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Character Based Literacy Program  
Independent Study Lesson Plan 
Popcorn Days and Buttermilk Nights, Week 1 
 

	
 
Outcomes for Popcorn Days and Buttermilk Nights 
 
Focus and goals for this unit: Our goal for this unit is for you to write an 
argumentative essay. You need to be able to argue your viewpoint of the novel.  
 
Unit Roadmap 

 
● Unit’s big idea or theme = Change requires effort.  
● Definition: Change Requires Effort: Change is possible. Change requires 

three things: a vision, a plan, and effort. It requires changing bad habits to 
good habits. It requires effort even when we don’t feel like working. It 
requires one step at a time.  

● Written product: a high quality response to argument/response to literature.  
 
Map 
As most of the novel took place in Norsten, you will be asked to map or sketch various 
different locations throughout the novel. Pay attention to the details in the chapter to 
create a visual product.  
 
Final Writing Product 
The final writing product for Popcorn Days and Buttermilk Nights is an argumentative 
essay.  
 
Write a 5-paragraph argumentative essay in which you agree or disagree with 
alternative punishments to help rehabilitate lesser criminals. You need to introduce your 
claim. Use evidence from the reading and research to support your claim. Use 
transitions and clauses to create cohesion in your writing. Write using formal style and 
format. Include a strong conclusion, which supports your initial claim.  

 
PREPARE 

Background Gather background knowledge about a place, time, event, person, or thing. 
 

 

Change Requires Effort   Change is possible.  Change requires three 
things; a vision, a plan and effort.  It requires changing bad habits to good 
habits.  It requires effort even when I don’t feel like working.  It requires 
taking one step at a time. 

 
What is a blacksmith?  
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What is a farrier?  
 
What is the role of a horse and wagon? Do people still use them? What does this 
form of transportation tell you about the family, area, and economics of the area?  
 
What is the art of storytelling? What are the components of a good story? 
 
What is life like on a farm?  
 
What are impulses?  
 
Word Wall Here are vocabulary words to add to the Word Wall. 
 

depot (2) foundation (2) edifice (3) forge (3) bellows (11) 
transformed (15)  cargo (15) mallards (15) Holsteins (17) slough (18) 
lye soap (26) tousled (26) foreman (31) bucksaws (30) spokes (30) 
canvas (34) oil lamp (34) stanchions (35) udders (35)  calf (36) 
yearling (42) chute (43) scampered (44) guttural (44) satisfaction (47) 
 

READ 
Review Review the timeline from the beginning every day. 

 
Start at the beginning and review the story so far 

• Mention the setting and main character 
• Point to each timeline item as you quickly review it 

 
Read Read the selection. 
 

Read p. 1-49 
 

RESPOND 
Timeline List the 15-20 most important on the timeline. 
 
Think about what you read today and begin your timeline 

• First, fix the facts: who, what, when, where, why 
• Then, decide on the most important events and begin your timeline with these.  

 
Over the course of the next week, you will be required to read a number of pages.  It 
would be best if you spread the reading out over the week and not try to do everything 
at the last minute before your next appointment.  
 
Map Add to ongoing activities like a KWL chart or map: where did the characters go? 
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Map 
Find MN on a U.S. map. See if Norsten is a real town. Draw MN and hypothesize where 
farmland might be in the northern part of the state.  
 
Draw a map/sketch of the road from town to the family home. What sights did Carley 
see and describe? What form of transportation did they use? Utilize the colors 
described in the reading to help draw your map. 
 
Create a map of the farm. Where are the fields, house, and barn?  
 
Sketch/map what you think the barn and river area were like based on the descriptions 
in the reading.  
 
Sketch the rodeo set-up that the boys create.  
 

EXPLORE 
Activity Explore the reading more deeply with a visual or oral language activity. 
 
Sketch/Map 
Create a sketch or a map of the town.  
 
KWL Chart 
Do a K-W-L chart on blacksmithing and farriers 
 
Open Mind Portrait 
Create an OMP of Carley. What is he thinking and feeling as he arrives in Norsten, is 
driven home, and sees his new room? Add 3-5 new thoughts to your OMP.  
 
Add to your OMP of Carley. What is he thinking and feeling as he talked to David and 
Emily? How does he react to dinner? How does he feel after the story? Add 3-5 new 
thoughts to your OMP.  
 
What do you think Carley is thinking and feeling as he learns more about the family, 
how they trade clothes, and how they never have money BUT also never have any 
wants? Add 3-5 new thoughts to your OMP.  
 
What do you think Carley is thinking and feeling as he has his own chores? He is 
becoming more vested in the family? Is fearful of riding the calf? As he hits Tinker? Add 
3-5 new thoughts to your OMP. 
 
