I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings

Unit 3/Week 4
Title: From I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings
Suggested Time: 5 days (45 minutes per day)
Common Core ELA Standards: RI.8.1, RI.8.2, RI.8.3, RI.8.4, RI.8.6; W.8.2, W.8.4, W.8.9; SL.8.1; L.8.1, L.8.4, L.8.5
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 

Certain places and people can have a significant impact on our lives, especially when we are children.  Having a special place can give a child a refuge, while having a caring adult take a particular interest in him or her can teach a young person self-confidence.
Synopsis  

These excerpts from Maya Angelou’s autobiography describe important points in her childhood.  First Angelou describes the importance of her Grandmother’s store. Later, when she becomes withdrawn and unhappy, Mrs. Flowers takes an interest in her and encourages her to read aloud and share her thoughts.
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. Teach/reengage the idea of short story, science fiction, character, setting, conflict, resolution, etc. with your students. 
2. Students read the entire selection independently; give them a guide or something to look for: difficult vocabulary, identifying images, or sensory detail, etc. 
3. Teacher reads the text aloud while students follow along or students take turns reading aloud to each other. 
4. 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

	Who was Momma? 
	Momma was the name Maya Angelou used for her grandmother. 

	What helped Momma become a success?
	First of all, Momma sold lunches to the workers in the lumberyard and the cotton gin.  Her food was very good and she also was able to move between the two locations. This meant that she provided a vital service to those workers. 

	Why does the author say the store “became the lay center” in town? What does “lay” mean in this context? 
	The author meant that the store became an important part of the community where people gathered to talk and listen to music. Lay means that it wasn’t part of a church or other religious community.

	How did the author feel about her ability to measure goods to sell at the Store? 
	The author feels very proud that she “developed an eye” for measuring goods. Customers appreciated her accuracy and praised her for this skill, which made her feel good about herself. 

	Who is “Sister Henderson?” 
	When the customers talked about Sister Henderson, they were talking about the author’s grandmother, or Momma. 

	What key point does the author make about the expectations she places on herself? 
	The author discusses how hard she was on herself. Any time she made a mistake, she would punish herself. Her self-imposed punishments such as not allowing herself to eat chocolate kisses. At such times, she felt that she was not a good person, not deserving of kindness even from herself.

	How does the author feel about canned pineapple? Why is this an important detail about her?
	The author revealed her “obsession with pineapples.” She loved this fruit so much that she dreamed about being able to afford buying pineapple for herself when she grew up. This detail shows that she was very aware of her family’s poverty and how she hoped for a better future.

	The author uses many literary devices to describe her affection for the store. What does the language she uses tell the reader about her feelings? 
	The author portrays the store by using the simile “it looked like an unopened present” that she got to open every day.  She used personification, describing the store as “tired.” She also says that “the promise of magic…spread itself over the family in washed life waves…” By describing the store in this way, the author gives the reader the impression that the store was like a family member to her, a place where she could feel needed and loved.

	Why would Angelou describe herself as “an old biscuit, dirty and inedible?” What literary device does she use in this description?
	When Angelou depicts herself as an old biscuit, she is saying that she had become so unhappy that she felt unwanted and unappealing. She uses this simile to describe herself as food that is not nourishing or needed by anyone.

	What does the author mean when she says that Mrs. Bertha Flowers “threw me my first lifeline?” 
	When the author calls Mrs. Flowers her “lifeline”  she means that she is the first adult who did something to help Maya change her life. 

	How does Angelou describe Mrs. Flowers’ significance in the community? Why is this description significant? 
	Angelou refers to Mrs. Flowers as being “the aristocrat of Black Stamps.” The author also states that Mrs. Flowers “was our side’s answer to the richest white women in town.” This shows that Mrs. Flowers was very important to others in her neighborhood as well as significant to the author. These two statements are important because they show how vital Mrs. Flowers was to the African-American community. They also show that the town was separated into two communities:  African-American and white.  

	When Mrs. Flowers talks to Maya about not being able to speak, what wisdom does she give her to think about? Why did she say this?
	Mrs. Flowers tells Maya that although “no one is going to make you talk – possibly no one can. But bear in mind, language is man’s way of communicating with his fellow man…” She is trying to get Maya to think about the need to communicate since Maya has stopped talking.

	What does Mrs. Flowers tell Maya about words? Why is this meaningful to the author?
	Mrs. Flowers told Maya that “words mean more than what is set down on paper” By this she meant that a person needs to interact with the words in a book to make those words part of her life.

	Even though the author states she had already read A Tale of Two Cities, how does she react when Mrs. Flowers read the opening lines to her? Why is this significant?
	When Mrs. Flowers read the opening lines of A Tale of Two Cities, the author felt that it was poetry because of the way the older woman read the lines dramatically. The author describes it as “her voice slid in and curved down through and over the words” meaning that it sounded like music. This so struck her that she began to love the sound of the words and the poetry in them. This was the beginning of her love of poetry. 

