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Character Based Literacy Program  
Independent Study Lesson Plan 
The Watsons Go to Birmingham—1963, 
Introduction 
 

 

 
 
 
Summary 
 

 

Justice Requires Restraint.   Justice demands I not say or do some 
things to myself, any other person, or the planet.  The actions I take, and 
the decisions I make, must respect the rights of all. 

 
The Watsons Go to Birmingham - 1963 (1995) is an engaging young adult novel. 
Written by the previously unknown author Christopher Paul Curtis. It won Newberry 
Honor and Coretta Scott King Honor in 1996. 
   
In this powerful and humorous novel, readers meet the Watsons: your typical "Ward and 
June Clever" household. However, there are two differences in the famous TV Land 
family and the one created by Christopher Paul Curtis. The Watsons are African-
American and the seemingly carefree 1950s era of Leave it to Beaver has been 
replaced by the turbulent 1960s.  
 
Most of the book is hilarious, told from the viewpoint of 10-year-old Kenny, the story 
takes readers from a safe-haven in Flint, Michigan to a world turned inside out in race-
torn Birmingham, Alabama. 
 
Content Warnings 
 
Discussion of Civil Rights Movement and the September 15th 1963 16th Street Baptist 
Church where four young-teenage girls were killed when a bomb went off during 
Sunday school can cause emotional and heated discussion  
 
Map 
 
The Watsons drive from Flint, Michigan, to Birmingham, Alabama, on Interstate 75. As 
you read the book, look at a road map to track the Watsons’ progress. Try to find 
interesting sites along I-75, perhaps one in each state they would pass through 
 
AAA to obtain a map of the Michigan area, a United States Map and a map of Alabama. 
Use these maps to map the locations the family visits throughout the novel. Add any 
new location to the map from today’s reading. 
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English Learner Connections/Support 
 
Observation Chart 

• Collect pictures of The Civil Rights Movement and 60’s that you can find by doing 
a Google image search. 

• These images will mounted on heavy paper or card stock together in groups of 2-
3 pictures, making 5-6 total charts.   

• Post the visuals of around the room about 5-6 charts.   
o Under or next to each series of pictures will be a blank piece of paper.  On 

this paper either:  
o Ask a question,  
o Make a comment,  
o Make a prediction or create a sketch.  

 
Film Resources 
 
A Christmas Story has two scenes that are nearly identical to ones that are described 
by Christopher Paul Curtis. The scene selection and time are provided in the lesson 
plans for you. 
 
On page 18, Christopher Paul Curtis describes Byron’s lips looking like a giant rubber 
band before they snapped away from the mirror. Additional visual support for this sketch 
can be found by watching a clip of A Christmas Story where Flick puts his tongue to the 
flag pole during recess. Chapter 7 16:03-19:46 will nearly match the scene that 
Christopher Paul Curtis describes.   
 
Using page 47, sketch the description of Kenny and Joey as they walk to the bus stop 
in: “a couple T-shirts, a couple of sweaters, a couple of jackets and a couple of coats, 
plus gigantic snow pants that hung on your shoulders by suspenders, plus socks and 
big, black shiny rubber boots that closed with five metal buckles”. Additional visual 
support for this sketch can be found by watching a clip of A Christmas Story as the 
mother is bundling up Randy prior to going to school. Use Chapter 6 12:13-13:50 of the 
film this will nearly match the scene that Christopher Paul Curtis describes.   
 
In addition a great film reference for the September 15th 1963 bombing of Sixteenth 
Street Baptist Church is the HBO documentary by Spike Lee 4 Little Girls.  
 
Final Writing Assignment 
 
The final writing assignment asks you to reflect on a time in which you had to make a 
decision that reflected justice and then write an argumentative essay in which you 
defend your choice and describe how it promoted justice. 
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Character Based Literacy Program  
Independent Study Lesson Plan 
The Watsons Go to Birmingham—1963, Week 1 
  
 
 

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

 

Justice Requires Restraint.   Justice demands I not say or do some 
things to myself, any other person, or the planet.  The actions I take, and 
the decisions I make, must respect the rights of all. 

 
Research and define each of the following background questions. They will be 
important pieces to the story. Answer each question in complete sentences. 
 
What is the Empire State Building? 
 
Who was Narcissus? 
 
Who was Langston Hughes? 
 
What is radioactivity? 
 
Where is Flint, Michigan? 
 
Word Wall Here are vocabulary words to add to the Word Wall. 
 
delinquent (2) wobbled (10) huddled (3) igloos (5) mumbled (8) 
numb (11) tortured (13) thaws (15) cruel (16) popped (17) 
flunked (20) humorous (24) bunched (25) punctual (28) raggedy (29) 
scooted (33) jabbering (33) yakking (34) reinforcements (38) fort (41) 
peeked (43) drowsy (48) pliers (45) tugged (49)  bundled (49) 

 
READ 

Read Read the selection. 
 

Read p. 1-51 
As today is Day 1 of The Watsons Go to Birmingham – 1963, read the back cover, look 
at the front cover then make predictions. 
 

RESPOND 
Timeline List 15-20 of the most important events on your Timeline. 
 
Think about what you read today and begin your timeline 
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• 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 trying 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 
Visit AAA to obtain a map of the Michigan area, a United States Map and a map of 
Alabama. Use these maps to track the locations the family visits throughout the novel.   
Locate Flint on the map of Michigan. 
 
Injustice T-Chart 
Create an Injustice T-chart. On one side of your chart track the injustices that occur as 
you read The Watsons Go to Birmingham – 1963. On the other side, write what needs 
to change the injustices. Remember, justice requires restraint and making decisions that 
respect the rights of all. 
 

EXPLORE 
Activity Explore the reading more deeply with a visual or oral language activity. 
 
Setting Worksheet 
Use the setting worksheet to lay out the setting for today’s reading 
 
Sketch 
Christopher Paul Curtis paints a great picture with words. Sketch a scene from today’s 
reading. Ideas include: the Watson family shivering in the living room, Kenny and Byron 
scraping ice from the Brown Bomber or Kenny surviving the blizzard of Byron and 
Buphead. 
 
On page 18, Christopher Paul Curtis describes Byron’s lips looking like a giant rubber 
band before they snapped away from the mirror. Additional visual support for this sketch 
can be found by watching a clip of A Christmas Story where Flick puts his tongue to the 
flag pole during recess. Chapter 7 16:03-19:46 will nearly match the scene that Walter 
Dean Myers describes.   
 
Using page 29, sketch Kenny, his personal saver, the shrunk-up version of the big one, 
and the rest of the kids on the school bus. 
 
Character Interaction Chart 
 Use the Character Interaction Chart to map the character interaction between Kenny, 
Byron, and Buphead.    
 
Family Symbol 
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The neighbors called Kenny’s family the Weird Watsons (p. 19); what would your 
neighbors call your family? Describe why you believe they would call you this. 
 
Open Mind Portrait 
Create an open mind portrait of Kenny. You’ve read three days and Christopher Paul 
Curtis has provided a number of experiences and stories that will lead to a number of 
thought bubbles. Add bubbles to the OMP of Kenny that you’ve created.  
 
Comic Strip 
Create a Storyboard or comic strip of today’s reading.  Refer to your timeline for ideas 
to include. You should have at least 8 cells in your comic strip, depicting an interesting 
event in the novel you’ve encountered so far. 
 
4g6 Character Profile Chart 
Begin a Character Profile Chart for Kenny and another for Rufus. Complete 2 traits for 
each character based on today’s reading. You will complete the chart in the next few 
days.   
 
Complete the Character Profile Chart for Kenny and another for Rufus. Finish the last 2 
traits for each character based on today’s reading. 
 
Poster 
Create a poster of the greatest dinosaur war ever. Include who the participants are and 
what dinosaurs are involved. Include issues that may result during the battle. Research 
conducted through authoritative digital and print resources will help you produce a 
realistic and detailed poster. 
 
Sketch  
Using page 47, sketch the description of Kenny and Joey as they walk to the bus stop 
in: “a couple T-shirts, a couple  of sweaters, a couple of jackets and a couple of coats, 
plus gigantic snow pants that hung on your shoulders by suspenders, plus socks and 
big, black shiny rubber boots that closed with five metal buckles”. 
 
