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	Connection to the Book:
	Has decided to write only historical fiction after 9/11 because he feels that students today don’t know their own history and how it is being repeated. He is from the rural Midwest.

	Other books by this author:
	The River Between Us; A Long Way From Chicago; A Year Down Yonder; Fair Weather; Past Perfect, Present Tense; Here Lies the Librarian


	Annotation:
	“If your teacher has to die, August isn’t a bad time of year for it.”  So begins the story of Russell, a mischievous fifteen-year-old who longs to be free of the tyranny of school to explore the Dakotas as a member of a threshing team.  The death of Hominy Ridge School’s only teacher seems to support his cause, but his dreams are quickly cut short when the School Board decides to hire a new one.  Before he knows it, the unthinkable has happened: his seventeen-year-old sister Tansy is given the job! 

Readers will relate to the students’ vain attempts at thwarting their new teacher’s mission. From accidentally burning down the boy’s privy to leaving a snake in the teacher’s desk drawer, their plans are foiled. It’s when Tansy convinces the oldest child of a backwards, uneducated family to return to school, that the true learning really starts!

Set against the backdrop of turn-of-the century, rural Indiana, Hoosier teachers will appreciate the historical accuracy of the story and the ability to use it effectively in the classroom to teach state standards.  This novel could well serve as an integrated social studies and language arts lesson on Indiana’s past, and Peck’s wonderful language lends itself to great writing lessons on descriptive word choice and figures of speech.

This story is definitely a comedy, but it also teaches a serious lesson about what “getting an education” can really mean.




	Booktalk:
	What if you didn’t have to go to school any longer?  What if your dreams were about to come true and you could run away and live like an adult?  It almost happens for Russell Culver, whose teacher dies in the month of August – the ONLY teacher at Hominy Ridge School.  In Indiana, in 1907, teachers were few and far between, and it looks like Russell and his friends will be home free.  Until the unthinkable happens:  His older sister, Tansy, is given the job!  What will Russell do?  How does he survive?  Will he have the guts to torture his sister until she gives up?  And more importantly, how can a teacher’s funeral be funny?  Read The Teacher’s Funeral: A Comedy in Three Parts by Richard Peck.


	Characters:
	Name & Age:
	Relationship to other characters:
	Personality traits:

	
	Russell Culver - 15
	Main character
	Fun-loving, eager to grow up, clever, good-hearted, innocent

	
	Miss Myrt Arkbuckle
	Teacher who has died
	Traditional, mean, old-maid, robust, no-nonsense

	
	Lloyd Culver - 10
	His younger brother
	Innocent, good-hearted, looks up to Russell

	
	Tansy Culver - 17
	His older sister
	Fair, serious, attractive, intelligent

	
	Aunt Maud
	Russell’s mom’s sister – took over when his mother died giving birth to Lloyd
	Caring, practical

	
	Mr. Culver
	Russell, Lloyd, and Tansy’s father
	Fair, hard-working

	
	Charlie Parr - 15
	Russell’s best friend
	Sidekick, mischievous, follower

	
	Eugene Hammond
	Tansy’s suitor
	Hard-working business man, practical, polite, handsome, affluent

	
	Glenn Tarbox
	Backwards neighbor boy
	Uneducated, willing, good-hearted

	
	Flopears Lumley, Little Britches, Pearl Nearing, Lester Kriegbaum
	Classmates at Hominy Ridge School
	Typical mix of mischief and seriousness


	Conflict:
	Russell and his friend want to leave town and become threshers in Dakota, but his older sister, Tansy, becomes their new teacher and threatens to thwart their dreams.

	
	


	Conflict Resolution:
	Despite their attempts to run Tansy off, they begin to enjoy her teaching and remain faithful students, getting an education that helps them in the end.


