Houdini’s Box

Unit 4/Week 1
Title: Houdini’s Box
Suggested Time:
 5 days (45 minutes per day)
Common Core ELA Standards: RL.4.1, RL.4.2, RL.4.3, RL.4.7; W.4.2, W.4.4, W.4.9; SL.4.1, SL.4.2; L.4.1, L.4.2
Teacher Instructions
Before Teaching
1. Read the Big Ideas and Key Understandings and the Synopsis.  Please do not read this to the students.  This is a description for teachers, about the big ideas and key understanding that students should take away after completing this task.
Big Ideas and Key Understandings

Sometimes our dreams and goals stay with us our whole lives, although at times they seem very difficult to achieve. 
Synopsis
Victor, a 10-year-old boy, is fascinated with Harry Houdini’s magic tricks.  He is forever trying to perform Houdini’s amazing tricks without success.  He runs into Houdini at the train station and is invited to his home. On the date of the visit, Mrs. Houdini tells Victor that Houdini has died and gives him a small locked box inscribed with the initials E.W.  Incredibly disappointed, Victor throws the box into his closet and never thinks of Houdini again. When his own son is 10, he learns that the letters E.W. were actually Houdini’s initials.  He rediscovers his love of magic. 
2. Read entire main selection text, keeping in mind the Big Ideas and Key Understandings.
3. Re-read the main selection text while noting the stopping points for the Text Dependent Questions and teaching Vocabulary.

During Teaching
1. Students read the entire main selection text independently.
2. Teacher reads the main selection text aloud with students following along. (Depending on how complex the text is and the amount of support needed by students, the teacher may choose to reverse the order of steps 1 and 2.)
3. Students and teacher re-read the text while stopping to respond to and discuss the questions and returning to the text.  A variety of methods can be used to structure the reading and discussion (i.e.:  whole class discussion, think-pair-share, independent written response, group work, etc.)
Text Dependent Questions
	Text-dependent Questions
	Evidence-based Answers

	According to the text, list at least two of the unexplainable things that Harry Houdini is famous for. 
	Houdini was famous for escaping from locked trunks, cabinets, and jail cells. He could escape from any situation. He could seemingly walk through walls and could hold his breath underwater for over 5000 seconds. He also pulled rabbits from hats, performed card tricks, and made elephants disappear. 

	The text states that “Everyone was wonderstruck by Houdini, but children were especially delighted.” Provide at least two reasons why the children were ‘especially delighted’. 
	One reason that the text states that everyone was delighted was “Children want to be able to disappear from their rooms when they are sent there for being bad. They want to make their dinners disappear and their parents vanish. They want to pull candy from their pockets without putting any in, turn their sisters into puppies and their brothers into frogs.” Another reason was that Houdini does unexplainable things, the text states, “Children liked Houdini because he could do the unexplainable things that they wanted to do.”

	Victor wants to be a magician too. What evidence from the text supports this statement?
	 Victor locked himself in his grandmother’s trunk and tried to escape. He tried to hold his breath for over 5000 seconds. He tried to walk through a wall. 

	What was Victor’s reaction to meeting Harry Houdini? 
	Victor broke free from his mother’s hand, ran straight to Houdini, and asked him many questions, quickly, without stopping. 

	Describe Houdini’s reaction to meeting Victor.

	Houdini smiles at Victor and says, “No one has ever asked me so many questions in such a short amount of time.”  He remains silent for a moment when Victor says he wants to be a magician. Then he asks Victor to give him the tag on his suitcase with his address on it so he can write him a letter. He then whispered to Victor that he could not talk about his secrets in a busy train station, but that he would soon write to him. 

	How did the meeting in the train station affect Victor? 

	Victor was so excited to meet him that he kept trying his tricks even at his Aunt Harriet’s house. Houdini’s letter was all he thought and dreamed about. 

	Which words are printed differently? What does this signify? 
	“A thousand secrets await you. Come to my house.” The change in font signifies that this is the long awaited letter from Houdini. 

	How do the illustrations convey a change in mood? What words or phrases express this different mood? 
	 The woman looks very sad in the illustration on page 35. Some of the words or phrases on page 36 that support the illustration are; “vanished,” “dark place,” “mysterious room,” “heavy sigh,” “sad,” “whispers,” and “Houdini died today.”   The page also states that the woman cried. Victor looks sad in the illustration on page 36. The shift in the mood is to that of somber and sad. 

	Why does Victor promise never to think about Houdini again?  
	Victor saw the initials “E.W.” on the box and he did not think the box belonged to Houdini.  He had been very sure that all of Houdini’s secrets would be revealed to him by being given the box. But then the initials did not seem correct, which upset him.  The fact that Houdini had died made it seem that he would never know his secrets.  He had hoped that Houdini was going to leave him the secret clue but when he didn’t Victor became disappointed and vowed that he would never think about Houdini again. 