Additional visual support for this sketch can be found by watching a clip of A Christmas 
Story as the mother is bundling up Randy prior to going to school. Use Chapter 6 12:13-
13:50 of the film this will nearly match the scene that Walter Dean Myers describes.   
 
Discussion  
 
Key Questions, p. 1-10 

1. What was the weather when we first meet the Watson family? 
2. Who managed the weather the worst? Why? 
3. How is Byron described? 
4. After hearing the Channel 12 weather report how do Dad and Momma each 

react? 
5. What mood has Christopher Paul Curtis created in Chapter 1? 
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6. What story does Dad tell that makes everyone laugh so hard?  
7. Who was Hambone Henderson? 
8. “Dad starts talking Southern-style imitating this Hambone guy” what is the 

author trying to create with this quote? 
9. What perceptions of Flint does the author try and create? 
10. Mamma and Dad have differing opinions on how friendly people in 

Birmingham. Why? 
11. “Coloreds Only” bathroom downtown Birmingham.  What conflict is Papa 

referring to? 
12. What apprehension did Kenny have about going to Aunt Cydney’s? 
13. Why were the boys sent outside prior to leaving for Aunt Cydney’s?  
14. Kenny had concerns about going outside.  What were they? 
15. Describe the relationship between Kenny and Byron. 
16. What lesson does Kenny learn from his “How to Survive a Blizzard” 

experience with Byron? 
17. How safe did Kenny feel?   

 
Key Questions, p. 11-19 

1. Do you believe Kenny could have done anything to pass the Blowin’ Snow 
section of “How to Survive a Blizzard”? 

2. Why does Byron want Kenny to hurry up and get Momma? 
3. Dad asks Byron if his tongue is stuck too.  Why does he want to know this? 
4. What mood does the author set by saying “Momma’s voice was shaky and 

Southern”? 
5. Why did Dad find so much humor in Byron’s predicament? 
6. What feeling did Joey have for Byron and his situation?  What does this say 

about her character? 
7. How does Kenny handle the responsibility or pouring the water on Byron and 

the mirror? 
8. Kenny doesn’t believe Byron would act in the same fashion.  What do you 

think based on Byron’s behavior so far? 
9. How is it that Momma and Dad do not know what to do to help Byron?  They 

are his parents shouldn’t they know what to do? 
10. Kenny believes Byron got away with not having to do his share of scraping 

the windows.  Why does he feel this way? 
11. What was the purpose of Byron having Vaseline smeared on his lips? 

 
Key Questions, p. 20-31 

1. What made Larry Dunn the king of Clark Elementary? 
2. What is Larry’s feeling about the dollar Kenny found? 
3. Describe the impact on Kenny have the school’s god had. 
4. What were two things that Kenny had wrong with him? 
5. Why did this lead to making enemies for Kenny among the other kids? 
6. Why did Kenny wish he was smart enough to run all the way home? 
7. What was so important to Mr. Alums? 
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8. Why does Miss Henry take the book from Kenny and turn it upside down?  
What is purpose? 

9. What did Byron mean when he said “they’d be comin’ out they pockets with 
some foldin’ money”? 

10. How do you think Bryon feels about Kenny’s performance in class? 
11. What does it mean that Kenny had a lazy eye? 
12. What impact does Byron believe having Kenny turn his head will have?  What 

does this say about their relationship? 
13. When did Kenny get teased the most?  What caused this?  How could it have 

been avoided? 
14. When Byron said “ Give my regards to Clark, Poindexter” what was he 

saying? 
15. How did the bus driver want the students to learn to become punctual? 
16. Kenny describes part one of his miracle.  What was this miracle he speaks 

of? 
17. Who did Kenny believe was his personal saver? Where had he come from?  

Why does Kenny feel this way? 
18. How would you describe the boys who came on the bus? 
19. Why does the bus driver get so mad at Larry Dunn?  How does he shut him 

down? 
 
Key Questions, p. 32-41 

1. Why did Kenny want his personal saver as far away as he could get? 
2. What is Kenny’s philosophy two people who get teased a lot too close 

together? 
3. Kenny scoots his chair around so Rufus can only look at his back.  Why? 
4. What is so interesting to Rufus about the squirrels?  Why is he so engaged by 

them? 
5. What causes Kenny to re-think the Rufus as a saver idea? 
6. Kenny tolerates Rufus coming over to play.  What did they have in common?  

Why was it better to someone else to play with? 
7. What happened to Kenny’s previous partner? 
8. Byron gives Kenny some perspective on LJ Jones.  What was it? 
9. What was the final outcome of the World’s Greatest Dinosaur War Ever? 
10. Momma didn’t trust LJ Jones.  What did she know about him and why didn’t 

she like him? 
11. Why do you think LJ Jones came up with the story about Larry Dunn’s fort? 
12. Kenny says “I didn’t even move the rock from the third one; I just sat there 

and felt real stupid.” Why didn’t Kenny move the third rock and why did he 
feel real stupid? 

13. After finding his dinosaurs missing Kenny reflects on Sunday school? What 
correlation does he draw? 

 
Key Questions, p. 42-51 

1. How was playing with Rufus better than playing with LJ?  Why did Kenny 
never play with him again? 
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2. What impact did Rufus have on Kenny?  How did others treat him now? 
3. Kenny says Rufus had two things wrong with him.  What were those two 

things?  Why was this a problem? 
4. How did Rufus and Cody manage sharing the pair of blue jeans? 
5. What made Kenny laugh along with the crowd on the bus at Rufus and 

Cody’s expense? 
6. How do his actions reflect the Q-3 theme of Justice Requires Restraint? 
7. Why do Rufus and Cody not have lunch with Kenny?  How would you have 

reacted? 
8. Kenny went to Rufus’ house dinosaurs in hand.  What was the purpose of this 

visit? 
9. What reaction did Kenny have after hearing that Rufus believes he was just 

like everyone else? 
10. How does Christopher Paul Curtis make you feel when describing the events 

on the bus and what happened between Kenny and Rufus after? 
11. Kenny bursts into tears when his mother asks him about Rufus.  What caused 

this explosion of emotion from Kenny?   
12. How did Kenny know who was at the door and what he had to do? 
13. What was it that brought Rufus back to Kenny’s house? 
14. Why did Momma dress Joey in all those layers of clothes? 
15. Other kids only said “Weird Watsons doing their Mummy imitations” when 

Byron wasn’t around.  Why?  
16. How does Christopher Paul Curtis describe Joey when she arrives at school? 
17. Which piece of clothing causes the greatest difficulty for Kenny?  How? 
18. What was so funny to Momma when Joey told her “she’s the laughing sock of 

the morning kindergarten”? 
19. Byron gives Kenny a history lesson regarding winter past.  What did his 

lesson include? 
 

EXTEND 
Write Write a short product from today’s prompt to connect to the unit theme. 
 
Key Paragraph, p. 1 

“It was one of those super-duper-cold Saturdays. One of those days that when 
you breathed out your breath kind of hung frozen in the air like a hunk of smoke and you 
could walk along and look exactly like a train glowing out big, fat, white puffs of smoke. 
It was so cold that if you were stupid enough to go outside your eyes would 
automatically blink a thousand times all by themselves, probably so the juice inside of 
them wouldn’t freeze up. It was so cold that if you spit, the slob would be an ice cube 
before it hit the ground. 
 It was about a zillion degrees below zero” (p. 1). 
 
Writing Prompt 

This passage from today’s reading is filled with dynamic and engaging details 
that really draw the reader in. Christopher Paul Curtis uses metaphors, figurative 
language, and imagery to make the reader feel like a part of the story.  
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In 1-2 paragraphs, make an argument for Christopher Paul Curtis’ use of 
metaphors and imagery in the passage (above) describing the cold. Why are his 
techniques effective? What other techniques could he have used? Would they be 
more or less effective at describing the cold? Use examples from the text as well 
as instances from your own life ton contribute to your claims. When you have 
completed your assignment, upload it to the online forum of your choice (Blog, 
Google Docs, etc.). 
 
Key Paragraph, p. 13 
 “I moved closer. I couldn’t believe my eyes! Byron’s mouth was frozen on the 
mirror! He was as stuck as a fly on flypaper!  

