Pamala K. Gasway

Novel Resource 2

1. Fogelin, Adrian. The Big Nothing. 2004: Peachtree Publishers.

2. Adrian Fogelin has published four novels: Crossing Jordan, Anna Casey’s Place in the World, My Brother’s Hero, and Sister Spider Knows All. Although she is a native Baltimorean, she now lives in Tallahassee, Florida (the setting for The Big Nothing) with her husband, her dog, and her daughter’s two ferrets.  After having various full-time jobs in her life, she has been a full-time writer since 2001.

Author’s webpage: http://www.adrianfogelin.com/ 

Email: Adrian@AdrianFogelin.com
Adrian Fogelin, 1563 Marcia Ave, Tallahassee, FL 32310 / (850) 580-4678
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Author’s connection to the novel: From http://www.adrianfogelin.com/
Where did the story come from?
If you’ve read the other book in this series (Crossing Jordan, Anna Casey’s Place in the World, and My Brother’s Hero) and if you remember Justin at all, you’re probably wondering, why write about him? All he’s ever been is Ben Floyd’s shorter, less athletic sidekick, a kid who wraps duct tape around his falling-apart sneakers, and shows up for every basketball game or bike race—but never makes a difference. I never thought about him much myself until, in My Brother’s Hero, he asked Ben, ‘Did you ever wonder what it’s like to be dead?’ After that I thought about him a lot. Why would he say a thing like that? I had to write the book to find out.
What’s real?
The war in Iraq: Sadly, the war is real and is still being fought. Young soldiers just like Justin’s brother, Duane, are fighting and dying, and for each of them there is a family at home, sitting on the sofa, watching the news and worrying.
Mr. Sohmer: The old piano Nana Grace and Justin play sits in my writing room collecting dust and family photos. I wish Justin were here to play it. 
Ellie and Phantor, the battling pachyderms: I stole this game from my husband’s family. He had lots of brothers and sisters and this was one of the games they played (remind me to tell you about “Baby Hand” some time).

3. Annotation: Middle-schooler Justin Riggs slips into "The Big Nothing," a kind of empty space he creates, whenever he would rather not be where he is. It summons him more frequently now that his father has left, his older brother Duane has joined the army, and his best pal only has time for his girlfriend. Gradually, though the emptiness is filled because Justin has amazing coping skills. He not only nurses his mother but also finds support in his community—from neighbors and friends. His tough, pretty neighbor Jemmie starts spending time with him, and Jemmie's wise grandmother teaches him to play the piano, which reveals his gift for music. Fogelin's first-person narration may get too involved for some readers, but it speaks of the awkward changes of adolescence with both humor and sadness. Many students would relate to the tensions in Justin's life when his father leaves and then Duane ships out to Iraq. 

4. Booktalk: Begin with giving the title and author. Ask how many students have been to Florida with a show of hands. (Most likely several will have been there for vacation.) Then explain that living in Florida is a little different from vacationing there; in many ways it’s a lot like living in Indiana without the snow. Tell students that Adrian Fogelin lives in Tallahassee, Florida—where the novel is set. Then I’ll begin: “When I first started reading this novel, I thought I wouldn’t like it much. The main character, Justin Riggs, refers to his parents as the “Parental Units.”  He also seemed to have lots of problems: his older brother Duane joined the Army and gets shipped to Iraq, his father and mother fight so his father ends up splitting, he’s failing English, he falls for a neighbor girl who doesn’t seem to notice him, plus he’s fighting acne and is overweight.  See what I mean by lots of problems? The book’s title, The Big Nothing, comes from a kind of empty space Justin creates when he doesn’t want to be where he is. However, I found myself laughing out loud as I read the book. Justin is the narrator, and he has a terrific sense of humor! It seemed very REAL to me. I could visualize Justin and his friends—both boys and girls as they hang out. I thought that Fogelin did a wonderful job of writing this book, and I really enjoyed it.” Also see #11 below. 
5. Characters:
Justin Riggs: a.k.a. Jus, Big, Big Rig, and Lard, main character/narrator, best friends with Ben, has a crush on Jemmie, middle school student

Kathy: a.k.a. Mom, Justin’s mother, works as a secretary in the financial aid office, has a GED, 

Jack: a.k.a. Dad, Justin’s father, traveling salesman who sells restaurant supplies, real talker, has extra-marital affairs, 

Duane Anthony Riggs: a.k.a. Duane, Pvt. Riggs, Justin’s older brother, in the Army, gives Justin advice on girls, played baseball in high school, he phones home every Monday, 

Gizmo: a.k.a. Giz, Duane’s cat, 14 years old

Jemmeal Lewis: a.k.a. Jemmie, same grade as Justin, very athletic & competitive, best friends w/Cass, runner (100 meters), African-American

Nana Grace: Jemmie’s grandmother, who lives in the Lewis house, she often listens to Justin (both talking and playing the piano)

