
Contents of the Dead Man’s Pocket 


Unit 1
Title: Contents of the Dead Man's Pocket

Suggested Time:
 2-3 days (45 minutes per day)
Common Core ELA Standards: RL.9-10.1, RL.9-10.2, RL.9-10.3, RL.9-10.4, RL.9-10.5; W.9-10.2, W.9-10.4, W.9-10.9; SL.9-10.1; L.9-10.1, L.9-10.2, L.9-10.4
Teacher Instructions

Preparing for 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

Life's events can cause people to change their priorities.
Synopsis
Tom Benecke is conflicted by his career ambition and his desire to be with his wife.  One night while his wife goes to the movies alone, he stays home to work in their eleventh-story apartment.  As she leaves, a gust of wind blows a paper from his desk and through an open window.  On the sheet are the irreplaceable results of two months' work.  Seeing it drift onto a ledge, Tom decides to retrieve the paper.  His perilous climb across the building's face is related step-by-step.  As he grasps the paper, Tom sees the streetscape below and terror seizes him.  The return trip is a fight against panic.  Reaching the window, he inadvertently knocks it closed.  He is unable to open it or maintain his perch indefinitely.  His only hope is to smash the window with topple him.  Shouting his wife's name, he breaks the glass and climbs inside.  He returns the sheet to the desk, laughing when it again blows out the window as he goes to find his wife.

2. Read the entire selection, keeping in mind the Big Ideas and Key Understandings

3. Re-read the text while noting the stopping points for the Text Dependent Questions and teaching Tier II/academic vocabulary.

During Teaching

1. Students read the entire selection independently.
2. Teacher reads the text aloud while students follow along or students take turns reading aloud to each other. Depending on the text length and student need, the teacher may choose to read the full text or a passage aloud. For a particularly complex text, 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, continually 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

	In the beginning of the story, Tom Benecke is at home working, but he is having a hard time getting started.  What distracts him from his work?
	The author states that he has a “guilty conscience”:  he is feeling guilty that he would rather work than spend time with his wife.  The heat in the room also distracts him, and he struggles with opening up the window to get more air in the room.

	Which words tell you why Tom is staying home?  What do the words tell you about what Tom values most at the beginning of the story?
	Tom's response, "I've got to get this done", to his wife's invitation revealed his focus on his work.  He values success and money more than he values time with his wife and his own personal desires.  We know that he wanted to see the movie from his wife's words.

	Tom is faced with an internal conflict.  What is it, and does he resolve it?  Use evidence from the text to support your answer.  
	Even though Tom values his work, he feels conflicted about not spending time with his wife.  He asks her again, “Sure you don’t mind going alone?”  Even though she answers no, he “ran his fingers through his hair” – an indication that he feeling anxious.  Also, the narrator said, "he was tempted to go with her" and that Tom did not actually have to work tonight, "though he very much wanted to".  Tom chose to stay home and work because the project that he was working on was "his very own".

	Using evidence explain how the author shows the importance of the yellow paper.
	When Tom sees the yellow sheet go out of the window, he “ran across the room, grasped the bottom of the window and tugged.”  He spent several minutes trying to reach the paper and trying to think of things in the apartment that he could reach the paper with in order to retrieve it.  The yellow paper was important because it symbolized “four long Saturday afternoons” in supermarkets; he had copied facts, quotations and figures onto the sheet during “half hours at work and during evenings at home”; he’s “spent a dozen lunch hours and early evenings” adding more information at the Public Library; Tom had spent his many hours of his personal and free time gathering data for his special project to add credence to his ideas for a “new grocery-store display method”.  The paper contained the data he needed to support the ideas that he thought would make him successful.

	Using evidence explain what Tom's ambition is.  How does this relate to the conflict he experiences?
	Tom wanted to be more than a name on a check.  He wanted to be noticed by the company officials. The narrator said that Tom "couldn't escape the thought" of this and other projects that would bring him the attention he needed to become successful.
It was this focus on what he considered to be success that caused him to stay home and work rather than spend time with his wife.