Venn Diagram 
Create a Venn Diagram, which compares life on the farm to your life. Use the diagram 
to write a short comparison essay.  
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Comic strip 
Create a 6-panel comic strip, which details the 6 most significant events of the chapter.  
 
Discussion  
 
Key Questions, p. 1-13  

1. Carley describes the town and the souls of the buildings. Do you think 
buildings have personalities? Explain? What type of architecture do you 
appreciate most?  

2. Why would the author think it is sad for a building to have burned down?  
3. What does it mean to say a building has history? 
4. What role does chapter one play in the novel? What is the author’s purpose of 

describing the death of the town? 
5. What circumstances brought Carley to town? What was his attitude about 

being in town?  
6. How did Carley first describe the blacksmith shop? What was David doing 

when Carley met him? Describe the type of power David had?  
7. What was Wheelers response to David? How did he handle him?  
8. Describe Carley’s extended family? How does it compare to your family?  

 
Key Questions, p. 14-25 

1. How does Gary Paulsen create a sense of the SETTING in this chapter? Can 
you visualize the scene? Does he engage your senses? 

2. Why did Carley know nothing about this side of the family? How do dynamics 
change when people move or get married? Is it important to stay connected 
to your roots?  

3. What does the wagon team and transportation tell you about Uncle David and 
his family? Explain.  

4. Carley is taken to the room he is going to share with his cousins. He 
describes it as “stark poverty”. Do you think this is an accurate description of 
poverty? Expand. What does poverty look like to you?  

 
Key Questions, p. 26-32 

1. Is David a realistic character? Is Carley? Why or why not? In what ways does 
Gary Paulsen do a good or bad job with characterization?  

2. How does Carley react to David asking if he should go to another home?  
3. How does food help Carley connect with the family?  
4. David allows the kids to stay up late for a story, how does this action help 

Carley belong?  
5. What is the evening like in the home? Does farm life really ever stop?  
6. Why is Emily repairing the clothes? What does this tell you about the 

economics of the family?  
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Key Questions, p. 33-41  
1. In what ways is Carley happy? How does his life differ from his life in the city? 

What do you think it’s like for him to be a part of a large, farm family? 
2. What is Carley starting to learn?  
3. How does the family survive with little or no money? Do you have to have 

money to have happiness?  
4. How does each member of the family contribute? What are their roles? What 

do you contribute to your family?  
 

Key Questions, p. 42-49 
1. What role is Carley beginning to fulfill on the farm? What would you feel if you 

were trusted to contribute to something larger than yourself? 
2. Why does Carley agree to ride the calf?  
3. Have you ever been dared to do something that you know wasn’t the right 

thing but you did it anyway? Have you ever known you were going to get mad 
before you actually were mad? What happened? 

4. What is Carley really angry about? Explain.  
 

EXTEND 
Write Write a short product based on today’s prompt to connect to the unit theme. 
 
Key Paragraph, p. 4 

“It was perhaps proper for the building to kill itself before it had to fit into the new 
times, before it had to leave its intended purpose…” (p. 4). 
 
Writing Prompt 

Think of a building, house, apartment, room, or place you know well. What 
memories are stored there? Holidays? Friends? Family? Hard times? Good times? How 
would you feel if this place was destroyed? Do you think that a building has a soul? 

Write an argument to support or oppose the statement that buildings have 
a soul. Introduce your claim and acknowledge your opposing viewpoint. Support 
your claim with logical reasoning and relevant evidence using credible sources. 
Use words, phrases, and clauses to create cohesion. Provide a concluding 
statement that supports your opening claim.  
 
Key Paragraph, p. 15 

“The road was fairly smooth. A horse-drawn grader had evened it down from the 
ruts of spring thaw. The ditches had standing water, and now and again a set of 
mallards would get up, flying ahead of us to land in the ditch up a ways until we came 
on them again. The woods back of the fields were a deep green that made me think of 
pictures I’d seen of Ireland in a National Geographic Magazine” (p. 15).  
 
Note: Pages 15-18 describe the country; pages 22-25 describe the inside of the house 
 
Writing Prompt 
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Do you feel the author does a good or bad job of describing the setting? Write a 
one-paragraph argument in which you agree or disagree with the author’s 
descriptions. Introduce your claim and acknowledge the opposing viewpoint. 
Organize your reasons logically with supporting evidence. Use words and 
phrases to create cohesion in your writing. Provide a concluding statement, 
which supports your claim.  
 
