The Jade Peony

Title: The Jade Peony
Suggested Time:
 5 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; W.9-10.2; W.9-10.4; W.9-10.9; SL.9-10.1; L.9-10.1; 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
· The depth of love between family members must be cherished.
· Different cultures have specific traditions and beliefs about life and death.
· Respecting cultural traditions in a new time and place can be difficult. 
· Accepting the death of a loved one may contribute to a person’s strength.
Synopsis
In “The Jade Peony,” a Chinese-Canadian family engages in the delicate dance of retaining the old life while adjusting to the new.  The story is about a young Chinese-Canadian boy named Sek-Lung who tells the story of the times he spent creating a special wind chime with his Grandmama.  Grandmama believed that when she died, the wind chime would remind her spirit to return to her home.  The elder members of the family believed this was necessary for continued good fortune. While Grandmama and Sek-Lung work on the wind chime, the family continues to battle whether to keep or remove its Chinese Cultural habits. The bond between Sek-Lung, the youngest child, and his grandmother helps to preserve the family history and soften the pain of loss.
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
	Text-dependent Questions
	Evidence-based Answers

	 Why are all the family members holding their breath? 
	The older family members believe continued good fortune is dependent on the proper passing of a loved one.  They are waiting for Grandmama to send them a sign that the end of her life went well. The younger members of the family are embarrassed by their parent’s beliefs and behavior. They worry that their new community will not understand or accept them and are waiting to see how they will be treated.   

	What is the Jade Peony and why does the author tell us about the Jade Peony now? 
	The Jade Peony was a pendent in the center of a wind chime that was made and given to Grandmama by a “lost friend”.   Grandmama always carried the Jade pendent with her to remind her of the friend that never came back. The fact that she treasures the Jade Peony after so many years shows how much she cared for her friend.     

	Sek-Lung says the wind chimes “caused dissension in our family.” What does the word “dissension” mean and why does the author it here? 
	Dissension in this paragraph means to have a different opinion or disagreement.  The family is embarrassed by Grandmama’s scavenging through the garbage and streets for glass and objects to make her wind chimes. The older children want her to stop something that makes her happy because they are worried about what the neighbors think.  They feel it makes her look like a beggar.  Father and stepmother are confused and caught between wanting Grandmama to be happy and adapting to their new home. 

	Why does Grandmama continue to make the wind chimes, which cause so much dissension in the family? 
	Sek-Lung says the wind chimes bring back memories of her lost friend. It might also be the way Grandmama hangs on to her old customs in her new home.   

	Father and the older children have a conversation bout learning Mandarin Chinese.  How does this conversation connect with other parts of the story?  
	The older children only complain about learning Chinese.  Father acknowledges that they do not complain about the other languages they must learn.  The children rationalize this and explain the other languages are scientific.   This is another example of the older children dismissing their Chinese traditions.  

	The author tells us more about the wind chime Grandmama is making from the “sacred glass”.  How does this connect to other parts of the story?
	In the beginning we found out that Grandmama had died and the family was waiting for her to give them a sign that her passing was peaceful.  The parents believed this was important for good fortune.  Sek-Lung wanted a sign to know his Grandmama was still with him and she was okay. This wind chime is special because it will help Grandmama’s spirit find her way home so she can give her family a sign.    

	Why does the author connect the silk on the pot of glue to the Jade Peony?  
	All these connections to the Jade Peony help us understand how important the juggler was to Grandma.  It creates a sense of magic and wonder around Grandmama’s impending death.  It makes us wonder and hope that she will reconnect with her “lost friend” in death.  

	Grandmama describes the color of her spirit.  What does she mean by this description and why is this important?


	Grandmama relates the pink color of her spirit to the color of the actor’s eyes and the shade in the center of the peony pendant he gave her.  She says her spirit is the color of Good Fortune.  Grandmama wants Sek-Lung to know that the pendant will bring him good fortune, and the pendant is her way of showing him that she will always be with him.

	How do things change for Sek-Lung as they work on and finish the wind chime? 
	Sek-Lung realizes his grandmother is getting weaker and “Death… is in this room”.  He works hard to fight off death for his grandmother.  But once the wind chime is finished, he realizes he cannot save his grandmother and she cannot stay with him forever.  He starts to say goodbye. 

	Why do Father and Grandmama go pale at Grandmama’s description of the cat?  