	The character visualizes himself easily going out onto the ledge and retrieving the paper. Use evidence from the story to explain this mental process, his emotional reaction to the mental process, and his motivation for putting himself in such danger.
	When the story says "he couldn't escape the thought," we know that Tom is driven by the thought of being recognized above the other young workers as a worthy employee who would successfully climb to the top leadership in the company.  Tom "laughed at" his focus to justify his actions.  He created "a mental picture of himself sliding along the ledge" in order to convince himself that he could go out onto the ledge and retrieve the paper.  Now, in his mind, he believes moving on the ledge will be a task that he can easily accomplish.  His final confirmation is that if this “ledge and wall were only a yard aboveground, he could move along the ledge indefinitely.”  He does not picture the danger involved in his mental picture.

	A second setting is revealed.  What is it and how does the writer use this setting to create suspense?  Use evidence to support your answer. 

	The second setting is the ledge outside his apartment window.  The writer creates suspense when the yellow paper lands on the ledge outside his eleventh floor apartment. Going out onto the ledge to retrieve the paper was dangerous.  The ledge was only as wide as the length of his shoe, and there were no places for his hand to grip the building, only his fingertips. "his chest, stomach, and face were pressed against the rough cold brick." This helps us understand that the space on which to move is very small.  In order to avoid falling, he must keep his body pressed against the building.  He could even hear "the buttons of his jacket scraping" the rough bricks. When the light from his apartment was gone and he was left to move in more darkness than he prepared for. "Right foot, left foot, right foot, left" was repeated to make us feel like it was real-time.  It made us feel like we were there moving down the ledge in Tom's place.  The fingertips, body, and face touching the building make us feel the tension Tom feels as he realizes this is not as easy as he thought.

	Time seems to slow down as Tom tries to overcome his fear.  Which details show that time is passing slowly?

	The narrator uses words and punctuation to slow time down.  "First his right hand, then his left" is one example.  "Hard to take the first shuffling sideways step then-to make himself move-" is another. The narrator could have said that Tom moved slowly. Instead, he used more words and punctuation to give the reader a sense of Tom's fear while drawing out the time. Also, the words "right foot, left foot, right foot, left" and the word "shuffling" are used again in the next paragraph to reinforce just how slowly Tom is moving.

	The author describes the transformation that takes place in Tom from self-confidence to fear.  How does this transformation affect his life's priorities?
	Tom began his journey feeling confident that he could retrieve the paper and return to his apartment safely.  As he moved along the ledge, he began to realize the difficulty of the task.  He began to feel fear and panicked when he accidentally looked down and saw the street below. He realizes just how far above the ground he really is and sees the precariousness of his position. He began to shake, he couldn't move his feet, he began to breathe deeply in order to "hold back the terror," the strength was gone from his legs, and he knew that in order to avoid falling he had to accept his present situation and take some sort of action.  He moves from confidence to panic to survival instinct. When he realizes that no-one will come to help him and he must help himself, he begins to move.  He then realizes that he is holding onto the paper.  He had forgotten about the paper focusing instead on survival. His "bark" indicates how insignificant the paper is compared to surviving this ordeal. The journey takes only a few minutes, but it changed his life.  His life focus changes from job success to living. 

	What is the "sheer emptiness" Tom encounters? How does the use of the words "sheer emptiness" enhance the suspense?
	Sheer emptiness is a gap in the face of the wall.  There is nothing for Tom to grab with his fingers. The narrator has used detail after detail to describe Tom's journey on the ledge, describing Tom's fingers moving along the face of the wall.  Then, " his left hand slid onto not brick but sheer emptiness."  Since Tom is now battling fear to the point of forgetting the paper, and since Tom has accidentally looked down, "sheer emptiness" intensifies the danger Tom is in and he begins to fall.  He spends what seems to be a long time trying to pull himself up to the window.  The author creates a lot of suspense by describing in great detail the process by which he pulls himself onto the window.

	The author describes Tom’s reaction to looking inside his own living room window from the outside. He notices the yellow sheet still “clenched in his front teeth.” How has his opinion of this yellow sheet of paper changed?
	He is in wonderment that his living room seems normal and that his cigarette was still in “the ashtray where he’d left it – this was past all belief – only a few minutes before.”  When he notices the yellow sheet in his teeth in his reflection, he “spat it out” and then he “stared wonderingly at the yellow sheet in his hand and then crushed it into the side pocket of his jacket.”  The author’s choice of words:  “spat it out” and “crushed it into the side pocket of his jacket” shows that he is almost angry at the sheet of yellow paper.  He is beginning to realize that his work, as captured on this sheet of paper, isn’t worth his life.