I could have done a lot of stuff to him. If it had been me with my lips stuck on 
something like this he’d have tortured me for a couple of days before he got help. Not 
me, though, I nearly broke my neck trying to get into the house to rescue Byron” (p. 13). 
 
Writing Prompt 

Write an argumentative paragraph arguing in favor of Kenny’s choice to 
help his brother instead of “[doing] a lot of stuff to him” while his lips are stuck 
on the mirror. How does his choice reflect justice? Remember that justice 
requires restraint and making choices that respect the rights of all. Support your 
claim with your own personal opinions as well as evidence from the text. When 
you have finished your assignment, upload a final version to the online forum of 
your choice (Google Docs, Blog, etc.). 
 
Key Paragraph, p. 25 
 “He punched me kind of soft in the arm and said, ‘At least you oughta make ‘em 
pay you for doin’ that mess. If it was me they’d be comin’ out they pockets with some 
foldin’ money every time they took me around.’ 
 I couldn’t believe it. I think Byron was proud of me!” (p. 25). 
 
Writing Prompt 

Kenny was shocked by Byron’s reaction. He was expecting and prepared for a 
beating from both Byron and Buphead. It dawned on Kenny that that Byron was actually 
proud of him, a reaction Kenny couldn’t believe happened. 

Pretend you are Byron. Write an argumentative letter addressed to Kenny 
that claims you are proud of him. Use words and phrases that you would expect 
the character to use, and make sure to support your stance with relevant details 
from the text. Provide a counter argument (when was a time when you were not 
proud of your brother?) and conclude your letter with a reiteration of your stance.  
 
Key Paragraph, p. 36-37 
 “This saver stuff wasn’t going anything like I thought it was supposed to. Rufus 
started acting like I was his friend. In the morning on the bus he’d always come sit next 
to me, and Mrs. Cordell put his regular seat next to mine in school. Every day at 
lunchtime he followed me out to the playground and ate half of my second sandwich, 
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then sneaked the other half to Cody. He even found out where we lived and started 
coming over every night around five-thirty” (p. 36-37). 
 
Writing Prompt 

Kenny describes the beginning of his friendship with Rufus and how Rufus 
started working his way into Kenny’s life and they began spending time together all day.  
Many friendships have unique beginnings. Some friends we are not prepared for and 
they work their way into our lives.   

Pretend you are Rufus. From his perspective, write an argumentative letter in 
which you claim that you are indeed already friends with Kenny, whether or not 
he recognizes it. What are the traits of a true friend? Do you see yourself friends 
with Kenny 5 years from now? 10 years from now? Use evidence from the text to 
support your view. Also, be sure to incorporate words and phrases that you 
believe this character would use.  
 
Key Paragraph, p. 44 

“‘I thought you was my friend. I didn’t think you was like all them other people,’ he 
said. ‘I thought you was different.’ He didn’t say this stuff like he was mad, he just 
sounded real, real sad. He pulled Cody out of the doorway and shut it” (p. 44).   
 
Writing Prompt 

Rufus tells Kenny how disappointed he felt when he laughed on the bus. Rufus 
believed Kenny would behave differently than the others, but, in this instance, Kenny 
realizes he has taken Rufus’s friendship for granted.  

Think about a time you took someone for granted. Or maybe, you were taken for 
granted instead. Have you ever had a similar situation?   

Pretend you are Rufus. Write an argumentative letter claiming how you 
thought he would have your back in any situation, but were disappointed to learn 
this was not true. Why were you disappointed with him in this situation? How 
would you have acted differently? Does his choice show justice or injustice? 
Remember, justice requires restraint and making choices that respect the rights 
of all.  
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1g6 Setting Chart 

Where 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

When 

Time 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Weather 
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5g6 Character Interaction Chart 
Character 1 to Character 2 

 
 
 
 
Character 1 to Character 3 
 
 
 

1 

  
 
 
 

 

   
 Character 2 to Character 1 

 
 
 
 
 
Character 2 to Character 3 
 
 
 

2 

 
 
 

  

Character 3 to Character 1 
 
 
 
 
Character 3 to Character 2 
 
 
 

3 
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4g6 Character Profile Chart 
example 1           example 1 

          
 Trait 1     Trait 2  

          
example 2   Character   example 2 

        
        

            
            
            
example 1         example 1 

        
 Trait 3   Trait 4  

          
example 2       example 2 
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Character Based Literacy Program  
Independent Study Lesson Plan 
The Watsons Go to Birmingham—1963, Week 2 
  
 
 
  

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

 

Justice Requires Restraint.   Justice demands I not say or do some 
things to myself, any other person, or the planet.  The actions I take, and 
the decisions I make, must respect the rights of all. 

 
Research and define each of the following background questions. They will be 
important pieces to the story. Answer each question in complete sentences. 
 
What was the Miracle Worker? 
 
Who was Eliot Ness? 
 
What is welfare? 
 
What is a Conk? 
 
Who was Clutch Cargo? 
 
Word Wall Here are vocabulary words to add to the Word Wall. 
 

hypnotized (54) crammed (54) frostbite (56) windbreaker (61) carp (62) 
parachutes (65) strangling (67) scrunched (72) traitor (72) squirmed (73) 
whacking (76) arrangements (76) peon (76) pouted (77) generous (81) 
linoleum (87) banned (90) tolerate (95) executed (98) drifted (98) 
chrome (101) squint (106) engineering (101)  pinnacle (103) squealed (109) 

 
READ 

Read Read the selection. 
 
Read p. 52-105 
 

RESPOND 
Timeline List 15-20 of the most important events on your Timeline. 
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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 trying 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 
Visit AAA to obtain a map of the Michigan area, a United States Map and a map of 
Alabama. Use these maps to track the locations the family visits throughout the novel.   
Locate Flint on the map of Michigan. 
 
Injustice T-Chart 
Create an Injustice T-chart. On one side of your chart track the injustices that occur as 
you read The Watsons Go to Birmingham – 1963. On the other side, write what needs 
to change the injustices. Remember, justice requires restraint and making decisions that 
respect the rights of all. 
 

EXPLORE 
Activity Explore the reading more deeply with a visual or oral language activity. 
 
Open Mind Portrait 
Add to your Kenny OMP, add 5-7 thought bubbles. What do you think Kenny was 
thinking and feeling in today’s events with the gloves, Maytag Washes, and The Great 
Carp Escape? 
 
Open Mind Portrait 
Create an open mind of Larry Dunn. What does he think about the gloves, Maytag 
Washes and The Great Carp Escape? How would his thoughts and feelings be different 
from Kenny’s? Add 5-7 thoughts to his OMP 
 
Character Interaction Chart 
Using Kenny, Byron and Larry Dunn fill out the character interaction chart.  
 
4c12 Cube  
Who, What, When, Where, Why cube—you should fill in the cube with information 
based on today’s reading.  
 
Advertisement 
Create a public service announcement for kids to not play with matches. 

• Your announcement should be clear and concise  
• No more than 1 paragraph  
• Contain clear instructions and details 
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• Appeal to a younger audience. 
• Use words or phrases you think would be attractive and appropriate for this 

audience 
 
4g6 Character Profile Chart 
Use the 4g6 Character Profile Chart to profile Byron’s character. Try to demonstrate two 
positive traits and two negative traits. You may use information from today as well as 
from prior readings. Use examples from the novel to support your trait. 
 
Use a second 4g6 Character Profile Chart to profile a character from your final writing 
product that is your life story. Try to choose someone complex like Byron that 
possesses clear positive and negative traits.  
 
Advertisement 
Create an advertisement for barbershops that specialize in the latest styles.  Pages 87-
88 will provide details into what Byron had done.  Today’s background information gives 
more information, more can be found by doing a Google search. Your ad should 
include: 

• Name of shop;  
• Motto;  
• Information on styles;  
• Picture;  
• Prices;  
• Contact information;  
• Other specialties and services. 

In addition to the Ads create an infomercial or radio advertisement. 
 
Open Mind Portrait 
Create an open mind portrait of Byron.  After everything Byron goes through today; 
Mom yelling at him, Kenny tormenting, Joey trying to convince him to run away and then 
Dad cutting off his hair what were his thoughts, how did he handle and manage all the 
emotions of the day? Are some of your feelings contradictory?  Add 5-7 thoughts to your 
OMP.  
 