Final Writing Product 
Do you think that Carley’s punishment from the court fit his crime?  
What do you think of alternative punishments?  
Make a list of 3-4 crimes and the punishment you would give someone who committed it 
(example, person caught doing vandalism must clean the same area they committed 
the crime in and formally apologize to the owner. Person caught stealing food must 
work in a community garden to grow food). 
 
Key Paragraph, p. 28 

“David studied me through the pipe smoke. He didn’t stare, just looked. Then a 
strange thing happened. He turned his face from me and said to Emily, “I think Bets is 
going to calf tomorrow. She didn’t come in tonight. We should find her and get her 
home, so we don’t lose the calf to wolves when it comes” (p. 28). 
 
Writing Prompt 
Some may say that the kitchen is the heart of the home. As Carley sits in the kitchen 
and eats dinner he starts to feel like he belong in the family. Part of the reason is that he 
is part of the discussion between David and Emily and also because the scene takes 
place in the kitchen. Do you agree that the “kitchen is the heart of a home”? 
 Write a one-paragraph argument in which you agree or disagree with the 
above statement. State your claim and acknowledge opposing viewpoints. Give 
evidence to support your claim. Provide a concluding statement or section that 
supports your claim.  
 
Final Writing Product 
Investigate what it costs per person to prosecute a first time offender.  
 
Key Paragraph, p. 41 

“Nine years old to my fourteen, Tinker showed me things I had never dreamed 
could be, a way of living I couldn’t believe at first. Soon I was living the same way—
running barefoot through the dust and mud, cleaning fish, tanning in the sun—a way of 
living that boiled down to just one word, happiness” (p. 41). 
 
Writing Prompt 

What is happiness? What does it take to make you happy? In which ways has 
Carley become happy? Does Happiness come from money or an internal place?  
 Write a one-paragraph argument in which you define happiness and argue 
that it comes from money or the things and feelings around you. Introduce your 
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claim. Acknowledge counterclaims. Give details and examples to support your 
claim. Use examples and evidence to support your claim. Conclude with a 
statement, which supports your argument.  
 
Final Writing Product Day 4 
Investigate what alternative punishments are currently being used and their 
effectiveness.  
 
Key Paragraph, p. 48 

“I knew they were all laughing at me, knew that it was because of the way I 
looked packed with mud and manure all over, and the hot worm came into my thoughts” 
(p. 48). 
 
Writing Prompt 

Write about a time you knew you were going to get mad ahead of time. 
What strategies could you use to help control your anger? Remember, change 
requires 3 things: vision, plan and effort. What could your vision be? Your plan?  
Write one paragraph in which you defend your plan to another person. Argue that 
your plan will help you control your anger.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.scu.edu/character


Character Education at the Markkula Center for Applied Ethics	

www.scu.edu/character                                                                                         	©SCU 2014	
	

KWL Chart 

K W L 
What do you know? What do you want to know? What have you learned? 
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Open Mind Portrait 
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6g6 Venn Diagram Chart 
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Character Based Literacy Program  
Independent Study Lesson Plan 
Popcorn Days and Buttermilk Nights, Week 2 
 

	
 

PREPARE 
Background Gather background knowledge about a place, time, event, person, or thing. 
 

 

Change Requires Effort   Change is possible.  Change requires three 
things; a vision, a plan and effort.  It requires changing bad habits to good 
habits.  It requires effort even when I don’t feel like working.  It requires 
taking one step at a time. 

 
What is a killdeer?  
 
What is the difference between the consumerism of the city and the desire to 
make something of nothing and fix things in the country? Look at page 65.  
 
What is the harvest? 
 
What does it mean to barter?  
 
What does it mean to make something out of nothing? 
 
Word Wall Here are vocabulary words to add to the Word Wall. 
 

outburst (52) cot (55) killdeer (57) frantic (57) marvel (58) 
harness (63) cuds (63)  burly (64) soot (64) reshape (65) 
weld (71) harvest (71) windrows (72) shaulker (72) implements (72) 
threshed (79) forge (80) tongs (80) venison (80) anvil (81) 
tempered (88)  re-inspected (88) deft (90) obviously (90) tethered (92) 
 
Read Read the selection. 
 

Read p. 49-100 
 

RESPOND 
Timeline List the 15-20 most important on the timeline. 
 
Think about what you read today and begin your timeline 

• First, fix the facts: who, what, when, where, why 
• Then, decide on the most important events and begin your timeline with these.  
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Over the course of the next week, you will be required to read a number of pages.  It 
would be best if you spread the reading out over the week and not try to do everything 
at the last minute before your next appointment.  
 
Map Add to ongoing activities like a KWL chart or map: where did the characters go? 
 
