What Do Fish Have To Do With Anything?

Title: What Do Fish Have To Do With Anything? 


Suggested Time:
 7 days (45 minutes per day)
Common Core ELA Standards: RL.7.1, RL.7.2, RL.7.3, RL.7.4; W.7.1, W.7.4, W.7.9; SL.7.1, SL.7.4; L.7.1, L.7.2, L.7.4, L.7.5
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


Look beyond what society says is the norm and think for yourself.

Synopsis

Setting: an urban American neighborhood, mid twentieth century

A sixth grade boy lives with his mother. The mother maintains their livelihood with a blue collar job. In the story, William wants to find a cure for unhappiness that he sees in his mother and a man on the street.

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 dialogue about 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

	Text-dependent Questions
	Evidence-based Answers

	Name the three main characters in the story. Then, list 3-4 facts about each of them.


	Willie Markham is: 

· an only child 

· lives with his mother

· is in the 6th grade

Mrs. Markham:

· is a single parent 

·  works at a convenience store  

· wants her son to be neat. 

The man is:

· blue eyed with matted streaky, gray hair, a dirty face, and rough hands.

· alone 
· a beggar/ seemingly homeless

	What do these details say about the characters?
	· Mrs. Markham sticks to her rules.

· Willie Markham is curious and seeks conversation.
· The man lives on the street and doesn’t look welcoming to the mother.

	Characterization is what characters do, say, think and what others say and think about them. How does the author characterize Willie and his mother?    


	The author characterizes Willie as a 6th grade boy who is lonely and compliant. He follows his mother’s orders. He is compassionate because he worries about her and the man on the street.

	Review these interactions that Willie has with the man throughout the story, Describe how each of these interactions lead Willie to “discover” the cure for unhappiness.

“Don’t look that way.” 

Willie stretched forward and dropped the coin into the man’s open right hand.
“What’s your grown-up name?”
“You have to look at me, then at the cake, and then you’re going to have to decide for yourself.”
“That man is gone.” 

	“Don’t look that way.” 

Willie notices the man and knows that his mom disapproves. This shows that Willie is not able to go against what his mother tells him.  He is unable to think for himself.

Willie stretched forward and dropped the coin into the man’s open right hand.
Willie wanted to rent the man some happiness with the coin.

“What’s your grown-up name?” 

The man sees Willie for more than a boy. This shows that in the man’s eyes, Willie is a grown-up because he is able to remove himself from the prescription of what other’s say that a person needs (scientific facts from a box) and make his own decision as to how much of the cake the man actually needs.

“You have to look at me, then at the cake, and then you’re going to have to decide for yourself.” 

Willie makes a decision for himself using the information on the box and in front of him. He begins to understand the cure.

“That man is gone.” 

Willie wanted to tell them man he couldn’t talk to him anymore.  It is no longer necessary for the man to be present because Willie already learned how to “see” and get out of the dark cave of the status quo.



	What does “decent interval” mean here? How does the word “decent” describe Willie’s decision making?
	Willie “softly” told his mother he was going out.  This implies he didn’t expect her to answer.  By waiting a ‘decent interval,’ he waited just enough time to say he had done the right thing by asking permission.  However, he still went out even though his mother did not reply.  Waiting a somewhat long time for his mother to reply shows that he is still considerate of following rules, but still makes his own choice to break the rules and go out.

	What images of darkness does the author use?  What does this darkness symbolize in the story?  
	The images of darkness are depicted in the following quotes:

"The empty apartment felt like a cave that lay deep below the earth."

His teacher explained that the cave fishes “could not see…had no eyes” because they were “living in the dark cave.” The fish stopped using their eyes. If people stop seeing, they also become blind. 

"Then his father lost his job. He tried to get another but could not. for long hours he sat in dark rooms. Sometimes he drank."

"For two weeks his mother kept to the dark and wept."

The darkness symbolizes the unhappiness that the boy feels radiating from his home, father and mother. The darkness from the apartment is the sadness that the boy feels that his family is no longer together. Willie had previously stated, "A year ago his parents seemed to be perfectly happy. For Willie, the world seemed easy, full of light. Then his father lost his job. He tried to get another but could not. For long hours he sat in dark rooms. Sometimes he drank." The darkness came to Willie's mom when the father left them and never came back. This darkness is further emphasized with Willie’s observation of his mother’s behavior. "For two weeks his mother kept to the dark and wept." The darkness the mother feels is sadness and depression of having her husband leave and the struggles she has had to endure without him. 



	The man says, “what a person needs is always more than they say.” Use evidence from the story to explain what this means.
	This means that people should decide for themselves what they need.  When Willie asks, “Who’s they?” the man replies, “the people on the box.”  The man is saying that other people don’t know what you need and you have to decide for yourself what you need to be happy.  This is further explained when Willie is giving the man cake and the man says, “You have to look at me, then at the cake, and then you’re going to have to decide for yourself.”  This means that you shouldn’t let other people dictate what you do.