	Father and Grandmama believe in signs.  They know the cat is a sign that Grandmama is going to die soon.  Earlier in the story Grandmama told Sek-Lung that her albino friend with the pink eyes had fallen in love with her and promised to come back to get her.   When he did not return she worried that he had died in the famine.  Grandmama treasured her memories of her friend and placed so much of him into her last wind chime.  She believes the cat is the spirit of her “lost friend” and is excited to reunite with her friend. His presence indicates her passing will be joyful.  Father is sad that he will lose his mother and worried that the end of her life has been difficult because the younger members of the family have turned away from their Chinese heritage.   

	What is the importance of the last paragraph? 

	The last paragraph brings the story back to the beginning and Sek-Lung’s family’s search for a sign of Grandmama’s death.  Sek-Lung found the peony in his pocket; the sign that Grandmama’s passing was a good one.  Upon finding the peony, he visualizes his grandmother’s smiling face, and he begins to find peace.

	Why did Grandmama leave the sign for the narrator to find?
	At the beginning of the story, the narrator says that Grandmama told him she would leave a sign “that her present life had ended well.”  The jade peony let Sek-Lung know that his grandmother had lived a good life and that everything would be okay.  She may have chosen Sek-Lung because she knew a sign that she was well would comfort him and because she wanted him to continue to value her Chinese culture.  


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
	wracking

abdominal

perplexed
	diminutive

abate

dissention

precariously



	Meaning needs to be provided
	peony

jade

skein

ginseng

camphor

Canton

pendant

lye

Honan

Mandarin

Cantonese 
TB

scored
	decoction

ostensibly

reprieve

calligraphy

cabalistic


Culminating Writing Task

· Prompt
“The Jade Peony” touches on multiple themes.  Choose one theme that you believe is most central to the text and the author’s message.  In a 3-4 paragraph informative response, consider and discuss how the author presented and developed the theme over the course of the text through the characters, setting, and plot.  Your response should include a clear focus (i.e. theme you will be addressing and how the author introduced/developed it) and use specific examples from the text in each of the subsequent paragraphs that explain and further your reader’s understanding of the topic. 
· Teacher Instructions

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

2. 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

	“I brushed the few strands of gray, brittle hair from her face; she managed to smile at me.”
 
 
	When Grandmama was near death, Sek-Lung spent time near her.  He shows his affection for her by moving the hair from her face, and she shows her love by smiling weakly at him.

	“Being the youngest, I had spent nearly all my time with her and could not imagine that we would ever be parted.”
	Sek-Lung was eight years old when his grandmother died, and of his siblings, he was the closest to her.  He spent each day with her and couldn’t imagine living without her.  This was likely his first encounter with death, which would have affected him tremendously.

	Sek-Lung and Grandmama would rummage through garbage looking for glass and gems with which to make wind chimes.  
	Although the rest of the family thought it was inappropriate and embarrassing for Sek-Lung and Grandmama to go through other people’s trash, Sek-Lung genuinely enjoys spending time with his grandmother.  He idolizes her when others look down upon her.

	What would all the white people in Vancouver think of us?  We were Canadians now, Chinese-Canadians, a hyphenated reality that my parents could never accept.”
	Sek-Lung’s family, especially his older brothers and sister, were trying to fit in with the “white people” in Vancouver.  They struggled to find their place in Canada.  While the children attempted to fit in, their father and stepmother were determined to hold on to their Chinese roots.

	“How could he dare tell the Grand Old One, his aging mother, that what was somehow appropriate in a poor village in China, was an abomination here.” 
	The children, with the exception of Sek-Lung, are embarrassed by their grandmother’s habit of searching through other people’s garbage for supplies with which to make her wind chimes.  They are afraid that others will assume that they are poor.  In the poor village in China in which Grandmama grew up, searching through the garbage was acceptable, but in Canada it is frowned upon.

	“‘But it’s useless the Chinese they teach you!’ she lamented, turning to Stepmother for support.  Silence.  Liang frown, dejected, and went back to her Chinese book, bending the covers back.
“‘Father,’ Oldest Brother Kiam began…’you must realize that this Mandarin only confuses us.  We are Cantonese speakers…’”
	The older children think it is useless to learn Mandarin Chinese at Chinese school.  Father and Stepmother think it is necessary that the children continue to attend Chinese school so they have a lasting connection with their heritage.