Ben Floyd: Justin’s best friend, dates Cass

Leroy Gibbs: One of Justin’s good friends, likes Jemmie, African-American

Jahmal Gibbs: Leroy’s little brother

Cass Bodine: Jemmie’s best friend, Ben’s girlfriend, runner

Mr. Butler: English teacher, plays the piano

Mr. Floyd: Ben’s dad, drives the kids to the movies in his “Pimpmobile”

Mrs. Leona Lewis: Jemmie’s mother, takes Justin grocery shopping

Artie: Jemmie’s little brother

Marvin Lewis: Jemmie’s father (deceased but Justin finds his music)

Mr. Barnett: neighbor man, Vietnam War veteran,

6. Conflict: The Big Nothing is basically a maturation story for a middle-school aged boy. Justin learns his parents have a complicated relationship, his brother is in the Army, his best friend is consumed w/his new girlfriend, and he’s trying to figure out girls.

7. Conflict resolution: Justin learns coping skills by talking to Nana Grace, who serves as a good listener in his brother’s absence. He also writes letters to Duane (where he  articulates his concerns and their epistolary correspondence comes between chapters). He learns to play the piano, which gives him confidence and an outlet for dealing with everything else.

8. Genre: The Big Nothing is fiction. (maturation tale, family stories, friendship)

9. Recommended reads of the same genre:

No More Dead Dogs by Gordon Korman

Stargirl by Jerry Spinelli

Recommended reads by the same author: 

Crossing Jordan, 2002: Peachtree

Anna Casey’s Place in the World, 2003: Peachtree

My Brother’s Hero, 2002: Peachtree 

Sister Spider Knows All, 2003: Peachtree

10. Reading Level: 3.8
Interest Level: 5-9

11. Read aloud passages:
a. Longer choice for excerpt to read: “Jemmie Lewis is a neighborhood girl that Justin develops a crush on. In this scene, Justin has his first encounter with playing the piano. Nana Grace is Jemmie’s grandmother and she invites Justin inside for hot chocolate after she sees him out walking (start reading on page 54 “ ‘Ain’t that the truth… and end on page 58 “… I’m flying because I feel good.”)  I felt like I was sitting there with Justin and Nana. I thought that Fogelin did a wonderful job of writing this book, and I really enjoyed it.”

b. Shorter choice for excerpt to read: “Justin’s mom is moping around the house after his dad leaves, so Justin decides to fix dinner for her but he gets interrupted (start reading on page 28 with “’Mrs. Lewis took me Shopping…” and end on page 30 with “…I’m out of there.”) You’ll want to read The Big Nothing  to discover what happens with Justin and his parents or Justin and Jemmie, or Justin and his friends.” 

12. Setting: Tallahassee, Florida; contemporary times with the U.S. invasion of Iraq

13. Summary: A middle-schooler struggles to cope with major family problems, including a brother who might be heading for the Persian Gulf, but finds an escape in piano lessons and the dream of a romance with a popular girl. 

14. Point of View: The Big Nothing is first person point of view, and Justin Riggs is the narrator. 

15. Theme: Middle-schooler Justin Riggs slips into "The Big Nothing," a kind of empty space he creates, whenever he would rather not be where he is. He describes it as feeling like the time between sleep and waking. Justin, like most adolescents, needs to learn coping skills for all that life hands him. He learns to play the piano, which helps him cope when he seems to need it most. 

16. Across the curriculum connections:

English: Students could write Justin’s essay as they think he would respond to the topic Mr. Butler gave him (p. 186-7). Students could write letters to soldiers. 

Social studies: Students could study the Iraq War and U.S troop involvement.

Music: Students could be introduced to piano playing and reading notes. Students could research the basics of jazz and listen to some selections. Some students may choose to compose a piece of music themselves. 

Physical Education: Students could try some of the activities in the book such as  skateboarding, running, and basketball and explain how they relate to character development in the novel.

Health: Students can research skin care as it pertains to acne.

Resources:

Ballantine, Bill. The Piano: An Introduction to the Instrument. 1971: Watts.

Surveys the history of the piano, its construction, the music composed for the instrument, and famous pianists past and present. 

Wilson, August. The Piano Lesson. Hallmark Home Entertainment, 1998.