	Compare and contrast Willie’s relation with his mom with his relationship with the man on the street. ”How do these relationships affect his perspective on unhappiness? Use evidence from the story to support your response.
	Willie’s relationship with his mother appears to be traditional. Her authoritative role imposes a sense of subservient obedience on Willie especially when “she suddenly tugged” at Willie and told him, “don’t look that way” after walking pass the man sitting on the street. When Willie inquired about the man, she replied, “Keeping her eyes straight ahead…,” “…he’s sick” and pulled Willie around her.  On the other hand, the man on the street appeared to treat Willie as a friend and or mentee.   The man on the street recognized Willie inner self just as Willie recognized the significance of the man on the street. Willie felt excited. Willie wasn’t sure what it was except that it was important and he was glad to have it.”  For a moment Willie was finally seen as “William” and not the little submissive boy his mother treats him as. The description of both relationships affects Willie’s perspective of unhappiness because once he defies his mother’s wishes to ignore the man on the street, and meets him Willie learns that the mother is the one who is truly unhappy.

	How does Willie feel about his mother’s description of the man as a “nuisance”?   Provide evidence from the text to support your response. 
	Willie seems to be extremely disappointed in his mother calling the man a “nuisance.”  He glared at his mother and told her she can’t see because she was a fish who lived in a cave.   His comment signifies a mark of contention his mother created by keeping Willie in a false bubble she developed.   

	Willie says, “My name isn’t Willie.  It’s William.”  Explain the significance of this statement.
	Willie’s comment is significant because the author is showing how Willie is coming of age. He wanted his mother to acknowledge him similar to how the man on the street did. The man called him William because it is his “grown up name.” The man saw Willie as more than a boy. The mom is like the fish who cannot see because she does not see that Willie is more than just a boy.  While eating breakfast with his mother, Willie says he found his “cure to happiness”. He was reflecting on his conversation with the man.  So, when his mother “I arranged for him to be gone,” it allowed Willie to realize his mother is unable to see others for who they are.

	At the end of the story Willie tells his mother, “You’re a fish. You live in a cave.” What does he mean? What other references to “not seeing” are in the story?
	Willie means that his mother doesn’t really see or understand him.  For example, in the beginning of the story it says, “He was never sure his mother was listening. She seemed preoccupied with her own thoughts.”  There are also several times when she doesn’t answer his questions or changes the subject.  When Willie asks why she is unhappy, she says, “Willie, do your homework.” Willie didn’t want to ask another question because he didn’t think she would answer him. When Willie tells her about the fish with no eyes in the cave, she doubts that the teacher actually said that and tells Willie, “You have too much imagination.” She refuses to see things from Willie’s point of view.  

At the end of the story, the mother is adamant that the man was pestering Willie, claiming “I have eyes.  I can see”.  

	How does the author end the story?  Explain its significance. Provide evidence from the text to support your response.
	The author ends the story with Willie yelling at his mother then walking away from her. At the end, when he glances back to see her, she is following him because she heard him. This is important because she finally sees him and follows him. Throughout the story, Willie describes how he feels that she doesn’t acknowledge his ideas or thoughts. The author describes that, “He was never sure if his mother was listening.” She says, “I doubt she said that” when referring to his ideas about the cave fish and sight.  

	So, what do fish have to do with anything?  Provide evidence from the text to support your response.
	The fish can symbolize many different concepts like hope, sight, or mindset. 

For mindset, here is a possible answer:

The cave fish adapted to the darkness without eyes and can blindly swim about the cave. Willie’s teacher tells him about the fish as a fact. Willie says to the man, “In school my teacher said there are fish who live in caves and the caves are so dark the fish don’t have eyes.” Willie is curious about whether they can get their eyes back. Though the teacher doesn’t answer, he begins to figure out the answer for himself. The man says to Willie, “You got eyes. You see. You ain’t no fish.” Willie begins to explore the idea that he doesn’t have to live in a dark cave. Then at the end, William says to his mother, “No, you can’t. You’re a fish. You live in a cave.” The fish, like Willie, can make a choice to get out of dark circumstances. He doesn’t have to be trapped, unlike his mother. She has a fixed mindset that prevents her from seeing outside of her situation.


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
	Preoccupied
abandoned

vaguely

manicured

dim

persisted

gestured
gazed

retreating
nonsense

pestering


	spare
interval
urgency

intently
retorted
 

	Meaning needs to

be provided 
	matted 

ragged

blot

convenience
pursed

portion
shrill


	inevitability

contemplated
 


Culminating Writing Task

· Prompt

· A dynamic character undergoes change as a result of events in a story’s plot. Willie is a dynamic character because he has a shift in thinking. Trace the events that change him and explain their impact on him. Support your claim with relevant evidence from the text and include quotations. 