Add bubbles to Kenny’s OMP you previously created be sure to include what he was 
thinking and feeling while picking up items around Flint for the Brown Bomber, talking 
toothbrushes and mustaches with Dad and finally the surprise of the newly installed 
record player. 
 
Cartoon 
Create a cartoon of today’s events—travelling around Flint picking up items for the 
Brown Bomber with Kenny and his family.  Be sure it is a better cartoon than Clutch 
Cargo as Kenny complained about it. 
 
Discussion  

http://www.scu.edu/character


17 
  

Character Education at the Markkula Center for Applied Ethics	
www.scu.edu/character                                                                                   	©SCU 2017	

 
Key Questions, p. 52-63 

1. Why do you think Byron has Kenny and Joey practice acting surprised? 
2. Are there any myths in your family that are told to get kids to do or not to do 

certain things? 
3. What do you think of the story of the garbage trucks Byron told?  Would that 

work on you?  For you? 
4. What are kindergarten-style gloves? 
5. What difference did you notice between Kenny’s old gloves and Larry’s new 

ones?  Is there a coincidence? 
6. Based on what you know so far, what conclusions can you draw about the 

friendship between Kenny and Rufus?  What clues from today’s reading lead 
you to conclude this? 

7. Have you ever had a friend like Rufus? 
8. How was Larry not like other bullies? 
9. What was Maytag Wash that Larry Dunn passed out? 
10. Why is it that Kenny thinks he made a mistake of telling Byron about his 

gloves and Larry Dunn? 
11. What makes a Larry Dunn a Larry Dunn? 
12. What would you say is the difference between Larry and Buphead? 
13. Why did Byron punch Kenny in the stomach? 
14. What does that say about his motives for initiating the Great Carp Escape? 
15. The Great Carp Escape was Byron’s excuse to do what? 
16. Why did Kenny regret telling Byron about the gloves? 

 
Key Questions, p. 64-74 

1. How did Joetta get Momma to let Byron off the hook? 
2. What the moral or reason for Momma’s Smokey the Bear story? 
3. Why do you think Byron locked the door to the bathroom? 
4. What clue leads Momma to the bathroom catching Bryon? 
5. Why does Kenny believe he is gonna get it from Momma for not turning in 

Byron for playing with matches? 
6. How did the matches become soaking wet in Momma's hands? 
7. Why was Joetta crying so much? 
8. What was Joetta’s solution to Momma instead of burning him with matches? 
9. In spite of feeling sorry for Byron Kenny still was curious.  What peaked his 

curiosity? 
10. Why didn’t Joetta answer Momma when she asked her “Now you really don’t 

think I want to hurt Byron do you?” 
11. How did Momma get Joey to agree to her plan? 
12. What made Byron come alive and snap out of his trance?  How did he react? 
13. What saved Byron from actually getting burned? 
14. How many more times did Momma try before finally giving up?  What made 

her finally give up? 
 
Key Questions, p. 75-85 

1. What makes Byron and Kenny believe the family is on welfare? 
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2. Why is Byron so upset when he believes the Watsons family is on welfare? 
3. When the boys get the groceries and get in line to check out Byron tells 

Kenny to hold the place while he looks at comic books.  Why does he do this? 
4. After leaving the store Byron’s mood changed immediately.  What changes 

his mood? 
5. Should Kenny have seen a trick coming from Byron after receiving the 

Swedish Crème cookies and green apples? 
6. How does Byron trick Kenny into keeping the secret about the “free food”? 
7. Why do you think Byron gets sick after he kills the mourning dove with the 

cookie? 
8. How does Christopher Paul Curtis show that Byron is not as tough as he 

pretends to be? 
9. What did Byron say was the reason for his throwing up? 
10. What did Byron do that proved to Kenny he felt bad about killing the mourning 

dove? 
 
Key Questions, p. 86-95 

1. What was Momma’s first clue about Byron being up to something? 
2. How does Momma react to seeing Byron’s hair?   
3. Why did Kenny enjoy the times when Kenny was about to really get it? 
4. Why do you think Joey is so protective of Byron and doesn’t want him to get 

in trouble? 
5. What does she suggest that Byron do? 
6. How does Momma sound so calm when she calls Byron down to see his Dad 

when she was so upset earlier? 
7. Why do you think Byron keeps doing things that his parents don’t approve of? 
8. How did Dad deal with Byron’s new hairstyle? 
9. Do you believe the punishment fit the crime? 
10. Dad tells Byron “You’re old enough now and you’ve been told enough, this 

time something’s going to be done.”  This is an example of what? 
 
Key Questions, p. 96-105 

1. What clues does Christopher Paul Curtis give that something was about to 
happen? 

2. What did Kenny see as the event that caused his parents to start acting 
strangely? 

3. How does each member of the family feel about the Brown Bomber? 
4. What was the final touch for the Brown Bomber that Dad made such a great 

introduction of? 
5. What personal care item does Dad always hide and why? 
6. Why do you think Kenny is so eager to have a real mustache like his dad’s? 
7. What comeback did Kenny have for Byron when he says he’s stupid for 

listening to everything their parent’s tell him? 
 

EXTEND 
Write Write a short product from today’s prompt to connect to the unit theme. 
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Key Paragraph, p. 47 
“With a Maytag Wash you had to go through all the different cycles that a 

washing machine did, and even though when Larry gave you a Maytag all of the cycles 
were exactly the same each part had a different name and the wash wasn’t done until 
you went through the final spin and had snow in every part of your face” (p. 47). 
 
Writing Prompt 

Everyone has a Larry Dunn in his/her childhood: someone who picks on, teases, 
and/or makes fun of you (or others).  

In 1-2 paragraphs, write an argumentative explanation as to why these 
‘Larry Dunn’ characters are harmful in a child’s life. What can they do to change 
their bullying habits? Have you ever had an experience with a bully like Larry 
Dunn? What kind of lasting affects stick with someone who has been bullied? 
Feel free to research bullying and its impacts, as well as integrate your own 
personal experiences in your paragraphs. Conclude by explaining what you 
believe to be the lesson in this story. Then go through a final editing process and 
revise your work.  
 
Key Paragraph, p. 67 

“I felt kind of sorry for Byron because Momma hadn’t let go of his neck and, even 
though he was a lot older, we could tell he was just as scared as me and Joetta. He 
kept pretending he was Daddy Cool, though, and the only way you could tell he was 
scared to death was by looking at his eyes” (p. 67). 
 
Writing Prompt 

Today’s reading we see a different side of Byron. He was afraid of Momma but 
tried to keep up the ”Daddy Cool” façade. Even though he tried to appear calm, his eyes 
told the truth of how scared he really was. In today’s reading, Byron was not the God of 
Clark Elementary who played protector to Kenny by giving Larry Dunn a beating during 
The Great Carp Escape in yesterday’s reading. Think about your life own experiences 
related to this incident.  

Today, make a comparison between the two different sides to Byron’s 
personality: the side that would be willing to beat someone up to protect his younger 
brother, and the other side that is afraid of Momma. Which side shows the most justice? 
Remember that justice requires restraint and making decisions that respect the rights of 
all. Write 1-2 argumentative paragraphs claiming which side of Byron’s 
personality exhibits the most justice. How is being true to oneself a kind of 
justice? If you were Byron’s younger brother, which side of his personality would 
you prefer? Use the juxtaposition of these two sides of Byron’s personality to 
allow your reader a window into the character’s complexity. 
 
Key Paragraph, p. 85 

“Leave it to Daddy Cool to kill a bird, then give it a funeral. Leave it to Daddy 
Cool to torture human kids at school all day long and never have his conscience bother 
him but to feel sorry for a stupid little grayish brown bird. 
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I don’t know, I really wished I was as smart as some people thought I was, ‘cause 
some of the time it was real hard to understand what was going on with Byron” (p. 85). 
 
Writing Prompt 

Byron is quite a complex character. He surprises his own brother on a regular 
basis with his actions, which seem unpredictable. Today he kills a bird then gives it a 
funeral. This shocks Kenny since he sees his brother being mean to kids at school and 
living without remorse. Consider your life story – how is it similar or different to Kenny or 
Byron’s? 

