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ABSTRACT

These two teaching guides, one for the novel "Summer Song,"
(appropriate for grades 5 through 8) and one for the novel "Libby Bloom"
(appropriate for grades 3 through 6) are designed to help teachers use these
children's books in interdisciplinary classroom settings. The "Summer Song"
guide offers thematic links on the topics of "friendship," "family,"
"compromise, " and "separation and loss," and interdisciplinary links for
language arts, math, social science, music, and art. The guide provides
thematic links on the topics of "friendship," "family," and "self
confidence," and interdisciplinary links for math, social studies, language
arts, music, art, computers, and science. (NKA)
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SUMMER SONG and LIBBY BLOOM
By
Susan Rowan Masters

July 1999

SUMMER SONG

Grades 5, 6, 7, and 8

"Etta May, a self-proclaimed magnet for disaster, carries more than her share of burdens.
Soon after the death of her beloved grandmother, her grandfather Gent grows too weak
from emphysema to tend his cherished roses or take care of the rundown trailer where he
and Etta May live. When Etta May realizes that Gent’s disease is terminal, she resolves to
carry out his last wish: to die in his own bed. She wages a lonely battle against doctors
and, even more painfully, the absentee mother she has hitherto seen ‘all of nine times.” In
the tradition of Where the Lilies Bloom and A Day No Pigs Would Die, this story about
love and compromise traces the struggles of a determined child taking on adult
responsibilities. Scenes depicting the clash of wills among three generations are balanced
with portrayals of familial tenderness and compassion. Masters’ quick dialogue adds color,
while poignant narrative evokes the frustration, fear and final acceptance experienced in
the face of a deep loss." -- Publishers Weekly
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Te lCl\lll° Idcas

Summer Song appeals to a wide audience of young readers, many whom may be facing
difficult issues themselves. Because the plot deals realistically about a fractured family and
a teen’s struggle for control, students can better grasp what Etta May herself finally comes
to understand: while we cannot control life, we can affect parts of it. Bits of humor
help lighten what could be a heavy tone as it asks readers to think about family,
separation, and loss. : -

"hematic Links

1.Quentin's frien sup
alls him her est friend What are thq qu"dmes

mothers Ask studems to corﬁp'treand contrast: the way eac.h one
deals with thur feehnos Later:Etta. May and her mother face the
loss of Gent. How do -you think héy might help support each
| other after his death? Whlle read 1s know that Genr w111

' students g\plmn
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mothéfﬁrs gbmg-biék. b:Eit’tws'iB\[i‘\rgh’fo' “what shecall"an

emergcncy"" Doe_s it: rcmmd you of a: sxmxlar e‘rpcncnce you

own e\penences "with ‘the srudents‘as well as the phrlosor)hy of
the program '

-~ Quennn makes - up his own country. westcm %ongs Brmg in to
class a variety of music(c érn Jazz, rap, rock/roll,
classical. etc. )y ‘\sk the studems to-describe how they are similar’
and how they are different. stcuss the fact that the various styles
do not remain static; they evolve over time (i.e., the number and
type of electncal mstruments used day VErses years ago.)

-- Etta Ma» first hiears about the "WHUG Jumpin' Jamboree
Talent Show" on the radio: Ask eachistudent to dg,swn a poster
advemsmn the event

Etta May finally came to understand that while we cannot control life, we can affect parts

of it. How did this help Etta May resolve what seemed an insurmountable problem? Ask
students how it might help with their own lives.
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LIBBY BLOOM

Grades 3, 4, 5,and 6

"With a mixture of farce and affection, Masters tells the story of fourth-grader Libby
Bloom, who embarrasses herself and fails and still carries on. Libby gets thrown out of
chorus, not only for singing off-key, but also for burping during the star's solo. But when
Libby is forced to play in the school band, she gets help from a sympathetic teacher, who
encourages her to play the tuba and to make a difference in the school community. Libby
practices hard, and, of course, the school concert is the climax of the story, but it's no
formula success: even there, Libby fails and plays sour notes -- and then goes on to play
the last song perfectly. Beata Szpura's exuberant cartoon illustrations express the comedy
without condescension" -- Booklist