	What does Mrs. Flowers tell Maya to do with the book of poems she gives her? Why does she do that? Why does Mrs. Flowers choose poetry to give to Maya?
	When Mrs. Flowers gives Maya the book of poems, she tells her that she wants Maya to memorize one poem to recite aloud.  Mrs. Flowers does this because she is trying to help Maya overcome her depression. She chooses to give poetry to Maya because poetry explores uses figurative language to express deep emotions. 

	The author describes how she found “enchantment” in the gifts from Mrs. Flowers. What did these gifts give to the author?
	Maya explains how the gifts of language Mrs. Flowers showed her allowed her to step outside of herself.  When she was reading books, she could immerse herself in the world of the characters, allowing her to see beyond her own problems and depression.  This experience gave her a feeling of connection to a larger world.

	In the end, what does the author discover about Mrs. Flowers’ feelings for her? Why was this meaningful to the author?
	The author discovers that Mrs. Flowers respects and likes her. She states, “I was liked, and what a difference it made. I was respected…for just being Marguerite Johnson.” These words show that she had never felt like she had such respect before, and this realization opened up her life in a way no one else had.


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
	· miraculous
· troubadour

· staples

· lay

· sopped

· snagged

· provisions

· clarity

· boggled

· leered

· gobbled
	· fiscal
· ceaseless

· lifeline

· aristocrat

· enchantment

· aura

	Meaning needs to be provided
	· appreciative

· taut

· illiteracy

· mother wit

· homely

· cascading

	· persistently

· obsession

· benign

· infuse
· valid

· intolerant

· sophistication

· logic


Culminating Writing Task

· Prompt

In these excerpts from I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, Maya Angelou describes the impact her family’s store and Mrs. Flowers had on her life. What significance did her time at the store have on her and what lessons did she learn from Mrs. Flowers? How did both these experiences impact her life? Write a four-paragraph response using evidence from the text to support your reasons. Make sure to edit for proper punctuation and grammar.
· Teacher Instructions

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

2. Students will 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 if this process is new.
	Evidence

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

	“Over the years [the store] became the lay center of activities in town.”
	The store became an important part of the community where people gathered together. By lay center, the author is distinguishing the store from a church, which might be another important part of a community. Being a part of the store gave Maya the opportunity to become integrated into this new community.



	“barbers sat their customers in the shade of the porch…and troubadours…leaned across the benches and sang their sad songs.”
	These details show that the store was so important that people came there for many activities including getting their hair cut and listening to music. Maya learns that this gathering together like this can help people feel a connection to each other.

	“Weighing…held a simple kind of adventure for me. I developed an eye for measuring…” 
	The author had her first feelings of success weighing out the goods in the store. 

	“Sister Henderson sure got some smart grandchildrens.”
	Because of her accuracy in weighing goods she got a lot of praise from the customers.

	“…the Store was my favorite place to be.  Opening the front doors was pulling the ribbon off the unexpected gift.”
	By describing the store as an unexpected gift, Angelou shows the reader how important her time in the store was. She loved going in every day, not knowing what would happen or whom she might meet.

	“…the promise of magic mornings returned…and spread itself over the family in washing life waves…”
	By using the word promise, she shows that the store wasn’t just important to her but to the whole family. This was a place they could all share together. The reader begins to see that the store was like a family member to her, a place where she could feel needed and loved.

	“like an old biscuit, dirty and inedible?” 
	Maya describes herself like this to show how unhappy and unappealing she has become because she is so depressed.

	“Then I met…the lady who threw me my first lifeline?” 
	This is the way she describes her meeting with Mrs. Flowers. By lifeline the author means that this relationship is what drew her out of her depression.

	“Mrs. Bertha Flowers the aristocrat of Black Stamps.” 
	By using the word aristocrat, Angelou hopes to show how important she was in the African-American community. This automatically gives her authority. She is someone to look up to. The fact that Mrs. Flowers chose to talk to Maya makes Maya begin to feel special herself.

	“words mean more than what is set down on paper” 
	When Mrs. Flowers said this to Maya, she meant that a person needs to interact with the words in a book to make those words part of her life.

	“her voice slid in and curved down through and over the words.” 
	To demonstrate the way to let the meaning of words come through, Mrs. Flowers reads the opening passage to A Tale of Two Cities, reading in a dramatic way that showed the power of the words. This had a powerful effect on Maya. For the first time, she heard music in the spoken word.

	Mrs. Flowers gives Maya the book of poetry, she tells her that she wants Maya to memorize one poem to recite aloud.  
	Mrs. Flowers does this so she can help Maya feel less uncomfortable talking to people. Mrs. Flowers also wants to show Maya that she too could have the power of the spoken word. 

