomi and her little brother live with their Gram in a trailer park in Lemon Tree, California.  The kids’s mother left them with their Gram over seven years ago.  Just when Naomi is caught up in her middle-school world of fitting in, she comes face to face with a real challenge.  Their mother returns and pretends to be interested in getting to know Naomi again.  Naomi is wary of her mother, but wants to get to know her very much.  It is just then that Skyla launches her plan to take Naomi only, back with her and her boyfriend for a not-so-good reason.  Naomi and her little family unit must go on a wild journey in hope of keeping their family together.

Point of View: First person

Theme: journeys, family, traditions; Naomi Leon learns who she really is and how to be herself in every situation.

Across the Curriculum:

5.3.2
Name and locate states, major cities, major regions, major rivers, and mountain ranges in the United States.

5.3.5
Map and describe the characteristics of climate regions of the United States.
Example: Distinguish between the moist eastern part of the United States and the drier western part. Explain how mountain ranges cut off moisture from specific regions.

5.5.5
Analyze traditional arts, including folk tales and narratives that depict the experiences of ethnic, racial, and religious groups in different regions of the United States.

· Ivory Soap Website

http://www.ivory.com/PureFun_IvoryProjects_SoapCarvingTips.htm Students can find directions for making soap carvings on their own to display in the room.  Individual

Marshall M. Fredericks Sculpture Museum http://www.svsu.edu/mfsm/educational/tourprogramSC.html- More directions for carving soap.

· Have students compare soap carvings to sculptures they are used to seeing in modern American art.  Develop a Venn diagram with this information.  Partners.

· Planeta http://www.planeta.com/oaxaca.html Information and pictures about Oazaca- Students use the sight to explore the real Oaxaca and the Night of the Radishes.  After researching, write a comparison of the festival in the book and the information they learned in their research.

· www.randmcnally.com; www.mapquest.com; www.expedia.com; www.travelocity.com Websites that will allow students to plan a trip of their own, with a budget, time frame, etc. Students use these websites to plan a trip from California to Mexico. – Small group

Activities:

· Make a list of chapter titles- predict their meanings and why you think so. Check actual meanings of chapter titles as you read.  Individual 
· Scholastic Publishing 

http://teacher.scholastic.com/activities/swyar/browseEntry.asp?id=16635&booktype=Realistic&booktitle=Becoming+Naomi+Leon  Students can read another student’s review of the book. Students should go to this site and read the review of the book.  After reading the review, students can write a review of their own, including whether they agree or disagree.

· Rewrite the ending- have student rewrite the ending with Naomi’s having to go with live with her mother.  Small group/Individual

· Use the attached worksheet to follow the Spanish phrases throughout the book.

· Make classroom lists, like Naomi did.  You might incorporate this into your writing lessons, perhaps lists of writing ideas, or lists of good words, etc.  Post them around the classrooms students can add to them periodically. Whole group

· Kids Read http://www.kidsreads.com/reviews/0439269695.asp An annotation written by a student.  Have students read the annotation and then write one of their own.  Partners

Discussion Questions/Language:

Chapter 1: self-prophecy, abominations, sanctuary

· Naomi feels like she doesn’t fit in at her school.  Have you ever felt like you didn’t fit in somewhere or with a certain group of people?  What would you tell Naomi?

· Do you agree with Gram’s theory of self-prophecy?  Why or why not?

· Do you have a sanctuary?

Chapter 2: apparition, contentment

· Do you think Naomi should be nervous about seeing her mother?  Why or why not?  

· How do Owen and Naomi’s reactions differ from each other?

Chapter 3: obligations, conviction

· Do you think that Skyla’s arrival is going to be a good thing, or do you agree with Gram and Fabiola?

Chapter 4: disposition, accustomed, recollection

· Do you think that you are as positive person like Owen, or a more cautious person, like Naomi?

· Do you have talents that have been passed onto you from a relative?

Chapter 5: 

· Skyla gives Naomi a lot of attention at first.  Do you think you could be as patient as Owen?  Why or why not?

Chapter 6: ambiance

· Bianco thinks of the eating in the library as a club, while Naomi thinks of it as where the left-over kids eat.  How do their different perspectives change things?

Chapter 7: 

· Do you think that Skyla is treating Owen fairly?  Why do you think she is acting this way?

· Do you think the conference is going to go well?  Why or why not?

· Why do you think it is hard for Naomi to stand up for her brother?  Do you think this is similar to the way she acts around her mother?

· Why do you think Skyla missed the conferences?  Do you think it was an accident?

Chapter 8: summon

· Do you think it was fair of Gram to keep Naomi and Owen’s father a secret from them?  What do you think made her do it?

· Why do you think Naomi is to be so nice to Clive?

Chapter 9: manzanita

· What do you think about the Thanksgiving dinner scene?  Skyla talking about Owen’s difficulties, Clive using Naomi’s sculpture to wash his hands, etc.  

Chapter 10: 

· What do you think Naomi and Owen will do next?  

· What do you think Skyla will do?  Why?

Chapter 11: 

· Do you think Gram did the right thing?  Doesn’t Naomi’s mother have a right to have her?

Chapter 12: jacaranda, bougainvilla, conspiring

· Do you think Gram has lost her feelings of being positive?  Why or why not?

· Naomi is discovering things about her family heritage.  Have you ever had an experience that made you feel really connected to your family in some way?

· Do you have a special place that makes you feel different?

Chapter 13: 

· Have you ever argued with a family member over something that was very important to all each of you?

· What do you think of Naomi, Owen and Ruben’s plan?  Do you think it is okay, even though they know Gram wouldn’t approve?  Why or why not?

Chapter 14: brigade

· Do you think that Santiago will come to the festival?  

· Do you think he will still be interested in his children?

· How would you be feeling if you were Naomi or Owen? 

· Have you ever had a time you felt so nervous?

Chapter 15: contented, procession

· How are Naomi’s emotions/worries affecting her carvings?  

· Have you ever had your emotions keep you from being able to think clearly?

· Have you ever felt a joy and a sadness at the same time?

Chapter 16: corraled

· Where did Beni get his idea for the carvings?  How do you think this made Naomi feel?

· What honor do the men give Naomi?

Chapter 17: 

· What traditions or superstitions do you or someone you know have about bringing good luck?

· What do you think is the “whisper of wind”  that Naomi thinks is missing? What do you think is causing it?

Chapter 18: revel

· What does the term “ knee deep in wet cement” mean?

· What do you think Santiago will do about the children?

Chapter 19: dictate, intentions, machete, chaffed

· Santiago talks about carvings almost about the way people grow and change.  How do you think that people are like the characters talk about carvings?

Chapter 20: mediator, comprehensive, notarized

· Skyla makes it clear that she really only wants Naomi to come and live with her.  If you were Naomi, how would you feel about this?  What would you have told the judge?

Chapter 21: 

· Why do you think that Naomi is a different person since she went to Mexico?  Name at least two reasons why.

Indiana Standards: 
Social Studies: 5.3.2, 5.3.5, 5.5.5 
Language Arts: 4.2.2, 4.2.3, 4.2.4, 4.2.6, 4.3.1, 4.3.2, 4.3.3, 4.3.4, 5.2.2, 5.2.3, 5.2.4, 5.2.5, 5.3.1, 5.3.2, 5.3.3, 5.3.4, 5.3.5, 5.3.6, 5.3.7, 6.1.4, 6.2.3, 6.2.3, 6.2.4, 6.2.5, 6.3.1, 6.3.2, 6.3.3, 6.3.4, 6.3.5, 6.3.6, 6.3.7, 6.3.8