	“How could he dare tell the Grand Old One, his aging mother, that what was somehow appropriate in a poor village in China, was an abomination here.”
	Although he is not happy about Sek-Lung and Grandmama rummaging through garbage for supplies to build the wind chimes, he does not want to stop her.  He has difficulty communicating his wishes to Grandmama because he wants her to be happy, even if it embarrasses the rest of the family.

	 “A few days after that she died of the complications of pneumonia.  Immediately after her death my father came home and said nothing to us, but walked up the stairs to her room, pulled aside the drawn lace curtains of her window and lifted the wind chimes to the sky.”
	After the death of Grandmama, her son returns home and, without speaking to anyone, goes to her room and hangs up the wind chime.  He does not discuss his feelings about her death with anyone.

	“When Grandmama died at 83 our whole household held its breath. She had promised us a sign of her leaving, final proof that her present life had ended well.”
	The family was gathered all around as the grandmother died. They were anxiously awaiting the sign that they firmly believed she would send. This sign would help them to better accept her passing since it would confirm, “her present (earthly) life had ended well.”

	“When all these failed to abate her fever, she began to arrange the details of her will. This she did with my father, confessing finally: ‘I am too stubborn. The only cure for old age is to die.’”
	The grandmother, in her early 80s, refuses to go to the hospital despite rapidly failing health. She begins a series of home remedies, which do not help her get better. Finally, she begins to accept that she soon will die and “began to arrange the details of her will” with her son even confessing, “I am too stubborn. The only cure for old age is to die.”

	“She had promised us a sign of her leaving, final proof that her present life had ended well. My parents knew that without any clear sign, our own family fortunes could be altered, threatened.”
	The anxiety surrounding their awaiting the “promised…sign” also called to mind the affect on the family if the sign would not be received—that her life did not end well. Their beliefs lead them to hope that it did or they could face some sort of curse in the end.

	“These are special pieces…because they come from a sacred place.”
	After being scolded for rummaging through trash to locate special pieces to construct wind chimes, Grandmama and Sek-Lung are forced to lie about their searches. One of the greatest lessons came as they scavenged the remnants of the Chinese Presbyterian Church for pieces of stained glass. Upon returning home, Grandmama made certain that Sek-Lung understood just how “special (these) pieces (were) because they [came] from a scared place” sharing a strong belief in the sacred with her grandson.

	“My two older teenage brothers and my sister…were embarrassed by my parents’ behavior. What would all the white people in Vancouver think of us?”
	As their parents continue searching through the house and garden for the sign that Grandmama was supposed to leave the family, the teenagers grow increasingly “embarrassed by [their] parents’ behavior” and begin to worry more about what their neighbors would think where the narrator, only 8 at the time, anxiously awaits the sign.

	“I had spent nearly all my time with her and could not imagine that we would ever be parted.”
	The narrator, a child, spends “nearly all [his] time” at his grandmother’s deathbed. Though he sees her life fading, the innocence of his youth leads him unable to “imagine that [they] would ever be parted.”


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 attending to vocabulary and illustrate command of English grammar and conventions.  
· Sample Answer

The Jade Peony, written by Wayson Choy, is a beautiful short story about the relationship between a young boy and his grandmother.  The story deals with many complicated social and emotional issues including change, death, and acceptance.  As we explore the repeating conflicts in the story we begin to understand how difficult it is to assimilate cultural beliefs and traditions into a new life.   

The story begins with the passing of Grandmama.  She has promised to send the family a sign of her leaving, a clear message that her life ended well.  Father believes that without a clear sign, the family fortunes could be “altered, threatened”.  Both Father and Step Mother search anxiously for the sign.  The older children in the family are embarrassed by their parent’s behavior and worry about what “the white people of Vancouver” will think of their family.   The older children realize their new community does not share the same beliefs about life and death as their Chinese parents and fear ridicule because they are different.  
While the story starts with the passing of Grandmama, the narrator quickly takes us back to recount the last year of her life.  During this time, the older children of the family are embarrassed by their Grandmama’s behavior.  As the story flashes back to the time before Grandmama’s death, we learn that the teenage children are angry that Grandmama and Sek-Lung, the youngest child, search the alleys and garbage cans for wind chime trinkets.  They think Grandmama and Sek-Lung look like beggars and have brought shame to the family.   Father scolds the older children and tries to explain that Grandmother is looking for something.   He does not dare to tell his mother that her treasured old hobby is an “abomination” in their new world.  The author leaves us with the idea that while they all love Grandmama, they find her “inconvenient and unsettling”.  Again we see that the older children do not want to be seen as different from their Canadian neighbors and struggle with the fact that their beloved Grandmama is bringing shame to the family. 