Write an argumentative paragraph in which you argue that your life story is 
either similar or different than Kenny or Byron’s life experiences in The Watsons 
Go to Birmingham. Does your personality have many sides? Are you a complex 
person like Byron? Or are your words and actions more consistent and 
predictable? Use evidence from the text as well as your own personal 
experiences to enhance your claim.  
 
Key Paragraph, p. 98 

“Byron stepped into the living room with a real mean scowl on his face. Not only 
had dad cut all of Byron’s hair off, he’d also shaved his head! By’s head was so shiny it 
looked like it was wet” (p. 98). 
 
Writing Prompt 

In today’s reading Byron has Buphead conk his hair, turning it reddish brown, 
straight, stiff and slick looking. Momma nearly has a heart attack when she sees it, but 
didn’t discipline him; she leaves that for Dad to do when he comes home. Much to 
Byron’s disappointment, Dad takes clippers and a razor to Byron’s new hairstyle and 
shaves it all off.  

Pretend you are Byron. Write an argumentative speech that will be presented 
to your parents explaining why you conked your hair and why you think they 
ought to let you keep it. Be logical in your approach. Give at least two good 
reasons for you to keep your hair conked. Provide a counterargument and be 
sure to conclude with a reiteration of your claims. Upload a final, word-processed 
version of your speech to the online forum of your choice (Blog, Google Docs, 
etc.). 
 
Key Paragraph, p. 104 

“Then Dad pulled one of his famous tricks on me. He said, ‘Kenny, look!’ and 
pointed out in the hallway. Even before I could think my head turned around and I 
followed Dad’s finger. When I saw nothing and looked back Dad was smiling a mile a 
minute, acting like he hadn’t done anything but I noticed that his toothbrush was gone. I 
let him know he didn’t fool me” (p. 104). 
 
Writing Prompt 

Kenny fell for another of his Dad’s tricks: “Hey look over there.” Kenny tried 
resisting this trick, but, before he even knew what happened, Dad cleverly hid his 
toothbrush. Do you have any family stories about your Dad or any other family member 
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pulling a prank, joke, sleight of hand or trick? If so, how does this person make you feel 
when they play tricks on you? Annoyed? Loved? Humorous?   

In a paragraph describe a trick that someone played on you and, in a 
second paragraph, argue whether or not you enjoyed it. Was it humorous? 
Embarrassing? Did it affect the relationship between you and the person who 
pranked you? Use words and phrases that are appropriate to the audience. Also, 
be sure to provide a counterargument somewhere in your second paragraph. 
Conclude your work with a reiteration of your stance. When you have completed 
your assignment, upload a final, word-processed version to the online forum of 
your choice (blog, Google Doc, etc.). 
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5g6 Character Interaction Chart 
Character 1 to Character 2 

 
 
 
 
Character 1 to Character 3 
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4c12 Cubing Who, What, When, Where, Why 

  Name   

  Who   

 What When Where 
 

 

  Why   
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Character Based Literacy Program  
Independent Study Lesson Plan 
The Watsons Go to Birmingham—1963, Week 3 
  
 
 

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

 

Justice Requires Restraint.   Justice demands I not say or do some 
things to myself, any other person, or the planet.  The actions I take, and 
the decisions I make, must respect the rights of all. 

 
Research and define each of the following background questions. They will be 
important pieces to the story. Answer each question in complete sentences. 
 
What was the TT AB-700 Ultra-Glide? 
 
What was the Lawrence Welk Show? 
 
What was the Ozzie and Harriet show? 
 
What is Appalachia? 
 
Where is Birmingham, Al? 
 
Word Wall Here are vocabulary words to add to the Word Wall. 
 

vibrations (110) imitating (111) precisely (111) dazzle (112) haphazardly (112) 
whether (122) temptations (123) hillbilly (126) dimple (127) precious (128) 
expressway (131) jive (134) payback (136) seniority (135) nonsense (136) 
gagged (139) sanitation (140) outhouse (144) deformed (145) nibbled (146) 
vittles (152) stubbles (152) disposition (153) troll (156) rabies (156) 

 
READ 

Read Read the selection. 
 

Read p. 110-158 
 

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

• First, fix the facts: who, what, when, where, why 
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• 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 trying 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 
Visit AAA to obtain a map of the Michigan area, a United States Map and a map of 
Alabama. Use these maps to track the locations the family visits throughout the novel.   
Locate Flint on the map of Michigan. 
 
Injustice T-Chart 
Create an Injustice T-chart. On one side of your chart track the injustices that occur as 
you read The Watsons Go to Birmingham – 1963. On the other side, write what needs 
to change the injustices. Remember, justice requires restraint and making decisions that 
respect the rights of all. 
 

EXPLORE 
Activity Explore the reading more deeply with a visual or oral language activity. 
 
Plot Profile Chart 
You have had a lot of opportunities thus far to write pieces of your life history, compare 
and contrast your own experiences with situations the characters encounter, and to 
develop strong characters. As in The Watsons Go to Birmingham, you are going to 
combine a string of biographical events around a major event in your life or around a 
specific time period.  
 
Choose a time period of your life or major event you experienced. Reflect on it and 
brainstorm ways you would like to organize your tale around it. It might be a moment in 
time (like an earthquake), or it may be a specific year of your life. You can choose to 
focus on a time in which things were going particularly well for you, or reflect on a time 
when things were not going well. While you may have several characters in your story, 
one ought to become the central character.  
 
Use a Plot Profile Chart to plot 10 important events and their level of intensity from a 
particular period of time in your life.   
 
Advertisement 
Create an advertisement for the True-Tone AB-700 model the Ultra-Glide. Be sure to 
include: 

• Name 
• Motto/Slogan 
• Features 
• Cost 
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• Contact information 
• Illustration or picture 

 
Suitcase 
Imagine you are Byron and are about the move to Birmingham for at least the summer, 
possibly longer. What would you need to pack to take with you? Think about the 
difference in weather.   
 
Cooler 
Mamma has planned out the meals for each day, packed plenty of food and drinks. If 
you were packing a cooler full of meals and snacks what would you pack? Look at 
pages 132-33 to see what Mamma had prepared. Create a cooler and list the items you 
would take. What do you think is important? Why? 
 
Open Mind Portrait 
Add 5-7 thought bubbles to your Open Mind Portrait of Kenny. Include thoughts of 
preparing for the trip and the trip so far. What do you think Kenny is thinking and feeling 
as he prepares to leave his home?  
 
Postcard 
Create a postcard with a picture on one side depicting the setting of the Appalachian 
rest stop. Pretend you are Kenny. Send a message to Rufus on the other side, 
explaining why your family is so nervous at this stop. Do not forget to properly address 
the postcard.  
 
Sketch/Prop 
Recreate the Watsons car the Brown Bomber, Kenny gives a vivid description of the 
Brown Bomber over the past couple days. Using information from the book and some 
imagination, make your own version of the Brown Bomber. You can use any medium of 
art you choose: sketch, paint, paper Mache, clay or cardboard. 
 
Discussion  
 
Key Questions, p. 110-120  

1. What was the “TT AB-700, Ultra-Glide”? 
2. Why does Dad imitate the guy who sold him the record player? 
3. How does Christopher Paul Curtis build suspense? 
4. Dad pretends to be a radio disc jockey.  Why? 
5. How did Dad handle being rushed or complained to? 
6. What song did Dad dedicate to Momma? 
7. After Dad’s song to Momma what did the Watsons family do next? 
8. Everyone got to choose four songs each.  What did Kenny do with his four 

choices? 
9. Where are the Watsons going and why? 
10. Why do the Watsons think sending Byron to Grandma Sands in Alabama for 

the summer will help him behave better?  Do you think it will work? 
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11. How did Momma describe Birmingham? 
12. Do you think it sounds the same as life in Flint? 
13. What were the three good reasons Byron had not been previously sent to 

Grandma Sands? 
14. How did Byron handle the news? 