Map 
Map the road to town and sketch what they see.  
 
Sketch  
Sketch/map the inside of the blacksmith shop.  
 
Sketch the town and the street as they town is preparing for harvest.  
 
Sketch or map the circus. Use the descriptions in the reading to help. 
 

EXPLORE 
Activity Explore the reading more deeply with a visual or oral language activity. 
 
Open Mind Portrait 
Add to your OMP of Carley. What do you think he is thinking and feeling as he goes to 
the smith shop with David, sees the Killdeer, and learns the difference between a 
mechanic and a blacksmith? Add 3-5 new thoughts to your OMP.  
 
Add to your OMP of Carley. What do you think he is thinking and feeling as he 
compares his two lives and what used to be important? As he shares about the city with 
David? As he sees and feels the changes that are occurring for him? Add 3-5 new 
thoughts to your OMP. 
 
Add to your OMP of Carley. What is he thinking and feeling as he learns that it is OK to 
be needed? As he continues to work and learn? And as he realizes that David cannot 
afford the circus for the family? Add 3-5 new thoughts to your OMP. 
 
Finish your OMP of Carley. What is he thinking and feeling as he assists David with the 
circus, becomes a part of the town, and is part of something positive? Add 3-5 new 
thoughts.  
 
KWL Chart 
Go back to your original KWL chart. What else can you add to it at this point, specifically 
about blacksmithing?  
 
Postcard 
Write a postcard from Carley to his mom back home. 
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Alternate Book Cover 
Draw an alternate book cover for the book. 
 
Discussion  
 
Key Questions, p. 49-62  

1. How does Gary Paulsen build suspense in this chapter? What events help 
keep you interested and wondering what is going to happen?  

2. David talks about being a mechanic versus being a blacksmith. In which ways 
does David fix things? Does he just fix tangible things? Do you know 
someone like David? How are people who fix things unique? Can all things be 
fixed?  

3. What made David and Carley cry when they watched Nels?  
4. The author refers to Popcorn Days and Buttermilk Nights on page 62. What 

does that phrase refer to? 
 
Key Questions, p. 63-70 

1. In what ways is Carley changing, both physically and emotionally? What does 
he think about the city now?  

2. What does Carley learn from working at the smithy? How has his attitude 
about work changed?  

3. Carley learned he belonged to the steel. He felt he belonged. What happened 
to his view of his life in the city? What changed for him? How has David’s 
work ethic help change him?  

4. How does the author uses the stages of summer to help depict the change 
that Carley is involved in?  

5. What does Carley want most for his friend Jim?  
 
Key Questions, p. 71-78 

1. How does the Harvest affect the members of the community?  
2. Carley realizes that David is needed by the town and the town is needed by 

David. How does that contrast to the people in the city? Which do you think is 
better? Explain.  

3. What is the significance of Carley’s relationship with Jenny? What does he 
learn from her?  

4. What does the family have to do to bathe? What does that signify about their 
resources?  

5. David realizes he does not have the money to send the kids to the circus. 
How does that affect him? What do you think that feels like for a father? How 
did Carley respond? Did that surprise you?  
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Key Questions, p. 79-86 

1. What does it feel like for Carley during this hard week at work? Does he want 
to give up? Why doesn’t he? What do you think keeps him going? Why do 
you think Carley is not getting into trouble anymore? 

2. How has the work changed Carley?  
3. What happens to the members of the community during the Harvest season? 

How do people’s roles change?  
4. What does David want for the kids?  
5. He is tired of talking about things. What do you think he is going to do for the 

kids? Is it important to know your talents?  
 

Key Questions, p. 87-100  
1. What is David’s vision? What is his plan? What kind of effort did he put into it? 

How did that make him feel? How did he involve others?  
2. Why did Milton come to help? How is David’s change infectious? What will it 

bring to others?  
3. Was there anyone in the town who did not contribute? What does that do to a 

community? 
4. What realization did Carley have about the difference in himself? Why is this 

change important?  
 

EXTEND 
Write Write a short product based on today’s prompt to connect to the unit theme. 
 
Key Paragraph, p. 52 
 “‘I’m…’ I was going to say I was sorry, but it struck me that being sorry wasn’t 
enough” (p. 52). 
 
Writing Prompt 

In today’s reading, Carley was heartbroken that he hurt Tinker and let David 
down. He realized he needed to stay on the farm and was willing to do what it took to 
mend relationships. Do you agree with Carley that an apology was not enough?  

Write a one-paragraph argument in which you defend his need to do more 
than apologize to Tinker. Introduce your claim and acknowledge the counter 
claim. Give evidence to support your claim. Use good transitions to create 
cohesion in your writing. Conclude with a statement, which supports your claim.  
 