· Teacher Instructions

1. Students identify and understand their writing task from the prompt provided.

2. Students complete an evidence chart as a pre-writing activity. Teachers should remind students to use any relevant notes they compiled while reading and answering the text-dependent questions.

	Evidence

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

	“Is unhappiness a sickness you can cure?”


	Willie begins to realize that people are unhappy and that causes him to question his perspective of people. He questions whether his mother and father are unhappy.

	“Well you’re not just anyone. You got eyes. You see. You ain’t no fish.”


	By the man saying this, Willie knows he is a person of value. His opinion does matter.  He has eyes and he can make up his reality for himself and not just accept what others say.

	“You are going to look at me, then at the cake, and then you’re going to have to decide for yourself.”


	Willie is confronted with the idea that he can think for

himself and not just accept the norm society has set. He

can develop his own opinion. 

	“What a person needs is always more always more than they say”
	Willie looks at society’s norms and becomes

conscious of the fact that they do not always fit for

everyone and every situation. He recognizes that he

has to create his own opinions about what a person

needs and ultimately what will make them happy.



	When the mother forbids Willie from talking to the man, he says yes, “but he’d already decided he would talk to the man one more time.“
	Willie is making decisions for himself, in spite of what

his mother thinks is the right thing to do.  He knows the

right thing to do is explain why he can’t talk to the man 

anymore. He no longer accepts his mother’s 

perspective on the man as irrefutable. 

	“ He wasn’t pestering me”
	Willie explains to his mom that the man wasn’t a 

nuisance and verbally challenges her. He begins to 

assert his opinions.

	“No you can’t. You’re a fish. You live in a cave.”


	Willie comes to the understanding that his mother is 

never going to be happy. That she is as “blind” as the

fish because she refuses to look at the world for herself.

This realization helps Willie understand that he does

not want to be like his mother. 

	“My name isn’t Willie.  It’s William”
	Willie accepts who he has become and wants his

mother  to know he is not longer a boy blind to the

realities of the world.  He is capable of thinking for

himself and formulating his own opinions. 


3. 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.

4. 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).

5. Students complete final draft. 

· Sample Answer

The events that we are faced with dictate who we are, who we become, and how we view the world.  These events can help us come to the understanding that the world is not just black and white, but that we must see it for ourselves, and formulate our own opinions and truths.  In the selection What Do Fish Have to Do With Anything? we can see Willie’s coming of age because of the events he experiences.

In the beginning, William, is faced with the reality that not everyone is happy. When his mother explains to him that the man on the street is just “unhappy” Willie starts to notice those around him and questions his perception of them.  He asked his mother, “Is unhappiness a sickness you can cure?” because he becomes conscious of the fact that his mother is indeed not happy.  His need to please her makes him want to seek the “cure” for unhappiness and in this journey he realizes he has the power to determine his own happiness.  

We first start to see him become his own person when he goes against his mother’s wishes and speaks to the man on the street.  This man helps Willie question his acceptance of reality.  When the man says to him, “Well you’re not just anyone. You got eyes. You see. You ain’t no fish,” Willie begins to realize that his opinion does matter.  That he in fact does have “eyes” to view what is around him and understand what is real and what is perceived.  Willie’s mother has taught him to believe the “facts” on the cake box because scientists wrote them.  The man on the street tells him these are “lies” and encourages Willie to form his own opinion.  He says, “You have to look at me, then at the cake, and then you’re going to have to decide for yourself.” This interaction with the man forces Willie to look at what he has always accepted as real, simply because others have told him it was; especially his mother.  He no longer just accepts what is on the cake box simply because scientists wrote it.

He begins to understand that like the fish in the caves, he has become “blind” because he has just accepted what his mother has taught him.  He has not used his eyes to question what is around him, and decide for himself.  When Willie agrees not to see the man again, but internally decides to go anyway, we see Willie start to make decisions for himself. When he finds out that his mother called the police, he says, “He wasn’t pestering me.” Willie explains to his mom that the man wasn’t a nuisance and verbally challenges her. This is the first time that he begins to assert his opinions directly to his mother. The final event is when he states, “My name isn’t Willie.  It’s William.” We see Willie has grown and become an adult with his own opinion and his own sense of reality. Willie accepts who he has become and wants his mother to know he is no longer a boy blind to the realities of the world.  He is capable of thinking for himself and formulating his own opinions.
 

Additional Tasks

· Explore literal versus figurative language. How does each statement impact the story?

	Phrase
	Literal meaning
	Figurative meaning
	Impact on the story

	pay him any mind 
	
	
	

	pool of light cast 
	
	
	

	kept to the dark 
	
	
	

	turned on his heel 
	
	
	

	shrank down 
	
	
	


· Find and record three example of characterization.  Using the examples of characterization, identify what a character is doing, saying, thinking, and what others say and think about them.  Use the chart below to organize the information.

	Example of Characterization
	Paragraph
	Character being described
	Significance

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	


