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parents in their journey of home-centered
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for students and mentor parents in the
method of classical education.
We also provide curriculum materials
through our online bookstore to equip
families at every level of learning, from K4
through high school. All of this provides a
framework for what we believe is one of
the best and most challenging educations
students can receive.
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Going Deeper
One of the most exciting things about classic literature is the layers of meaning and ideas.
On the surface, a book may be enjoyable to read because it has good action and interesting
characters. If you read it again, you might begin to see parallels in the way two characters
deal with their problems. A third reading might lead you to ponder a similar struggle in your
own life, and a fourth might challenge you to respond to your problem in a different way.
Authors use a variety of tools to create these layers. This section will explore some
common methods and give you the tools to reach a deeper understanding of your favorite
books and a deeper appreciation for any book you encounter.

Genre
A genre is a category of literature based on the books’ shared style, theme, or form. (Genre
is a French word meaning a kind or type of thing, and it comes from the Latin word genus.)
Although all of the books in this study guide can be loosely classified as children’s literature,
each one is slightly different.
Some of these books are historical fiction: stories set in real places and times in the past,
but about fictional characters (The Door in the Wall). Some are realistic fiction: stories set
in or near the author’s own time period (Where the Red Fern Grows). Some are biographies:
stories based on the lives of real people, either in their own words (The Hiding Place) or as
told by others (Amos Fortune, Free Man). Others are fantasy: books set in worlds that are
completely imaginary (The Phantom Tollbooth) or a combination of imaginary and real (The
Magician’s Nephew). Some books are difficult to classify because they include elements of
several different genres.
When you read books from different genres, you will need to bring with you a different
set of expectations. Just as your expectations vary when reading a user manual or a
newspaper, literary genres may influence the way you understand a particular book. You
might approach a fantasy novel knowing that some of the characters or situations could not
occur in the real world. A work of historical fiction might have been limited by the author’s
access to research materials. Whereas in a work of fiction, an author might use the weather
to suggest the mood of a scene, in a biography, a thunderstorm could simply be a factual
detail from actual records.
Certain genres are better suited to giving a moral lesson, while others stir your imagination or teach you about history. As you read, think about the genre of each book from an
author’s perspective. Ask yourself what challenges and opportunities that genre presents to a
writer. Always take genre into account when you analyze a book’s purpose or claim to truth.
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Themes
In the classic British novel Frankenstein by Mary Shelley, the main plot is about a scientist, Victor Frankenstein, who is so determined to pursue the possibilities of science that he
neglects the ethical consequences of his actions. Most of the action is recorded, however,
in a series of letters written by a minor character, explorer Robert Walton, who is bent on
reaching the North Pole. His blind determination, without regard to the consequences, leads
him into grave danger, where he meets Frankenstein. Do you sense a pattern?
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Authors sometimes use minor events, characters, or problems (sub-plots), to reflect or
emphasize the main plot. For example, if the central conflict of the book is caused by a
character’s selfishness, then the story might open with an argument between that character
and his sibling over his unwillingness to share. Alternately, as in Frankenstein, one character—
Frankenstein—might serve as a mirror in which another character—Walton—sees his flaws
magnified. Parallels can also appear across generations (a son develops the same faults as
his father) or cultural and economic situations. The Prince and the Pauper, by Mark Twain, is a
famous example of the latter.
As you read, be on the lookout for characters who share a common fear, flaw, or personality trait. Ask yourself what the situation confronting the main character has in common
with the minor characters’ circumstances. Try to identify the main theme of the book, and
then look for ways that each character or situation relates to that theme. If there is a character
or sub-plot that seems totally out of place, think about ways it might illustrate the theme by
showing its opposite.
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Character Development