	“I was liked, and what a difference it made. I was respected…for just being Marguerite Johnson.” 
	This shows how important Mrs. Flowers’ friendship was to Maya. The fact that Mrs. Flowers liked her made the author feel differently about herself.


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/reading 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. 
    Comparison Chart


            The Store

 
               


        Mrs. Bertha Flowers





· Sample Answer
In these excerpts from I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings Maya Angelou describes two significant points in her childhood: working in the family store while living with her grandmother, and meeting Mrs. Flowers.  These events were so important that these memories would never leave her.
It was in her grandmother’s store that Angelou found a sense of community. She states, “Over the years [the store] became the lay center of activities in town.” For example she explains how “barbers sat their customers in the shade of the porch…and troubadours…leaned across the benches and sang their sad songs.” With these details she hopes to show how important the store was to everyone in the community as well as to herself.  It was at the store that Angelou began to have some feelings of respect from others. This happened because for her “Weighing…held a simple kind of adventure for me. I developed an eye for measuring…” Because of her accuracy, customers would give her praise. It was due to these positive encounters with members of her community that for her, “…the Store was [her] favorite place to be.  Opening the front doors was pulling the ribbon off the unexpected gift.” No matter what happened during the day “…the promise of magic mornings returned…and spread itself over the family in washing life waves…”  Her use of this language demonstrates that the store offered her a place where all her family could be together. By describing the store in this way, the author gives the reader the impression that the store was like a family member to her, a place where she could feel needed and loved.

The second positive event in Maya Angelou’s childhood was meeting Mrs. Flowers. This meeting happened after the author became so depressed that she stopped talking. She describes herself as “an old biscuit, dirty and inedible” to show how unhappy and unloved she felt.  At this difficult part of her life, Angelou states that Mrs. Flowers “threw me my first lifeline?”  A reason Mrs. Flowers’ friendship with her was so impressive is that Mrs. Flowers was considered as “the aristocrat of Black Stamps” showing that she was a very important person in the community. One of the most meaningful things Mrs. Flowers taught the author was that “words mean more than what is set down on paper”  By this she meant that words can become a part of person’s life, that it is the experience a person has with words that make them more significant. She demonstrated this by reading aloud and while doing so “her voice slid in and curved down through and over the words.” To further the lesson, Mrs. Flowers gave Maya a book of poems, she tells her that she wants Maya to memorize one poem to recite aloud.  The older woman hoped that this would help Angelou connect poetry with her own life and gain the confidence to start talking again.  In the end, perhaps the greatest gift Mrs. Flowers gave was the gift of her friendship. When the author states, “I was liked, and what a difference it made. I was respected…for just being Marguerite Johnson” the reader can see that Mrs. Flower’s affection helped change the course of her life.
Becoming part of the community of her grandmother’s store and her relationship with Mrs. Flowers helped the author change and grow during difficult times in her childhood.  The store gave her a sense of belonging that she had never had before.  Then Mrs. Flowers taught her the power of language and friendship. These lessons would help shape the rest of her life.
Additional Tasks

· Maya Angelou took as the title for her book I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings a line from Paul Lawrence Dunbar’s poem “Sympathy.” Angelou also wrote a poem titled “Caged Bird.” Research the lives of Dunbar and Angelou. Why could each writer relate to a caged bird? What might the image represent for each of them?  Use evidence from the poems to support your answer.
· Possible online sources:

· http://www.biography.com/people/maya-angelou-9185388#synopsis
· http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maya_Angelou
· http://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poet/maya-angelou
· http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paul_Laurence_Dunbar
· http://www.poemhunter.com/paul-laurence-dunbar/biography/
· http://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poet/paul-laurence-dunbar
· Sample answer

· Both Maya Angelou and Paul Laurence Dunbar are poets who came from disadvantaged backgrounds.  Both of them were born during eras when African-Americans faced severe discrimination. Dunbar’s parents were former slaves (http://www.poemhunter.com/) whereas Angelou “experienced firsthand racial prejudices and discrimination in Arkansas.” (http://www.biography.com/people/maya-angelou-9185388#synopsis) Because of this, much of their poetry deals with the ideas of freedom and equality. Two poems that address these issues are Angelou’s “Caged Bird” and Dunbar’s “Sympathy.” In both poems the poets use the symbol of the caged bird to represent a loss of freedom. 

Comparison Chart


                   Maya Angelou


 
               


    Paul Laurence Dunbar





Sample response
Note to Teacher

· Make sure that your students understand that this essay from the textbook is comprised of two excerpts from a longer memoir work by Angelou. This means that there are some facts and information that may not be revealed in this text. The teacher must be aware of not filling in additional background information until the students have made sense of the text that is provided for them.
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