 
Key Questions, p. 121-130 

1. Why did Kenny suggest the just drive down to Ohio instead of going all the 
way to Alabama? 

2. Why was it so difficult for Dad to talk with Kenny about the racial problems 
going on in parts of the South? 

3. According to Dad, why is it necessary to send Byron to Grandma Sands in 
Birmingham? 

4. How will Birmingham be less of a temptation for Byron than Flint? 
5. How does Kenny feel about Dad speaking to him as a grown-up? 
6. What did Dad do to explain to Kenny that being a grown-up isn’t anything to 

be scared of? 
7. What does Dad believe is scarier than growing up? 
8. What explanation does Dad give Kenny when he asks the reason for buying 

the TT-700 Ultra Glide for the Brown Bomber? 
9. What gift does Joey receive from Mrs. Davidson?  Why does she hide it in her 

socks drawer? 
10. Why didn’t Byron do anything to get ready to go to Alabama? 
11. How did Momma and Dad learn of Byron’s attempted prison break? 
12. What was the solution? 

 
Key Questions, p. 131-137 

1. Why do you think Momma is so careful with her planning of the trip?   
2. When Dad says “Y’all colored folks cain’t be jes’ pullin’ up tuh any ol’ way-uh 

and be ‘spectin tuh get no room uh no food, yuh heah, boy” what was he 
explaining to Kenny and the rest of the Watsons kids? 

3. How did Momma get all the information for the drive?  Why did she do it? 
4. What was Buphead’s feeling about Byron going to Alabama for the summer? 
5. What does Byron have up his sleeve to ruin the Ozzie and Harriet TV show 

plans his parents have for the drive? 
6. When Byron asks about the record player what does Dad tell about the 

reason for not playing until Ohio? 
7. Why will seniority be used to decide order of music selection?  
8. Kenny seemed happy that he bugged Byron more than he felt bugged.  Why 

does he feel this way? 
 
Key Questions, p. 138-148 

1. What difference do Kenny and Byron find between rest stops in Michigan and 
Ohio? 

2. Why was Kenny the only Watson to drink the Kool-Aid? 
3. How does Grandma Sands feel about indoor plumbing? 
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4. Who was Buster Brown?  What did he look like? 
5. How did Kenny find out that Dad was planning on driving straight through to 

Alabama? 
6. Why didn’t Kenny tell Momma of Dad’s plan? 
7. What had Joey find so amazing about Tennessee and the Appalachia 

Mountains? 
8. Why did Kenny feel scared when the family stopped in the Appalachia 

Mountains of Tennessee? 
 
Key Questions, p. 149-158 

1. What did Dad compare to a stuck record? 
2. What secret did Dad ask Kenny to keep? 
3. Kenny realized they’d been in the car a long time by noticing what? 
4. Why was Kenny so surprised to find Dad not only listening to country and 

western music but tapping his hand and really enjoying it? 
5. How does Momma respond to Dad when he is explaining changing 

everyone’s names to “country names”? 
6. What was Dad’s secret to getting his family to “ sleep like a little herd of 

angels”? 
7. Why was Momma Dad’s biggest worry? 
8. What was the ace up Dad’s sleeve when it came to getting Momma to go 

along with his plan? 
9. Where did Dad learn his second secret for putting the family to sleep? 
10. What was the secret that Dad learned to put the family to sleep? 
11. How is Birmingham like Flint? 
12. Why did Kenny expect to see a troll bigger than Dad when Grandma Sands 

walked outside her house? 
13. What did Grandma Sands actually look like? 
14. As they walked up to meet Grandma Sands and exchange hugs everyone 

started to cry.  Why did they cry? 
15. What does Kenny imagine when he thinks of the meeting between Byron and 

Grandma Sands? 
 

EXTEND 
Write Write a short product from today’s prompt to connect to the unit theme. 
 
Key Paragraph, p.118 

“You’ve cut school so much that Mr. Alums has come here three times to see 
what’s wrong with you, you’ve been lighting fires, you’ve been taking change out of my 
purse, you’ve been in fights, you had that trouble up at Mitchell’s Food Fair, you had 
that…that…problem with Mary Ann Hill, you set mousetraps in the back yard for birds, 
you fell out of that tree when you were trying to see if that poor cat always landed on its 
feet, you got that conk, you joined that gang…There’s just too much Byron. We can’t 
have all this nonsense going on” (p. 118). 
 
Writing Prompt 
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Byron has been getting into trouble because of the poor choices he continues to 
make. Pretend you are Byron, who, faced with many absences and detentions, decides 
to write to the principal of the school. In a 1-2 paragraph letter, argue that one of your 
many offences should be forgiven. Explain the situation in detail and provide 
reasons as to why it should be excused. Be sure to include all five W’s; Who, 
What, When Where and Why.  Don’t forget to use a formal tone and language that 
is appropriate to convince your principal. Provide a counterargument, but be sure 
to conclude with a reiteration of your stance.  
 
Key Paragraph, p. 129 

“We’d just got into bed. Byron was up in his bunk and I was down in mine. I was 
so excited that I was talking a mile a minute, but I was talking to myself. Byron wouldn’t 
answer to anything. There was a knock at the bedroom door” (p. 129).  
 
Writing Prompt 

The key paragraph above ends with a cliffhanger. Christopher Paul Curtis does 
this to push you to continue reading so you can find out what happens next.  

Address a short letter to your teacher and classmates. Argue in favor of 
using cliffhangers in your own biography. How do cliffhangers positively impact 
the audience? Does suspense encourage people to continue reading? Or does it 
make them want to put the book down? In your writing, use words and phrases 
that are appropriate to the audience you are addressing. Use your own personal 
opinions and experiences to support your claims. Provide a counterargument and 
be sure to conclude with a reiteration of your stance. Upload a final, word-
processed version of your letter to the online forum of your choice (Blog, Google 
Docs, etc.).  
 
Key Paragraph, p. 132-33 

“Momma had everything planned about the trip, everything! Where we’d eat, 
when we’d eat, who got baloney sandwiches on Day One, who got tuna fish on Day 
Two, who got peanut butter and jelly on Day Three? She’d figured out how long we 
could hold ourselves between going to the bathroom, how much money we’d spend on 
hamburgers, how much was for emergencies, everything” (p. 132-133). 
 
Writing Prompt 

In the paragraph above Kenny describes how Momma had planned out every 
detail of the trip; where they eat, when they eat and who eats what as well as details 
regarding the spending of money and use of bathroom breaks. Have you ever taking a 
trip with someone who planned like Momma? What benefits does this have? What are 
the drawbacks of planning every detail?   

Write a paragraph in which you argue either for or against this kind of 
behavior. Would you rather plan out every detail? Or adapt your plan as you go 
and just see what happens? Which way do you think is superior and why? Use 
details from past experience in your own life to support your claims. Provide a 
counterargument, and be sure to end with a reiteration of your stance. When you 
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have completed a final, word-processed version of your paragraph to the online 
forum of your choice (Blog, Google Docs, etc.). 
 
Key Paragraph, p. 146 

“‘Man they got crackers and rednecks up here that ain’t never seen no Negroes 
before. If they caught your ass out here like this they’d hang you now, then eat you 
later’” (p. 146).  
 
Writing Prompt 

The above paragraph foreshadows the possibility of racial trouble for the 
Watsons. Yesterday, you reflected on the use of a cliffhanger as a literary device.  
Today, you are going to reflect on the use of foreshadowing: is it effective? Or it is 
unnecessary? 

In an argumentative paragraph, write either in favor or against Christopher 
Paul Curtis’ use of foreshadowing in today’s reading. Do you find it effective? Is it 
helpful in pointing towards what is going to happen next? Or would you rather be 
surprised? Use examples from today’s reading as well as personal opinion to 
support your claims. Be sure to include a rebuttal or a counterargument in your 
paragraph and conclude with a reiteration of your stance. Upload a final, word-
processed version of your paragraph to the online forum of your choice (Blog, 
Google Docs, etc.). 
 
Key Paragraph, p. 156 

“All the Weird Watsons had real good imaginations but none of us was ready for 
what came out of the door of that house. 

I was expecting a troll. I thought Grandma Sands would be bigger than Dad, I 
thought she’d be foaming at the mouth like she had rabies” (p. 156). 
 
Writing Prompt 

Kenny is unsure what to expect when he meets Grandma Sands, Byron has told 
him stories filling his head with crazy images where he thinks she’s going to look like a 
troll bigger than Dad and foaming at the mouth. Have you ever had someone describe a 
family member you hadn’t meet or a stranger? How did you imagine the person? Who 
was it that told you about this person? 