Perhaps the clearest example of the family’s cultural clash comes when the older children complain about learning Mandarin Chinese in school.  The children complain to Father that Mandarin is confusing and of no use.  Father points out that they do not complain about learning other languages.  The children explain that these are scientific languages and will be useful in the “logical” world.  This seems to be a clear example that the older children are dismissing their Chinese culture.  They have embraced their new world and want nothing to do with their Chinese heritage.  When Father tries to help them see this, they all end up angry.  Grandmama thinks “all this babbling noise was her family torn and confused in a strange land; everything here was so very strange and scientific. “   The multiple references to “scientific” help us understand why the children are so embarrassed by the search for signs after Grandmama’s passing.  Communicating with deceased loved ones is often viewed as magical, which of course is the very opposite of “scientific”. 
  With the help of his grandmother, Sek-Lung was able to hold on to his Chinese roots.  He realizes the hours he has spent with her have been his “real education”.   As the story circles back to the time of Grandmama’s death, Sek-Lung is the one who receives and understands the sign that Grandmama has passed peacefully.  And because of their shared belief, Grandmama will always be with Sek-Lung.  

The integration of past and present was difficult for all members of the family.  Grandmama was removed from her memories and misunderstood by most of her family.  Father was stuck between his mother’s beliefs and traditions and his children’s quest for Science.  As Choy revealed more about each character’s worries and needs, he created a natural avenue for conflict and resolution.  Given this progression and a bit of analysis, the reader understands that it can be difficult to hold on to one’s beliefs in a “strange land”.       
Additional Tasks
· Grandmama’s hands have a significant role in the story.  How do Grandmama’s hands change throughout the story as her grandson sees them? Give evidence from the selection to show this progression.
Answer: Sek-Lung says that Grandmama’s hands are “magical.”  “Those hands were quick at six when she taught me simple tricks of juggling.” Grandmama reaches out her hand for Sek-Lung’s when she’s leaving for the hospital.  As she starts making her death wind chime, “her hands begin to tremble, the tips of her fingers to shiver like rippling water.”  “The shaking in her hand grew worse.” 6 months before her death, “her hands worked on their own command.  Each hand racing with a life of its own.”
· With the story turning to death, the author brings the story back to the beginning discussion of signs.  Use examples of the signs given in the story to discuss how the family interprets them.
Answer: There are several signs used in the short story “The Jade Peony.”  Wind chimes are a sign for her ghost to see and hear so that it will return “so she can say goodbye to this world properly.”  Her son hangs the wind chime upon her death.  The family will now be able to hear the chimes and know she is with them.  The Jade Peony Pendant is a sign for the grandson that represents his Grandmama.  He said, “In my mind’s eye I saw Grandmama smile and heard softly the pink center beat like a beautiful, cramped heart.”  He views this as a connection between his late grandmother and himself.  The pendant was given to her by the actor/juggler and she held on to it just as she held on to the hope he would come back for her.
Note to Teacher
· This is a scenic excerpt of a larger novel of the same title.
Name ______________________________________________

Date ___________

“The Jade Peony”

1. Why are all the family members holding their breath?
2. What is the Jade Peony and why does the author tell us about the Jade Peony now?
3. Sek-Lung says the wind chimes “caused dissension in our family.” What does the word “dissension” mean and why does the author it here?
4. Why does Grandmama continue to make the wind chimes, which cause so much dissension in the family?
5. Father and the older children have a conversation bout learning Mandarin Chinese.  How does this conversation connect with other parts of the story?  
6. The author tells us more about the wind chime Grandmama is making from the “sacred glass”.  How does this connect to other parts of the story?
7. Why does the author connect the silk on the pot of glue to the Jade Peony?  
8. Grandmama describes the color of her spirit.  What does she mean by this description and why is this important?
9. How do things change for Sek-Lung as they work on and finish the wind chime?
10. Why do Father and Grandmama go pale at Grandmama’s description of the cat?  
11. What is the importance of the last paragraph? 
12. Why did Grandmama leave the sign for the narrator to find?