".Teaching Tdeas -

Libby Bloom is a humorous beginning chapter book that keeps the reader smiling, even
through the serious parts. Among the thought provoking themes students will explore are
family, friendship, activism, and self-confidence. This guide offers a variety of
interdisciplinary tie-ins.

and sxster‘ In What ways'is Libb i
Different? How doher parents:support.
feet r Mrs _Wiuppo nvites

- a Mt thexr we dxﬂcrence and
ask how that mlght aﬁ'ect leby &feeh'ngs Bnno into the-

dxscussxon the meaning of envy and. lack of sclf-confidence.

w does beby eventually become more self-confident? Ask
students what it says about a person who other people call,
"havmg., a big head."” Help them to recognize that true
self-confidence can only be gamed though efforr — whm you are
willing to work hard toward a aoal :
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Interdisciplinary Links '

Description

-- The book begins with Libby singing off-key in the school
chorus. Ask students what range of singing voices are in their
chorus (i.e., soprano, alto). What does Libby sing? Lead them to
conclude that since Libby struggles to sing the high part she is
probably an alto. Ask students to count the number of high range
voices and low range voices tor both boys and girls in the school
chorus. Have them graph the results, Younger students can |
construct a bar graph, while older students can construct a pic
graph using percentages. Prediction: Have students predict how
voice range changes as they mature and find out what other
singing voices -- besides soprano and alto -- are in their local
high school chorus (tenor, bass). Make a graph; then compare
the two graphs. ~ R o '

*
Math

_Ql_ier,j shares this advice: "The things

ey, the band ¢
fe that come hard, thiat re: )

the most: Like leaming to play the tuba or working to make right
what we believe isiwrong: When he writes an editorial on
budget cuts for the local paper, Libby is inspired to do something
herself..She turns her interest in cartoon, drawing into her own.

really.challenge us, we end up valuing

ocial Studies*

- ' political‘activism. Ask students what famous and not so famous
people they can name.y ve tried

believe is wrong," bringing into the discussion the term "political

activism ”.(_i.e.__,'_l\ia‘ftih.l;ﬁ;héf'Ki.h_g, Jr:;Susan B. Anthony.) Can

ho have tried ta "make right what they

n their own community?

-- Ask students to bring in the editorial pages of their local
newspaper. Have them choose an article that they strongly
agree/disagree with. Ask them to write their own editorial
response. Or, if they preter, have them write on another issue

that they feel strongly about (i.e., protecting the environment, use
of animal fur, school dress code.)

{ On page 4 after Libby burps. the boys were “rolling in their
chairs, gutfawing." Explain that this is called figurative speech.
Have students make up their own sentences describing a visual
picture of an action that is not literal.

Language Arts

H
4
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“S-TI00Y (GKeS music lessons from Mr. Cheney, the band
mstructor. Does their school offer individual lessons as well? To
introduce the various instruments (brass, percussion, woodwinds,
ete.) invite the band instructor and/or band members 10 your
classroom. Or make arrangements to take students on a field trip
to a local high school during their band practice session. Only
atter Libby learns to blow though the mouthpicce properly (purse
her lips and buz:) can she begin to play the tuba. By having
students try vanous instruments they can discover for themselves

how difficult and perhaps rewarding playing an instrument can
be. '

.k
Music

-- Libby draws a political cartoon which she sends (o the local
newspaper. Have students draw their own political cartoons
1llustrat1ng;_what they. have said or sa onanew lssue “Ask how a

--On page 17 "a deep, rumble echo doff the po\.ked'walls It
faded away leaving: only the aound“ot knocking and rattling from
the boiler.room across the hall." Have students make a sound (a
handclap; hitting a drum, etc.) | in- dlf‘rerent environments around
the school (i.e., cafetma, gym, outdoors “classroom, closet.)
Talk about how sound waves travel :
Develop a musical scale: use bottles of the same size; fill each
. with various amounts of water to construct the scale.

L e Lk
-iScience:

Closure

Tell students that, like Libby, big things get done by people making a difference in a

variety of small ways. Leave students with this thoughtful question: Where can they make
a difference?

*Suggestions submitted by Joan Masters, certified teacher in N-6 Elementary and Special
Education.
Copyright © 1999 Susan Rowan Masters
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