Final Writing Product 
If you committed a crime (vandalism, curfew, stealing, drugs) what alternative 
punishment would help you? Explain. 
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Key Paragraph, p. 66 
 “…Although I first hated the wheel at first, that soon changed. The wheel became 
part of me, of maybe I became part of the trip-hammer wheel. It became my part of the 
smithy. A place for me to be” (p. 66). 
 
Writing Prompt 

Carley is appreciating and valuing his ability to learn and become part of 
something bigger than himself He knows he has value and he is able to have a “place” 
where he belongs.  
 Write a one-paragraph argument in which you defend the need people have 
to belong. Introduce your claim and acknowledge the opposing viewpoint. Give 
evidence to support your claim. Use transitions and clauses to create cohesion. 
Conclude with a statement, which supports your claim.  
 
Key Paragraph, p. 73 
 “I had never acted what you’d call serious or older than I was, and I didn’t mean 
to act that way now.  
 I was just thinking that all these people really need David, and David really needs 
all these people” (p. 73).  
 
Writing Prompt 

In the city it was considered weak to be needed. In the north it is a relationship. 
David success is directly related to the townspeople and their success is directly related 
to what he can do to keep their machines running. Which system do you think is better?  
 Write an argument in which you defend the city system or the country 
system. Once you make your claim acknowledge the opposing viewpoint. Give 
evidence to support your claim. Using good transitions and clauses to create 
cohesion. Conclude with the statement that supports your claim.   
 
Key Paragraph, p. 85 

“‘No’ he said, and I realized he was sitting there crying. ‘No we won’t talk about it 
tomorrow. Talking never did anything about getting anything done. That’s what’s wrong 
now—everybody talks. No, I am through talking’” (p. 85). 
 
Writing Prompt 

Write a 1-paragraph argument in which you defend David’s desire to take 
action. State your claim and acknowledge the counterclaim. Give examples to 
support your claim. Conclude with a statement which supports your claim.  
 
Final Writing Product Day 9 
Create a Venn Diagram of Carley. In what ways has Carley changed?   
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Key Paragraph, p. 97 
  “‘I was down to the state fair in Minneapolis one time,’ he said, smiling up at the 
Farris wheel frame against the sky. ‘And it was something to see, but it didn’t hold 
nothing to this. More’n once David has taken the town by surprise. But this…this…I just 
had to help’” (p. 97).  
 
Writing Prompt 

Do you think one person can make a difference? Write an argument in which 
you support or oppose one person’s ability to make a difference in a community. 
State your claim and acknowledge a counter claim. Give examples to support 
your claim. Use transitions and clauses to create cohesion. Conclude with a 
statement, which supports your claim.  
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Character Based Literacy Program Lesson Plan 
Popcorn Days and Buttermilk Nights 
Final Writing Product 
 

 
 
The final writing product for Popcorn Days and Buttermilk Nights is an argument essay.  
Write a 5-paragraph argument essay in which you agree or disagree with alternative 
punishments to help rehabilitate lesser criminals. You need to introduce your claim. Use 
evidence from the reading and research to support their claim. Use transitions and 
clauses to create cohesion in your writing. Write using formal style and format. Include a 
strong conclusion, which supports your initial claim.  
 
On days 2, 3, 4 6 and 9 you wrote or investigated alternative punishments. Review that 
information and pull it together for your final writing product.  

 
1st paragraph might begin with what they initially thought about the punishment 
Carley received for his crime and if they believe in alternative punishments to jail. 
State your claim to agree or disagree with alternative punishments. 
2nd, 3rd, and 4th paragraph can give evidence that alternative punishments can 
help or hinder someone’s rehabilitation.  

 5th paragraph will conclude your essay giving support to your initial claim 
 
Final Writing Product Day 2 
Do you think that Carley’s punishment from the court fit his crime?  
What do you think of alternative punishments?  
Make a list of 3-4 crimes and the punishment you would give someone who committed it 
(example, person caught doing vandalism must clean the same area they committed 
the crime in and formally apologize to the owner. Person caught stealing food must 
work in a community garden to grow food) 
 
Final Writing Product Day 3 
Investigate what it costs per person to prosecute a first time offender. 
 
Final Writing Product Day 4 
Investigate what alternative punishments are currently being used and their 
effectiveness.  
 
Final Writing Product Day 6 
If you committed a crime (vandalism, curfew, stealing, drugs) what alternative 
punishment would help you? Explain 
 
Final Writing Product Day 9 
In what ways has Carley changed? Use Venn Diagram if needed. 
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