	As Tom is looking into his living room with only a “sheet of glass between him and the room just before him,” he thinks of several things to try to get inside.  What are they and how do they work out for him?
	He tries to hit the glass with the heel of his hand, but almost falls again.  He tries hitting the glass with a half dollar, and that doesn’t work either, so he takes off his shoe and hits the window with it, to no avail.  Because none of those things worked, he thinks that he will have to wait the four hours until his wife comes back home from the movie, but he realizes that he cannot possibly sit on the windowsill for four more hours without falling.  Then he thinks of the other people who are in other apartments and could possibly see him on the windowsill, but no one takes any notice of him, even though he tries to burn three letters in his pocket and drops all of the coins out of his pocket onto the street below

	When Tom imagines the report of "the contents of the dead man's pocket", what does he realize about his life's priorities? Use evidence to support your answer.
	Tom imagines that he falls to his death, the window is closed, and the only clue to why he is dead is the paper with "incomprehensible" notes on it.  Tom realizes that he has wasted time, time he should have spent with his wife.  “He wished, then, that he had not allowed his wife to go off by herself tonight – an don similar nights.  He thought of all the evenings he had spent away from her, working; and he regretted them.” He realizes that no one will understand the notes on the yellow paper because he has not shared his work with anyone.  He sees now that his own ambition has caused him to sacrifice precious time with his wife; and if he dies, he won't gain the glory that the yellow paper represents while he is living.  “Contents of the dead man’s pockets, he thought with sudden fierce anger, a wasted life.”

	By the end of the story Tom's priorities change.  Explain the change and support your answer with Tom's actions and words.
	Tom's ambition has put him in a life-threatening situation.  He now realizes that he values his wife more than success and money.  The narrator said, "He thought of Clare-just a wordless, yearning thought."  Then when Tom drew his arm back to break the glass he said "Clare".  This tells us that seeing Clare again is what drives him.  Also, when the paper flew out of the window a second time, Tom laughs as he leaves the apartment to go find Clare.  Time with his wife now takes precedence over the sheet of paper for which he risked his life. 


Tier II/Academic Vocabulary

	
	These words require less time to learn

(They are concrete or describe an object/event/

process/characteristic that is familiar to students)
	These words require more time to learn

(They are abstract, have multiple meanings, are a part 

of a word family, or are likely to appear again in future texts)

	Meaning can be learned from context
	“Boy Wizard”

channeled

spasmodic jerk


	ornate

sidling

trough
grimace

habitually

giddiness

instantaneously

protruding



	Meaning needs to be provided
	portable


	conscience
leverage


Culminating Writing Task
· Prompt

· Can life's events cause us to change our priorities?  After reading “Contents of the Dead Man's Pocket”, write an essay that explains Tom's priorities and how those priorities changed. Support your position with evidence from the text.
· Teacher Instructions

· Students identify their writing task from the prompt provided.

· Students complete an evidence chart as a pre-writing activity. Teachers should guide students in gathering and using any relevant notes they compiled while reading and answering the text-dependent questions earlier. Some students will need a good deal of help gathering this evidence, especially when this process is new and/or the text is challenging!

	Evidence

Quote or paraphrase
	Elaboration / explanation of how this evidence supports ideas or argument

	"hot-guilty conscience"
	Tom's opened the window because his guilty conscience caused him to be hot.  He knew that he was making the wrong decision.  That decision almost cost him his life.

	"you wanted to see it, too", "Got to get this done, though."
	Tom's work takes first place over spending time with his wife.  He values success at work more than his marriage and more than his personal leisure.

	"He was tempted to go with her."

"It was not that he had to work tonight, though he very much wanted to."
	He was conflicted over his wife's desires and his desire to see the movie and his desire to be successful at work.

	"it wouldn't bring him a raise in pay…it wouldn't bring him a promotion either."
	He was conflicted about going out on the ledge to retrieve the paper.

	"Tom couldn't escape the thought."

	The thought of success at work became an obsession that he could not escape.

	"Tom laughed at."

	Tom laughed at the situation in order to justify going into a dangerous situation in order to retrieve a piece of paper that he thought would be crucial to his success.  