	Genre:
	Historical fiction


	You’ll love these:
	Same genre / interest level:
	The Secret School by Avi;

Chig and the Second Spread by Gwenyth Swain;
The Beloved Dearly by Barbara Cooney
Al Capone Does My Shirts by Gennifer Choldenko
Lizzie Bright and the Buckminster Boy by Gary D. Schmidt

	
	By same author:
	The River Between Us; A Long Way From Chicago; A Year Down Yonder; Fair Weather


	Interest level / reading level:
	From Follett Library Resources
	Reading grade level: 5.5 
Interest grade level: 5-8 

	
	
	


	Read-aloud pages/passage:
	Chapter and page #:
	Description of action:

	
	Chapter 1: Pp. 3-5
	Russell learns that Ms. Arbuckle, his only teacher, has died only weeks before the start of school.

	
	Chapter 5: Pp. 45
	Tansy grab the pointer out of Ms. Arbuckle’s coffin.

	
	Chapter 7: Pp. 67 – 70
	Russell and Charlie play their first prank on Tansy – stuffing the bell.


	Setting:
	Turn-of-the-century, rural Indiana 


	Summary:
	Knowing nothing better, Russell Culver wants desperately to take off for the Dakotas and live the grand life of a thresher; and, he thinks, what better way for it to happen then having your teacher die at the beginning of the school year? When that really happens, Russell thinks he’s home free, until his sister, Tansy, only two years older, becomes the teacher at Hominy Ridge School.  Tansy surprises them by being tough but fair and fun.  Despite Russell and his classmates’ attempts to thwart Tansy’s teaching, she forges on, eventually getting even the toughest student to comply.  A visit from the Superintendent threatens to ruin Tansy’s hard work, but the students come through for her, and most importantly, Russell learns that what he thought he wanted wasn’t the best thing for him.  With the education he receives from his sister, he goes on to become a productive business man and Indiana citizen.


	Point of View:
	First person by Russell Culver


	Theme:
	Sometimes what you think you want isn’t what you need.  It takes the timely death of a teacher and the installation of a much younger, more improved version to show Russell Culver that he can actually enjoy getting an education.


	Across the Curriculum Connections:

	Subject:
	Suggested Activities:
	Resources:

	
	
	

	Social Studies
	Have students create a map detailing the cities, resources and places mentioned in the book.  Use various political, population, and topical maps of Indiana during that time to help.
	http://www.zoomschool.com/usa/states/indiana/outline/


	Social Studies
	Discuss or research the various technologies or agricultural industries emerging during that time (internal combustion engine, threshing machines, etc.). Have students make connections between the story line and what they learn about Indiana history of the time. Explain how these new technologies helped change the face of Indiana during that time.
	

	Social Studies
	Integrate this novel into the study of Famous Hoosiers (a staple of most Indiana’s fourth grade teachers). Have students research famous Hoosiers, including those mentioned in the novel, such as James Whitcomb Riley and the Studebaker Brothers.
	Famous Hoosiers:

http://www.visitindiana.net/big.html


	Language Arts
	Discuss the concept of dialect with students.  Have them choose words or sentences from the story showing dialect and get them to see patterns.  See if they can create their own character dialogues with one another using dialect.  Study dialects from other areas of the country or even Indiana that still exist today. Use an audio book version of the story to help with authentic pronunciations.
	

	Language Arts
	Combine some poetry standards while reading the story.  Read the poetry of Hoosier poet James Whitcomb Riley, featured in The Teacher’s Funeral.  Compare the dialect and themes found in his poetry with that in the Peck novel.
	The Best of James Whitcomb Riley by Donald C. Manlove
http://www.jameswhitcombriley.com/children%27s_poetry.htm


	Language Arts
	Hoosier Poets:

“Sweet Singer” was a term of the time often used to describe a poet.  Let students turn themselves into “Sweet Singers” and let the write poetry of their own reflecting something about the characters, setting, plot, or theme of the story or even their own Hoosier state.
Look at the pattern of ABCB and couplets found in the Sweet Singer of Sycamore County’s poetry and make them use it in their own.
	

	Social Studies
	Have students search the Indiana Historical Digital Images Collection to see first-hand what life was like in Indiana during that time.  Use terms such as Indianapolis, 1904, city and company names to find images related to the story.
	Indiana Historical Society Digital Archives

http://www.indianahistory.org/library/digital_image/digitalpics.html



	Activities:
	Group Size
	Description:

	Videoconference with Conner Prairie
	One class
	1886 Liberty Corner School (Grades 3-6)
Learn what school was like in 1886! Attend school at the Liberty Corner District School #2. Teacher Flora Young will lead the class through opening exercises, lessons, chores and games. 
http://www.connerprairie.org/discover_learn/distancelearning.aspx
317.776.6000 or email distancelearning@connerprairie.org.  $95 per program for Indiana Schools.