Write a paragraph arguing either for or against this approach of 
preconceived notions. Draw on your own life for an example to support your 
argument. How can judging a person before you know them be a bad thing? How 
is it helpful to prepare yourself before you meet someone so you know what to 
expect? Be sure to provide a counterargument and conclude with a reiteration of 
your claims. 
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Character Based Literacy Program  
Independent Study Lesson Plan 
The Watsons Go to Birmingham—1963, Week 4 
  
 
 
 

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

 

Justice Requires Restraint.   Justice demands I not say or do some 
things to myself, any other person, or the planet.  The actions I take, and 
the decisions I make, must respect the rights of all. 

 
Research and define each of the following background questions. They will be 
important pieces to the story. Answer each question in complete sentences. 
 
What is coon (raccoon) hunting? 
 
What was Winnie the Pooh? 
 
What happened on Sunday September 15, 1973 in Birmingham? 
 
Who was Bat Fink? 
 
What was the Civil Rights Movement? 
 
Word Wall Here are vocabulary words to add to the Word Wall. 
 

puny (159) leaky (162) wilier (163) hilarious (165) scolding (168) 
trespassing (169) stingy (170) bobbed (175) wade (173) hollered (176) 
flutter (186) magnolia (181) curiosity (183) magnet  (184) clomping (189) 
reputation (196) genies (193) disgusting (193) threatened (195) snitch (195) 
ashamed (203) pervasive (207) tension (208) provoke (208) movement  (209) 

 
READ 

Read Read the selection. 
 

Read p. 159-210 
 

RESPOND 
Timeline List 15-20 of the most important events on your Timeline. 
 
Think about what you read today and begin your timeline 
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• 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 trying 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 
Visit AAA to obtain a map of the Michigan area, a United States Map and a map of 
Alabama. Use these maps to track the locations the family visits throughout the novel.   
Locate Flint on the map of Michigan. 
 
Injustice T-Chart 
Create an Injustice T-chart. On one side of your chart track the injustices that occur as 
you read The Watsons Go to Birmingham – 1963. On the other side, write what needs 
to change the injustices. Remember, justice requires restraint and making decisions that 
respect the rights of all. 
 

EXPLORE 
Activity Explore the reading more deeply with a visual or oral language activity. 
 
Cubing an Action 
Mr. Robert tells Byron and Kenny that he and his old dog Toddy saved each other’s 
lives. Create your cube based upon what Mr. Robert describes. 
 
Open Mind Portrait 
Add bubbles to your OMP of Kenny. What is going on now that Kenny’s in Alabama?  
What does he think of the new area? How does he feel about Grandma Sands and Mr. 
Robert? What was he thinking going to Collier’s Landing? What made him wade deeper 
into the water? How did he feel as he was struggling with Wool Pool? What impact did 
having Byron save him have? Add 5-7 bubbles to your Kenny and Byron open mind 
portraits. What are they thinking and feeling in today’s reading? Be as descriptive as 
possible.  
 
Advertisement 
Create an ad or warning sign for Collier’s Landing. What would you create to discourage 
kids from swimming at the spot? What would you say to keep them out? How could you 
prevent anymore accidental drowning? Your ad should be clear and concise, feel free to 
conduct research into whirlpools to contribute to your advertisement. 
 
Cartoon / Storyboard 
Create a cartoon or storyboard of the battle between Wool Pool and Byron over Kenny.  
Re-read pages 176-179 to get details for you project. 
 

http://www.scu.edu/character


34 
  

Character Education at the Markkula Center for Applied Ethics	
www.scu.edu/character                                                                                   	©SCU 2017	

Newspaper  
Create a newspaper front page based on the events at the church in today’s reading.  

• Give the newspaper a title 
• Create a Headline regarding today’s top story 
• Write a strong introduction 
• Provide a photo or two of the scene in or near the church 
•  Record the caption under the photos 
• Include a feature article about the heroism  

You may find that research concerning the actual event will be helpful in constructing 
your newspaper headline and acquiring a photo.  
 
News Report 
Prepare a news broadcast from the scene of the church bombing in Birmingham. Write 
a script, think of visual shots you would want, who would you interview, what reactions 
do you expect?   
 
Sketch 
The scene at the church as Kenny is looking for Joey 
 
Character Profile Chart 
After finishing your 4g6 character profile chart of Byron look back at the 4g6 you created 
on Day 8, how had Byron changed over the past 11 days of reading? What kinds of 
injustices has he faced in the novel? How do you think his understanding of justice 
changed? 
 
Note Card Writing Aid 
Number five note cards 1-5  

• Label the first one “Introduction,  
• Label 2, 3, and 4 “Middle,”  
• Label 5 “Ending.”   
• Further label the first card, “Catchy Beginning. 
• Label the second card, “Setting and context, 
• Label the third and fourth, “summary.”  
• Label the fifth card “My Purpose and Lesson” 

 
Self-Portrait 
Create a self-portrait super-hero using construction paper and anything else you have. 
Dress him or her in super-hero clothing and decide on special powers. Come up with a 
slogan that demonstrates who or what you intend to be the hero for in life.   
 
Discussion  
 
Key Questions, p. 159-168 

1. What surprise does Grandma Sands have for Momma? 
2. How does Momma react? 
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3. How did the big battle between Grandma Sands and Byron turn out?  How did 
Kenny describe it? 

4. How does Byron explain his behavior to Kenny?  Are you surprised by this? 
5. What does Mr. Robert tell the Watsons men about his dog Toddy? 
6. How did Toddy save Mr. Robert’s life? 
7. Why was Momma having such a difficult time adjusting to Birmingham?  Why 

was she asking Grandma Sands so many questions? 
8. How did Grandma Sands handle the multitude of questions by Momma? 
9. What made Kenny believe that he had interrupted something important 

between Momma and Grandma Sands? 
10. Why does Momma keep questioning Grandma Sands over her relationship 

with Mr. Robert? 
11. How did Momma behaving this way make Kenny feel?  What did he think? 
12. What impact did the heat have on Kenny and Joey? 
13. How was Byron handling the weather in Birmingham? 
14. Why does Birmingham seem to Kenny to be a serious punishment? 

 
Key Questions, p. 169-179 

1. Why does Kenny want to go to Collier’s Landing? 
2. What is the irony in Kenny and Byron’s discussion in front of Collier’s 

Landing? 
3. Byron tells Kenny and Joey a story about Wool Pooh. What is the reason for 

him telling this story? 
4. What does this say about his character?   
5. How did Byron make Joey feel better about Wool Pooh? 
6. Why did Byron warn Kenny one more time before heading off in the opposite 

direction of Collier’s Landing? 
7. What does Kenny believe the reason for Joe Collier’s warning signs? 
8. What was the one good thing about getting into trouble? 
9. What were the first two warning signs Kenny saw? 
10. Why did Kenny end up going deeper into the water? What was he trying to 

do? 
11. How did Kenny lose his balance? 
12. When did Kenny really get scared? How would you have felt in the same 

situation? 
13. Who did Kenny see and do battle with in the water? 
14. How did Kenny finally get free of Wool Pooh? 
15. What did Byron do after getting Kenny free of Wool Pooh? 
16. What did you learn about Byron’s feelings for Kenny? Were you surprised? 

 
Key Questions, p. 180-190 

1. Kenny says he still felt weak and tired all the time. Why did he feel this way? 
2. How does Christopher Paul Curtis create the scene prior to anyone arriving 

on site? 
3. Why did Kenny believe he wasn’t curious about the sonic boom? 
4. What made Kenny think something was really wrong with him? 
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5. How did Kenny react to the scene at the church? 
6. Who did Kenny do battle with over the shiny black shoe? 
7. Why do you think he saw this? 
8. Why does Kenny rush back to Grandma Sands’ house? 
9. Why did Kenny take the shiny black shoe with him from the church? 
10. What was wrong with Kenny when Joey came into his room to thank him? 
11. Joey believes Kenny is being mean and trying to scare her. Why does she 

feel this way? 
 