At the beginning of Esther Forbes’s award-winning American novel Johnny Tremain,
Johnny is a self-serving, arrogant young man who views other people as stepping stones to
his own ends. By the end of the novel, he has become not only humble, but self-sacrificing
for the sake of a greater cause. His transformation is what drives the plot and makes the story
compelling.
If the main characters in a novel never changed, the novel itself would be much less
interesting to read. Because humans are complicated and unpredictable, it is easier to identify
with a character who shares those traits. For this reason, one way “classic” literature has
been defined is that it contains characters who are complex and who grow or change over
the course of the book. Change is not instantaneous, and authors use encounters, mishaps,
and other characters to demonstrate the main character’s growth.
After you finish reading, go back and look at the main character’s first words at the
beginning of the book. Look at the words the author uses to describe him or her. Now look
at the character’s last words, and the last description. What differences do you see? Think
about the events and relationships that produced a noticeable change or caused the character
to reevaluate his life, and use this information to identify the major turning points in the
character’s development.
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Imagery
One of the most difficult jobs for a filmmaker is to turn a well-known book into a movie.
Why? Because so many people have mental images of the settings and characters in the
book, and everyone has a different idea of how their favorite scene should look.
In a film or play, the director can use physical props, sets, and costumes to show you
her vision for a scene. In a book, the author must use words instead. Some descriptions are
fairly straightforward: she wore a long, blue dress; three oak trees lined the driveway; it was
July in New York City. Other descriptions are more subjective: the house was gloomy and
vaguely threatening; the street was like a Baroque painting.
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The Secret Garden

TheFrances
Secret
Garden
Hodgson Burnett

Introduction

F

rances Hodgson Burnett (1849-1924) was born
in England but moved to the United States as
a teenager, where she began writing as a means of
supporting her younger siblings. During her lifetime,
she wrote a number of children’s and adult novels, as
well as several successful plays. The Secret Garden was
written in 1909. It is set in England and explores the
changing lives of three children who help each other
grow in their appreciation for life and its beauty.

E
L
P
M
SA
ia
ed
iM
lt
u
M
c.
In
,
s
n
io
at
rs
ve
on
C of architectural blueprints, house plans, or floor
ssicupalexamples
© ClaLook
Reading Practice: Maps

plans. Pay attention to the way the designers depict doors, windows, hallways, furniture,
and multiple stories or levels.
From information in the text, draw a map of the house and grounds of Misselthwaite
Manor, and include as many of the rooms and gardens as you can, with their approximate
locations. Use your imagination where details are lacking. Take note of descriptive adjectives like “gloomy,” “crowded,” and “airy,” and try to reflect those characteristics in your
imagined architecture.

Going Deeper: Worldview
In The Secret Garden, Mary spends part of her childhood in India before she is transplanted
to England. One of the reasons she finds the transition hard is that she has been raised with
a set of assumptions about the way the world works. As you read, think about what her
expectations are and how they change as she interacts with Martha, Dickon, and Colin.
Several other worldviews are represented in this book as well. Mrs. Sowerby’s family
demonstrates a commitment to healthy families, hard work, thoughtful education, and care
for the natural world. When their joy of living begins to rub off on Mary and Colin, the
children recognize that something is changing. As Colin says, “I don’t know its name, so
I call it Magic.” Although the word “magic” has many associations, ask yourself how the
children are using it here. What is the source of the things they call magic? Is there another
word that could replace “Magic” without changing the meaning?
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For parents, this is a great opportunity to respond with wisdom as you discuss these
questions with your children. For students, this is a great exercise in thinking critically
about the power of words and the underlying assumptions of the books you read.

Chapter 1
Review Questions
1. Who was Mary Lennox? Why was she so bad-tempered?
2. What was an Ayah?
3. Why did Mary stare at her mother?
4. Why was it so quiet when Mary awoke?
Thought Questions
1. Does being wanted affect a child’s disposition? How much should your family
shape who you are? Explain.
2. What is your impression of India from Burnett’s description? Is it positive or
negative? Pay attention to the adjectives Burnett uses to describe the Indian
people and Mary’s family. How does this chapter create a foundation for Mary’s
personality?
3. How did Mary expect to be treated? How does she respond to tragedy? Where do
you think she learned to behave that way?
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Review Questions
1. How did Mary react to her parents’ deaths?
2. How did Mary earn the nickname “Mistress Mary Quite Contrary”?
3. Where was Mary going to be sent?
4. Define marred.
5. How did Mrs. Medlock describe Misselthwaite?

Thought Questions
1. How would you have turned out if you had grown up in Mary’s situation? Was she
to blame for being bad-tempered?
2. Why was Mary surprised to learn that Mr. Craven had been married? What does
this reveal about her character?
3. Mary only began to feel sorry for Mr. Craven when she related his life to a fairy
tale. Do you use stories to help you understand other people? What is the risk of
doing that?

Chapter 3
Review Questions
1. How did Mrs. Medlock’s speech change when they got off the train?
2. Describe the moor.
3. Who met Mary and Mrs. Medlock when they arrived at Misselthwaite?
Thought Questions
1. Why do you think Mr. Craven did not want to see Mary?
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