August Wilson's Pulitzer Prize-winning tale of a family caught between their heritage and a dream for the future. The Charles family clashes over the fate of a magnificent, carved piano that carries their family's story from their days as slaves.

      http://pianomuseum.org/
This piano museum contains color photographs of more than fifty, and ever expanding, list of pianos of all kinds, shapes, sizes and finishes.

      http://www.concertpitchpiano.com/Pianostory.html
A link on this site provides images of piano construction and descriptive text concerning the parts of the piano. 

      http://www.free-online-piano-lessons.com/index.html
Developed for people who want to learn how to play the piano, these free online lessons will get you started.

      http://www.pbs.org/jazz/lounge/lab_virtual_piano.htm
Hear how the same melody can sound different when played with a new rhythm or instrumentation. You will need Shockwave to try out the virtual piano on this PBS Jazz web site.

      http://www.esrnational.org/sp/we/uw.htm
Lesson plans for teaching students about war.

      http://www.infoplease.com/spot/iraqtimeline2.html

Timeline of the Iraq War.

      http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/iraq/etc/cron.html
This is an overview of the people, the events, the major statements, and the policy battles behind what's become known as the Bush Doctrine.

      http://www.noah-health.org/en/skin/conditions/acne/care/acnecare.html

Acne care basics hosted by the New York Online to Health with many links.

17. Activities:

· Journal prompt: Choose one of the characters in the novel and write today’s journal entry as if you were that character. Make direct references to people and events in the book.
· Students can play Hangman using the novel’s characters by going to http://www.quia.com/hm/255250.html 
· Students complete a writing assignment comparing and contrasting two characters. For assignment sheet see https://createpdf.adobe.com/cgi-pickup.pl/Compare%20contrast.pdf?BP=IE&LOC=en_US&CUS=16b8358cb864ac022e04641ae1c0f56c&CDS=44921654-6F0D-08BF31
18. Discussion questions:

Pre-reading: What kind of advice would you give a friend of yours who has a crush on someone? 

Can you think of one thing that you can do well or that you really enjoy? When and why to you do that activity and how does it make you feel?

Give an example of how people in your neighborhood or your friends here at school help you.

Post-reading: What did you think of Justin at the start of the novel? What did you think at the end? 

Since we’ve become good friends with Justin after reading this book, what would you tell him now? 

Discussion questions:

1. In the opening of the novel, Justin and Jemmie are both upset with someone. Who is Justin upset with? Who is Jemmie upset with?

2. What sport did Duane play in high school that he still refers to?

3. What did Justin’s parents argue about?

4. What is The Big Nothing?

5. What does Justin do for his mother in his father’s absence?

6. What has interfered with Ben and Justin’s friendship? How?

7. How does Justin communicate with Duane?

8. What is the first instrument that Justin played?

9. After Justin went grocery shopping he notes, “All the food Jemmie’s mother made me buy is like that—ingredients, not meals.” What does he mean?

10. How do the TV viewing habits in the Riggs’ household change? Why?

11. What is the Duane Riggs Memorial Bedroom?

12. How is Nana Grace important to Justin?

13. Why does Leroy teach Justin how to write a check?

14. What “strategy” does Justin use to get close to Jemmie?

15. What kind of movies do Justin and his mom like to watch on TV?

16. How does Justin feel when Jemmie wants his opinion on Leroy?

17. What is an “undate”?

18. How does Justin hold hands—sort of—with Jemmie?

19. Justin’ mother works as a secretary, and at one point she entertains the thought of seeking other employment. What holds her back?

20. What does Justin “steal” from the Lewis house? What is The Big Something?

21. What is Jemmie’s sport?

22. Who does Justin ask to play Marvin Lewis’s music? Why does he ask him?

23. What does Mr. Butler do besides teach English?

24. What message does Justin get from Duane that comes between him and everything else?

25. What important information does Jahmal pass on to Justin about Leroy and Jemmie at the movies?

26. What does Kathy Riggs insist on when Jack Riggs returns?

27. Why do Nana Grace and Justin say, “Family is family?”

28. Why does Justin play for Jemmie in the school cafetorium?

19. Language:

a. mayonnaise= a dressing made of egg yolks, vegetable oils, and vinegar or lemon juice

b. recorder= any of a group of wind instruments ranging from soprano to bass that are characterized by a conical tube, a whistle mouthpiece, and eight finger holes
c. civilized= to cause to develop out of a primitive state; especially : to bring to a technically advanced and rationally ordered stage of cultural development
d. chord= three or more musical tones sounded simultaneously 

e. recliner= a chair with an adjustable back and footrest 

f. cemetery= a burial ground 

g. timid= lacking in courage or self-confidence 
h. fracture= the act or process of breaking or the state of being broken; especially : the breaking of hard tissue (as bone)
i. syncopation= a temporary displacement of the regular metrical accent in music caused typically by stressing the weak beat
j. cafetorium= a large room (as in a school building) designed for use both as a cafeteria and an auditorium 
20. Indiana Standards:

English: 6.1.1, 6.3.2, 6.3.3, 6.3.4, 6.3.8, 7.1.1, 7.3.2, 7.3.3, 7.3.4, 8.1.1, 8.1.2, 8.2.3, 8.3.2, 8.3.4, 8.3.6, 

Social Studies: 7.1.18, 7.1.19, 7.3.4, 7.5.8, 

Music: 6.7.1, 6.8.1, 6.9.2
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