	One-Room Schoolhouse: Virtual Tour
	Whole class field trip or in lab
	Use a venn diagram to compare and contrast one room schools to today’s schools.  Visit a one room schoolhouse in the area or take a trip on the Internet:


One Room Schoolhouses: Boone County, Indiana
http://www.bccn.boone.in.us/schoolhouse/home.htm
Grandparents’ Attic: One Room Schoolhouse

http://www.natureshift.org/oldsite/natureshift/curricula/Grandparent_Attic/school/gpa_school.html
ALA: Revisiting the One-Room School
http://www.ala.org/ala/booklinksbucket/revisitinghtml.htm
Connor Prairie – Distance Learning

http://www.connerprairie.org/discover_learn/distancelearning.aspx
Pittsboro One-Room School

http://www.pittsborooneroomschool.org/


	Vocab Crossword
	individual
	Using www.puzzlemaker.com, create a crossword puzzle for students to learn the many difficult terms and vocabulary words in the story.  Directions are available on the website.

	Indiana Terms
	Individual
	Have students complete a word search on Indiana terms from the novel.  Use http://www.puzzlemaker.com to create the puzzle.  Directions are located on the website and an example is attached – see “Indiana People and Places”.  A variation on this idea is to have students keep a journal of terms as they are reading.  Then have them create the puzzles themselves and give them to each other to solve.

	“Fact-Checkers”
	Individual, small group
	Have students become “fact-checkers” for Richard Peck.  Did the places in his novel really exist?  Have students pay special attention to the part of the novel when the Superintendent quizzes the students on facts about Indiana.  Students should use the Internet and other reference sources to find their information. Provide students with a chart listing each historical person, place or thing from the story and have them list a definition, short facts about the term, and -  if the items were questions pertaining to Tansy’s examination - whether or not the Hominy Ridge students’ information about them was accurate.
Ask your media specialist to teach a lesson on phrase searching on the Internet to help eliminate frustration and create a memorable time of historical research! Or create a portal for your students using quia.com’s “Webquest” directions at http://quia.com
Web Portal Sites:
· City Nicknames (Was it really Indianapolis that was called the “Athens of America”?
http://we.got.net/~landauer/lists/CityOf.html
· “The Hoosier’s Nest” by John Finley - http://www.waynet.org/facts/hoosiersnest.htm
· Durant Dort Carriage Company - http://www.michmarkers.com/startup.asp?startpage=L0343.htm  

· Overland Automobile Company - http://digitalgallery.nypl.org/nypldigital/dgkeysearchresult.cfm?parent_id=454060&word=

· Weed Patch Hill - www.browncountystatepark.com/outdoors.html 
· Rural Free Delivery - http://www.geocities.com/fahsmn/post_office_history.htm
Other terms that may be used: Karo Syrup, Parke County Courier, Standard Wheel Company, Vigo County Fairgrounds, Bullet No. 5, Case Agitator


	Discussion Questions:
	Question
	Sources

	Pre-Reading:
	1. Have you ever thought you wanted something and then realized you’re glad you didn’t get it?

2. Explain that this story is set in turn-of-the century, rural Indiana just outside of Indianapolis: What do they think they know about it?  Some students may have family background or stories to tell or you can begin a research project to parallel the story.

3. Have any of you had a family member who taught in your school – or who was actually your teacher?  If not, what do you think that experience is like?  

4. Have students describe a typical school day in the twentieth century public school, then discuss what prior knowledge they think they have about schools of the past.  Tell them that as they read this story, they can compare and contrast their findings.

	

	Post-reading:
	1. Focus on classroom rules and contrasting the consequences for breaking them. What specific rules did teachers have to follow? What rules were imposed on students of the past? Are there any rules that continue to be important? How have consequences or punishments changed over time? Why? What rules do you think will be relevant for children of the future? 