	"created a mental picture of himself sliding along the ledge."
	He imagined the ease at which he would retrieve the paper and return to his desk.  He does not picture the danger.

	"his chest, stomach, and face were pressed against the rough, cold brick."
	The recovery was not what he imagined.  In order to keep from falling, he must press himself against the building.

	"hear the buttons of his jacket scraping the rough bricks."
	His senses became aware of the danger he was in.

	"Right foot, left foot, right foot, left", "shuffling"
	He was forced to slow his movements to keep from falling.  Falling is now his biggest fear.

	"hold back the terror"
	He began to shake and couldn't move his feet.  He began to breathe deeply in order prevent panic.  he was once confident but now is beginning to fear that he won't survive.

	"sheer emptiness"
	When his hand no longer touched the wall, he reached the point of forgetting about the paper.

	"the contents of a dead man's pockets"
	Tom imagines that he falls to his death, the window is closed, and the only clue to the cause of his death is the paper in his pocket that no one will understand. He now realizes that he has wasted the time that he should have spent with his wife enjoying life.  If he dies he won't gain the glory the paper represents while he is living.

	"He thought of Clare - just a wordless yearning thought."  "Clare!" "
	Being with his wife, Clare, is what drives him now.

	"Tom Benecke burst into laughter and then closed the door behind him."
	He laughs at the ridiculousness of going back on the ledge to retrieve the paper.  Work is no longer his priority, his wife is. 


· Once students have completed the evidence chart, they should look back at the writing prompt in order to remind themselves what kind of response they are writing (i.e. expository, analytical, argumentative) and think about the evidence they found. (Depending on the grade level, teachers may want to review students’ evidence charts in some way to ensure accuracy.) From here, students should develop a specific thesis statement. This could be done independently, with a partner, small group, or the entire class. Consider directing students to the following sites to learn more about thesis statements: http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/545/01/ OR http://www.indiana.edu/~wts/pamphlets/ thesis_statement.shtml.

· Students compose a rough draft. With regard to grade level and student ability, teachers should decide how much scaffolding they will provide during this process (i.e. modeling, showing example pieces, sharing work as students go).

· Students complete final draft. 

· Sample Answer

     It seems that for some people a close brush with death, coming face-to-face with your own mortality, is necessary to forcibly remind us of what is truly important in life.  This is what happens to the main character in "Contents of the Dead Man's Pocket" by Jack Finney.  In the story, Tom undergoes a complete change in his values after facing extreme danger.

     The story begins with Tom having to make a choice, going to the movies with his wife or staying home and working on a project.  He has already decided that he is not going to the movie and that makes him hot, "hot-guilty conscience", so he opens the window.  He has a guilty conscience because he knows he is making the wrong decision.  When his wife is leaving the apartment without him, she reminds him, "you wanted to see it, too."  Instead of joining his wife and viewing a movie he was interested in, he chooses to stay and work on a project that he feels will advance his standing in the company.  He responds to her, not being totally honest, "Got to get this done, though" as if he is trying to convince himself that he needs to work.  "He was tempted to go with her" shows the conflict he is experiencing. "It was not that he had to work tonight, though he very much wanted to," reveals Tom's desire to work on the project even though he was not required to. 

     As Clare is leaving, the paper that contained all of Tom's notes for his project flies out of the open window and lands on the ledge.  Tom is faced with a decision, lose hours of work or go out onto the ledge and retrieve the paper.  After realizing that there was no other way to get to the paper, he considers the importance of the paper.  It may not bring him instant recognition at work as revealed in the words "it wouldn't bring him a raise in pay…it wouldn't bring him a promotion either."  But, “he couldn't escape the thought" that this project was a key to his advancement.  He had become obsessed with the project and could not step away from it, even though he would put himself in danger.  Tom began to mentally convince himself that going out onto the ledge was a simple task.  "Tom laughed at" the situation in order to justify that action in his mind. He "created a mental picture of himself sliding along the ledge" as he imagined the ease at which he would retrieve the paper and return to his desk.  He does not picture the danger.