	What evidence does the author give the reader to show that Victor has thought about Houdini?
	Victor names his son Harry. Victor says this is in honor of his Aunt Harriet but the reader can infer that it really had something to do with Houdini. 

	What does Victor learn by reading the monument? 
	Victor learns that Houdini’s real name was Ehrich Weiss, the name that goes with the initials on the box. 

	What was Victor’s reaction to the information on the monument? Why does his reaction change? 

	Victor’s reaction was that his “head spun and he laughed out loud.”  After that, he rushes home, carrying his son, running through the graveyard, baseball field, and into his house.” “He was out of breath and crazy with excitement.” All of these actions explain that he is excited about the information he just found and wants to immediately find the box he had long ago thrown in a closet. 
He can’t wait to get home and open the box from Houdini. Because he now knows Houdini’s real name, he now knows that the box he was given really belonged to Houdini. 

	Victor runs home and finds the box. He stays up, locks himself in his grandmother’s trunk, and escapes in under 20 seconds. What does the box reveal that Victor had waited so long for?  
	Victor now has a box containing Houdini’s secrets, as promised by the letter from Houdini. After reading the secrets, he can now perform magic tricks. 


Vocabulary
	
	KEY WORDS ESSENTIAL TO UNDERSTANDING

	WORDS WORTH KNOWING 



	TEACHER PROVIDES DEFINITION 

not enough contextual clues provided in the text
	delighted 
magician  

escape 

unexplainable
bustling 

mistaken

blame

patiently

sigh

outstretched

honor
monument 

crumbled 

attic 

rusted 
pale
	wonderstruck   

into thin air


	STUDENTS FIGURE OUT THE MEANING

sufficient context clues are provided in the text


	disappear

magician  

vanish

bolt 

trunk 

immediately 

graveyard 
	


Culminating Task
· Re-Read, Think, Discuss, Write
· In a paragraph, explain how Victor’s feelings about Houdini and magic changed throughout his life. Use examples from the text to show how he felt when he was ten, how he felt after he learned of Houdini’s death, and how he felt after finding the grave with his son. In your answer, please make sure to utilize proper spelling, grammar and punctuation. 
· Sample Answer: When Victor was young, he idolized Houdini and was obsessed with becoming a magician.  His actions as a boy show that he was constantly thinking about Houdini and his magic tricks.  Victor repeatedly locked himself in his grandmother’s trunk and tried to escape. When Victor read about Houdini holding his breath for over 5000 seconds while escaping from a crate dropped in the ocean, he himself tried unsuccessfully to hold his breath for over 5000 seconds.  Victor tried to walk through walls after reading that Houdini had walked through brick walls.  When Victor accidentally ran into Houdini in the train station, he was extremely excited. He was thrilled to be invited to Houdini’s home by letter, and he eagerly awaited the day of the visit. However, when he went to Houdini’s house, on Halloween, he was very disappointed. He met Houdini’s wife who told him the devastating news that Houdini had died.  She gave him a small box and some candy. He thought that the box couldn’t be Houdini’s because the initials were wrong. He was so sad and dispirited that he threw the box into his closet and never again thought of his dream of being a magician. On page 37, the text states that Victor named his son Harry, in honor of his Aunt Harriet, “not in honor of a certain magician, because Victor said he never, not even once, thought about Houdini.”  Years later, when playing ball with his son, he happened to discover Houdini’s real name on his tombstone.  He rushed to find and open the forgotten box.  In the last paragraph of the text, the author tells the reader that “in the pale, blue fall of moonlight, Victor locked himself inside his grandmother’s trunk and escaped in under twenty seconds.”  It can be inferred that the box did indeed hold the secrets to Houdini’s escape tricks, and it seems clear that Victor is very interested again in practicing magic tricks.   Perhaps he will once again work to become a magician. His old goals and dreams have come back to him with the rediscovery of the rusted box, and the realization that Houdini had more than one name! 
Additional Tasks
· How might Victor’s life change now that he has found and opened the box that Houdini gave him when he was a boy?  Write the next chapter to this story explaining what might happen in Victor’s life. Type this as though it were the next chapter in a book, and add illustrations that go with the story. 
· Research Harry Houdini’s life and write a short biography of three paragraphs or more, about the magician’s life.  Include information on some of his famous tricks.  Students can use the site, PearsonSuccessNet.com, infoplease.com, or Wikipedia for information about Houdini’s life and feats.
· Design a poster advertising one of Houdini’s shows. 
· Answer: Poster could include language and pictures concerning Houdini’s death-defying feats.