2. Would the type of education that students received in the 20th century be adequate for the demands facing students of the 21st century? What materials, knowledge and skills will students of the future need to possess? How will schools of the future differ from those of the present day?
3. Explain “tone” to students.  What do you think the “tone” of this book is?  What does the title tell us about the tone?  How about the way in which the funeral is described?  Is there any seriousness to the book at all?  If so, where do we see it?

	

	First 1/3 of book:
	1. What is Russell’s initial dream?  Is it a common one?  Why can’t he find what he wants on the family farm?  Do you think this is a worthy dream for him or just a cop-out?  How can you tell the difference?
2. Describe the character of Russell.  Is he good-hearted?  Mean? Smart? Sassy?  How do we know?  Do you sympathize with his problems?  How does the point of view of the story help us sympathize with him more?

3. Describe Russell’s town.  Is is somewhere you’d want to live? How does the life of children seem to differ from 1907 to 2006? Which would you prefer?

4. It was said of Ms. Ayrbuckle that she was a foreigner, even though she had been there 22 years as a contributing member of the town.  Do you find this strange?  Are the Tarboxes accepted as members?  What makes someone a part of this town?  


	

	Second 1/3 of book:
	1. Why does Tansy want to get the Tarfoot children to attend school?  Why are the parents so against it?  What does this tell you about how education was valued during that time in rural, Indiana history?  How do you think the view of education changed from country to city?  From pre-WWI to post-WWI?  What things in our Indiana history do you think would cause this view to change?
2. What technologies were being developed during this time?  Name some of the real Indiana businesses in the story.  How do you think this affected Indiana’s economy and growth?

	

	Last 1/3 of book:
	1. Do you think Russell is a real troublemaker or just mischievous?  How can you tell the difference?  

2. What does Russell learn about himself as a result of his experience at school?  Has his attitude towards school changed?  Why?  What role did Tansy play in that change?
3. Why do the students help Tansy when the Superintendent comes?  Which do you think is the better measurement of how great a job a teacher is doing: The reaction of her bosses or the reaction of her students?
4. Why do you think Richard Peck includes information about Russell’s future as a business man in the story?  What do you think his message is to students who are reading this story?

	


	Language (spelling/vocabulary):
	Term
	Definition

	
	Southpaw
	A left-handed person

	
	Cocklebur
	A weed with prickly burs that cling easily to clothing or animal fur

	
	Rawboned
	So skinny as to be bony

	
	Countrified
	Unsophisticated, having characteristics of living in the country

	
	Trough
	A long, narrow, shallow receptacle for holding water or feed for animals

	
	Calliope
	A musical instrument fitted with steam whistles, played from a keyboard.



	
	Commence
	To begin

	
	Hunkered
	To take shelter, settle in, or hide out.

	
	Cadaver
	A dead body


	
	Defile
	To make unclean or unfit for use

	
	Switches
	Branches (usually from a hickory tree) used to whip someone, usually students or children in years past

	
	Pallbearer
	Person who holds or “bears” the coffin

	
	Embroidery
	Dressed up with fanciful details

	
	Spinster
	An older, single woman (not a good term)

	
	Discommoded
	troubled

	
	Oration
	Speech

	
	Scythe
	Sharp tool with curved blade used for farming

	
	Cornmeal
	Meal made from corn, used in a wide variety of foods

	
	Sorghum molasses
	made from juice of sweet sorghum, a grass farmed as grain for syrup

	
	Superintendent
	Head of a school system

	
	Privy
	An outhouse – outdoor bathroom

	
	Buggy whip
	a horsewhip once used by a driver of a buggy  - usually made of leather

	
	Ascend
	To go up

	
	Asphyxiate
	Choke 

	
	Cacophony
	a mixture of sounds that hurts the ears

	
	Derision
	Jeering laughter; ridicule

	
	Expectorate
	To clear out the chest and lungs by coughing up and spitting out

	
	Restitution
	Restoring something that has been taken away

	
	Elocution
	The art of public speaking

	
	Rural
	country

	
	Thresh
(threshing machine, thresher)
	To beat the stems and husks of (grain or cereal plants) with a machine to separate the grains or seeds from the straw. 