     The second setting in the story, the ledge, is not what Tom expects.  He is faced with a life-and-death situation that causes near panic.  In order to keep from falling he must keep "his chest, stomach, and face . . . pressed against the rough, cold brick." His senses are heightened when he could "hear the buttons of his jacket scraping the rough bricks."  He is forced to move slowly, "Right foot, left foot, right foot, left," and he is "shuffling" trying to keep his movements slow and easy.  The story is told in real-time so that the reader can experience the stress that Tom is experiencing. His biggest fear now is falling. When Tom accidentally looks down, he tries to "hold back the terror."  He began to shake and couldn't move his feet.  He began to breathe deeply in order prevent panic.  He was once confident but now is beginning to fear that he won't survive.  When his hand no longer touched the wall, he experienced the "sheer emptiness," and he reached the point of forgetting about the paper and focused on surviving.  It was at this point that he thought of "the contents of a dead man's pockets". Tom imagines that he falls to his death, the window is closed, and the only clue to the cause of his death is the paper in his pocket that no one will understand. He now realizes that he has wasted the time that he should have spent with his wife enjoying life.  Also, if he dies he won't gain the glory the paper represents while he is living.

     He wished that he "had not allowed his wife go off by herself." Being with his wife is what drives him now. "He thought of Clare - just a wordless yearning thought."  It is what gives him the energy and the will to utter "Clare" as he broke the window and fell into the apartment.  Clare is now his priority as he placed the paper on the desk and went to the door to join her at the movies.  It is the change from work as his top priority to Clare being his top priority that caused him to "burst into laughter" when the paper again flies out of the window.  It is the change in priorities that caused him to close the door behind him as he began to walk down the hall to find Clare.

      Tom's guilty conscience put him in a life-threatening situation, which forced him to do the right thing.  He had been taking for granted what was really important and the fact that he almost lost it caused him to stop taking it for granted.  He realized that material success was not nearly as important as time with his wife.

Additional Tasks
· Imagine that Tom fell to his death (without his wife seeing his body).  Write an obituary either from the perspective of Tom's wife or from Tom's boss.  Provide evidence from the story to support their opinions.
· Responses should include that his wife thinks he was a hard worker and very ambitious, as there is evidence from the text to support this.  Tom’s boss may not have much to say in an obituary, as he states that he won’t receive a raise or a promotion from his work up to this point.
· Imagine that Tom was falling to his death.  Write about the thoughts that Tom might have had as he was falling to the ground.
Name ____________________________________________
Date ________________

“Contents of the Dead Man’s Pocket”

1. In the beginning of the story, Tom Benecke is at home working, but he is having a hard time getting started.  What distracts him from his work?
2. Which words tell you why Tom is staying home?  What do the words tell you about what Tom values most at the beginning of the story?
3. Tom is faced with an internal conflict.  What is it, and does he resolve it?  Use evidence from the text to support your answer.  
4. Using evidence explain how the author shows the importance of the yellow paper.
5. Using evidence to explain what Tom's ambition is.  How does this relate to the conflict he experiences?
6. The character visualizes himself easily going out onto the ledge and retrieving the paper. Use evidence from the story to explain this mental process, his emotional reaction to the mental process, and his motivation for putting himself in such danger.
7. A second setting is revealed.  What is it and how does the writer use this setting to create suspense? Use evidence to support your answer.

8. Time seems to slow down as Tom tries to overcome his fear. Which details show that time is passing slowly?

9. The author describes the transformation that takes place in Tom from self-confidence to fear.  How does this transformation affect his life's priorities?
10. What is the "sheer emptiness" Tom encounters? How does the use of the words "sheer emptiness" enhance the suspense?

11. The author describes Tom’s reaction to looking inside his own living room window from the outside.  He notices the yellow sheet still “clenched in his front teeth.”  How has his opinion of this yellow sheet of paper changed?

12. As Tom is looking into his living room with only a “sheet of glass between him and the room just before him,” he thinks of several things to try to get inside.  What are they and how do they work out for him?

13. When Tom imagines the report of "the contents of the dead man's pocket", what does he realize about his life's priorities? Use evidence to support your answer.

14. By the end of the story Tom's priorities change.  Explain the change and support your answer with Tom's actions and words. 
� This story is a “duplicate.” (It is found in other anthologies, as well.) This particular revision was completed by a teacher who uses a different anthology than you, so the page numbers have been removed. This may require you to make some adjustments/add page numbers to some of the questions.