Key Questions, p. 191-200 

1. How does Kenny learn what really happened in Birmingham? 
2. Where was Kenny’s secret hiding place in the house back home in Flint? 
3. Why were Momma and Dad especially worried about Kenny?   
4. What was the name of Kenny’s secret hiding place? 
5. How did Kenny’s secret hiding place get its name? 
6. What changed for Kenny when he returned from Birmingham regarding his 

relationship with Rufus? 
7. Why do you think Byron starts watching out for Kenny? Including him and 

even sleeping on the couch. 
8. Does Byron’s behavior surprise you? 
9. What does Byron do to get Kenny to check out of the World-Famous Watson 

Pet Hospital? 
10. What happens while Byron and Kenny are in the bathroom? 
11. What does Kenny tell Byron he feels ashamed about? 
12. What does Wool Pooh symbolize to Kenny? 

 
Key Questions, p. 201-210 

1. What is ironic about Byron blowing himself a kiss before leaving the 
bathroom? 

2. How does Byron try to make Momma feel better about Kenny? 
3. Why does Kenny feel that Byron is tough to figure out? 
4. What did Kenny say Byron was wrong about? 
5. What were the genies, angels and magic powers Kenny believed in? 
6. List the two things that Byron was right about. 
7. What was the series of historical events the Watsons family was center stage 

to? 
8. Describe life for African Americans in the South in 1963. 
9. What was the goal of the Civil Rights workers? 
10. What was the impact of the Civil Rights movement? What did they change? 
11. How would you describe the people who fought the Civil Rights movement? 

 
EXTEND 

Write Write a short product from today’s prompt to connect to the unit theme. 
 
Key Paragraph, p. 161. 

“Instead of King Kong and Godzilla, it was like King Kong and Bambi; instead of 
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Bobo Brazil and the Sheik, it was like Bobo Brazil and Captain Kangaroo; instead of 
Dracula and Frankenstein it was like Dracula and a giraffe, and Byron was all neck” 
(161). 
 
Writing Prompt 

In the above key paragraph, Kenny uses analogies to compare Grandma and 
Byron. He was expecting a major battle between them, but now it appears the battle will 
not happen. An analogy is a comparison between two different things in order to 
highlight some point of similarity.   

Write an argumentative paragraph claiming whether or not Christopher 
Paul Curtis’ use of analogy comparing Byron to Grandma is effective. What are 
the limitations of this method? How is it creative and attention grabbing? In your 
paragraph, try to use an analogy to prove your point. Use personal experience to 
support your opinions. Include a counterargument, but be sure to conclude with a 
reiteration of your claims. Upload your final word-processed paragraph to the 
online forum of your choice (Blog, Google Docs, etc.).  
 
Key Paragraph, p. 179 

“He just kept saying, ‘Kenny, Kenny, Kenny…’ a bunch of times with his mouth 
wide open on top of my head. I could feel his teeth grinding into my skull but By didn’t 
care.  I said, ‘Awww, man…’ and tried to make him quit, but all I could do was sit there 
too tired to do anything but let Daddy Cool nibble on the top of my head while he cried 
like a kindergarten baby” (p. 179). 
 
Writing Prompt 

We see another side of Byron today when he acts out of character and is a 
completely different person than the one we saw in Flint. He acts responsibly and 
courageously.  

Choose one person who is important in your life story and reflect on an instance 
when they acted courageously. Write 1-2 paragraphs arguing in favor of the 
qualities that make this person courageous. How can you be more like them?  
What makes this person act with courage? Be sure to include a counterargument 
in which you address the times when this person did not act courageously. 
Conclude with a reiteration of your stance. When you have completed this 
assignment, upload a word-processed version to the online forum of your choice 
(Blog, Google Doc, etc.).   
 
Key Paragraph, p. 183-84 

“I ran out onto the porch and into the street. It looked like someone had set off a 
people magnet, it seemed like everyone in Birmingham was running down the street, it 
looked like a river of scared brown bodies was being jerked in the same direction that 
By had gone, so I followed” (p. 183-84). 
 
Writing Prompt 

Christopher Paul Curtis brings us to a powerful climax today by describing the 
scene at the church as Kenny arrives.   
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 Write 2 argumentative paragraphs claiming that today’s reading is indeed 
the climax, or the most intense and suspenseful moment in the story. In the first 
paragraph, use evidence from the story and passages from the text to support 
this clam. In a second paragraph, describe how you felt while you were reading it 
and how this contributed to the overall feeling of suspense. Conclude your 
paragraphs with a reiteration of your stance. When you have completed your 
assignment, upload a final, word-processed version to the online forum of your 
choice (Blog, Google Docs).  
 
Key Paragraph, p. 203 

“Byron let go of my ear and thought for a second. ‘Kenny, things ain’t ever going 
to be fair. How’s it fair that two grown men could hate Negroes so much that they’d kill 
some kids just to stop them from going to school? How’s it fair that even though the 
cops down there might know who did it, nothing will probably ever happen to those 
men? It ain’t. But you just gotta understand that that’s the way it is and keep on 
steppin’’” (p. 203).  
 
Writing Prompt 

Most stories follow the climax with a falling action and a resolution. In this part of 
the story, things get sewn up and there is closure. Byron tells Kenny that things in the 
world are never going to be fair, but that should not stop anyone from continuing on with 
their lives.  

Do you agree with this statement? Is this a good resolution to the story? In 1-2 
paragraphs, argue either for or against this scene as an appropriate resolution. 
How did it make you feel? Was there a sense of closure? Was it everything you 
imagined it would be? How is Byron’s statement true/untrue?  Be specific and 
use evidence from the text, as well as personal opinions to support your claim. 
When you have finished, upload a final, word-processed version of your work to 
the online forum of your choice (Blog, Google Docs).   
 
Key Paragraph, p. 210 

“These people are the true American heroes. They are the boys and girls, the 
women and men who have seen that things are wrong and who have not been afraid to 
ask ‘Why can’t we change this?’ They are people who believe that as long as one 
person is being treated unfairly, we all are.  These are our heroes, and they still walk 
among us today.  One of them may be sitting next to you as you read this, or standing in 
the next room making your dinner, or waiting for you to come outside and play. 

One of them may be you” (p. 210). 
 
Writing Prompt 

Today’s reading identifies the fact that sometimes the real heroes in history are 
not always rewarded or made famous.  

Think about a person in your own life who is not famous but deserves to be 
because of their courageous and heroic acts. Write an argumentative paragraph in 
which you claim that this person is a hero. Use examples from your personal life 
to support your stance.  
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11c12 Cubing an Action 
 

  When and Where   

  Who   

 Cause Action Effect  

  Evaluation 
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 4g6 Character Profile Chart 
example 1           example 1 

          
 Trait 1     Trait 2  

          
example 2   Character   example 2 

        
        

            
            
            
example 1         example 1 

        
 Trait 3   Trait 4  

          
example 2       example 2 
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Character Based Literacy Program  
Independent Study Lesson Plan 
The Watsons Go to Birmingham—1963,  
Final Writing Product 
 

 

 
  
Oral History 
 

 

Justice Requires Restraint.   Justice demands I not say or do some 
things to myself, any other person, or the planet.  The actions I take, and 
the decisions I make, must respect the rights of all. 

 
Final Writing Product 

 
The Watsons Go to Birmingham reflects the CBL theme Justice Requires 

Restraint Justice demands I not say or do some things to myself, any other person, or 
the planet.  The actions I take, and the decisions I make, must respect the rights of all.  
The questions asked are questions that require justice.   

Today, write an essay arguing in favor of a situation in which you took a 
stand and acted justly. Focus on a specific life experience, and pick a time in 
which you had to stand up for justice, make a decision and defend a 
cause/person that you felt passionately about.  

Write 5 paragraphs: an intro describing the situation, 3 body paragraphs in 
which you identify different reasons you took a stand, and a conclusion that 
focuses on the outcomes of your choice. 

Be sure to provide a counterargument somewhere in your essay, but make 
sure your conclusion provides a reiteration of your claim. When you have 
completed a rough draft of your essay, upload it to an online forum of your 
choice, ‘share’ it with your teacher/peers, and invite them to give you feedback. 
When you have received constructive criticism, revisit your essay and make the 
changes necessary to improving your writing and argument.  
 

http://www.scu.edu/character