	Indiana Standards met by novel content:
	

	English/Language Arts:
	4.2.2; 4.2.3; 4.2.4; 4.2.6; 4.3.2; 4.3.3; 
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; 5.3.7; 
6.1.4; 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

	Math:
	

	Science:
	

	Social Studies:
	4.1.9; 4.1.10; 4.3.1; 4.3.2; 4.3.4; 4.3.5; 4.3.10; 4.4.1; 4.4.2; 4.4.7; 4.5.4

	
	


Indiana People and Places

X J V Y K X I H X C D E U C O J Y B V V 
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U E E E O V Y L F H I O L Q L M A O D S 

D Y N D L M R L L I H H C T A P D E E W 

B V N P F L Y Q S I L O P A N A I D N I 

X H E Z C F I P U S V I P T D G C P Y M 

F Q S L B R E V I R H S A B A W O X T G 

E X V O M N S I S S W I D S U Y K A N I 

X X I I U L B T R N J M C R T O R Z U A 

J J M O N T E Z U M A I U N O H U R O K 

R S R M C W H I O D T V U Q M F B X C M 

D W U D I N A B V Y E O E U O N W O E Y 

O H H W E X Y G E J C B N D B V K A K E 

B U F O R T W A Y N E W A C I P O I R J 

Y D C X C R P Z W W D X W K L M F Q A C 

Y E L I R B M O C T I H W S E M A J P X 

E T U A H E R R E T C Q Y P C R L L X N 

K O C W C B Q J S Q Y A D H O O S I E R 

BROWNCOUNTY

CRAWFORDSVILLE

EVANSVILLE

FORTWAYNE

GASCITY

HOOSIER

INDIANAPOLIS

JAMESWHITCOMBRILEY

JOHNFINLEY

MONTEZUMA

MUNCIE

OVERLANDAUTOMOBILECO

PARKECOUNTY

ROCKVILLE

SOUTHBEND

STUDEBAKERS

TERREHAUTE

VINCENNES

WABASHRIVER

WEEDPATCHHILL

Indiana People and Places Solution 

+ + V + + + + + + + + + + + O + + + + + 

+ + I + + + + + + + + + + + V + + + + + 

+ + N + + + J O H N F I N L E Y + + + + 

+ + C + + + E L L I V K C O R + + + + + 

+ + E E + + + L + + + + + + L + + + + + 

+ + N + L + + L L I H H C T A P D E E W 

+ + N + + L + + S I L O P A N A I D N I 

+ + E + + + I + + + V + + + D G + + Y + 

+ + S + + R E V I R H S A B A W + + T + 

+ + + O M + S + S + + + D S U Y + + N + 

+ + + + U + + T + N + + C R T + + + U + 

+ + M O N T E Z U M A I + N O + + + O + 

+ + + + C + H + + D T V U + M F + + C + 

+ + + + I + + B + Y E O E + O + W + E + 

+ + + + E + + + E + C B + + B + + A K + 

+ + F O R T W A Y N E + A + I + + + R + 

+ + + + + + + + W + D + + K L + + + A C 

Y E L I R B M O C T I H W S E M A J P + 

E T U A H E R R E T + + + + C R + + + + 

+ + + + + B + + + + + + + H O O S I E R 

(Over,Down,Direction) 

BROWNCOUNTY(6,20,NE)

CRAWFORDSVILLE(20,17,NW)

EVANSVILLE(13,14,NW)

FORTWAYNE(3,16,E)

GASCITY(16,8,SW)

HOOSIER(14,20,E)

INDIANAPOLIS(20,7,W)

JAMESWHITCOMBRILEY(18,18,W)

JOHNFINLEY(7,3,E)

MONTEZUMA(3,12,E)

MUNCIE(5,10,S)

OVERLANDAUTOMOBILECO(15,1,S)

PARKECOUNTY(19,18,N)

ROCKVILLE(15,4,W)

SOUTHBEND(3,9,SE)

STUDEBAKERS(7,10,SE)

TERREHAUTE(10,19,W)

VINCENNES(3,1,S)

WABASHRIVER(16,9,W)

WEEDPATCHHILL(20,6,W)
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