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Character Based Literacy Program  
Independent Study Lesson Plan 
The Contender, Pre-Read Information 
 

 
 
 

 

Integrity Requires Wholeness.   Integrity requires that the way I live my 
life is whole, entire, undivided, sound, coherent, and principled.  Integrity 
moves me to do difficult and new things, not just easy and accustomed 
things. 

 
The Contender is a novel about a young man living in Harlem whose life takes him on a 
different path one evening. Alfred Brooks is a high school dropout who spends his days 
working at a grocery store and his evenings hanging out with his best friend, James. A 
slip of the tongue by Alfred leads him hiding out in a boxing gym and James in a police 
station. The Contender tells the tale of a young man who must overcome his own 
insecurities and struggles to become a contender and champion in life.  
 
Activities 

• Visit AAA to get a map of the United States and of New York. You will be asked 
to locate and label variety cities within New York including Harlem. Use the maps 
to track locations as they change in the novel.  

• Prediction Chart: you will be asked to predict what you think will happen next in 
the story.  

• You will draw Open Mind Portraits of Alfred Brooks and boxing club owner, Mr. 
Donatelli. 

• You will create a bookmark using “integrity” as the theme and will keep track of 
the various ways Alfred shows integrity.  

 
Community Connection 
Your community connection for this novel will be to investigate the history of social and 
recreational programs in the US. This project is divided into three parts: history, 
educational/vocational exploration, and community exploration. As we know, some 
populations have limited access.  You can do as much or as little of this project as you 
are able to do.  
 
History 
http://www.bgca.org/whoweare/Pages/History.aspx 
Investigate the two websites above for the YMCA and for the Boys and Girls Clubs of 
America.  
 
Read the history of each program and then answer the following questions: 

1.   How long has each organization been established? 
2.   What was going on in history that organized recreation was needed? 

http://www.bgca.org/whoweare/Pages/History.aspx
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3.   What kind of changes has each organization had to make to be able to continue 
to serve men, women, and children today? 

4.   What purpose does each group fill today? 
5.   Why is recreation so important to the development of our children and adults? 
6.   What is the basic motto of each group? 
7.   How does each group meet the needs of the community today? 

 
 
Vocational and Educational Exploration 
Use your web browser to investigate types of jobs that are in the recreation field.  
Pick one job that you are interested in.  What kind of degree do you need for that job? 
What schools offer a recreation degree?  What is the pay scale for the job you are 
interested in?  What interests you about that field?  List five other jobs that you could do 
with a recreation degree.  What are future trends in the field of recreation? 
 
Community Exploration 
Visit your city’s website.  Find the recreation providers that are in your city—they may 
be city run like a city park and recreation department, YMCA or YWCA, 4H, Boys and 
Girls Scouts, or church sponsored.  
 
Pick one organization you are interested in. Contact the volunteer coordinator for that 
group.  Ask if there are volunteer positions open.  Volunteer for the program and reflect 
on your experience. 
 
What population did you decide to work with?  Did you get to choose what you wanted 
to do or did the coordinator tell you what to do?  What kind of training was provided?  
What did you learn?  How was your experience? 
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Character Based Literacy Program  
Independent Study Lesson Plan 
The Contender, Week 1 
 

 
 

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

 

Integrity Requires Wholeness.   Integrity requires that the way I live my 
life is whole, entire, undivided, sound, coherent, and principled.  Integrity 
moves me to do difficult and new things, not just easy and accustomed 
things. 

 
Where is Harlem? 
 
Who is Sugar Ray Robinson? Joe Louis? 
 
What does it mean to be a contender?  
 
What is Black Nationalism?  
 
What is probation? 
 
Word Wall Here are vocabulary words to add to the Word Wall. 
 

stoop (1)  mumbled (3) mimicked (3) swaggered (4) synagogue (4) 
tenement (19) calloused (18) quivering (22) jukebox (26) stocky (28) 
rasping (29) adjusted (29) numbly (29) swivel (29) sacrifice (34) 
serenely (37) nationalist (37) congregation (40) suave (41) sophisticated (43) 
gritty (51) stitch (51) tension (56) grim (57) swaggered (57) 
 

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. 1-59 
 

RESPOND 
Timeline List the 15-20 most important on the 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 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 Instructions 
Create a map of the United States and highlight New York. Using a city map, locate and 
label where Harlem is. Visit AAA to get a map of New York State, New York City, 
Harlem, and a guidebook. Use the maps to track locations as they change in the novel.  
 
Vocabulary  
Create a list of boxing vocabulary and terminology. As you read, continue to add 
vocabulary.  
 
KWL Chart  
Make a KWL chart for Harlem in the 1960’s. Continue to add to your KWL chart as you 
read.  
 
Prediction Chart 
Make a Prediction Chart. Using a large piece of paper, make two columns. On one side 
of the paper, list what you think will happen. On the other side of the paper, keep track 
of the accuracy of your prediction. Remember to update the prediction chart every few 
days. 
 

EXPLORE 
Activity Explore the reading more deeply with a visual or oral language activity. 
 
Bloom Ball 
Add info to the bloom ball. The bloom ball is an on-going project for The Contender. You 
will be complete 12 sides of the ball with items from the novel as you read. Today, list 
the complete title of the book, the author’s first and last name, and your name. 
 
Open Mind Portrait: Create an Open Mind Portrait of a Character 
Complete an Open Mind Portrait of Alfred Brooks including thought bubbles and text 
blurbs. What are specific words and phrases he uses? What are some of his thoughts?  
     Materials: 

• Large piece of stiff paper for each character, like 11x17 oak tag 
• Paper for bubbles with scissors and glue sticks 
• Markers, crayons, pens, pencils, or paint 
• Construction or tissue paper, scissors and glue sticks if desired 

Step One: Create a large head shot of the character. 
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• Imagine what the character looks like from the descriptions in the text as well 
as from your imagination. You can make a list of these details to help you 
draw the character.  

• Decide how much of the character you wish to show: just the head and face? 
from the shoulders up? from the waist up? the whole person? You might want 
to include at least the shoulders to include some clothing details. You might 
want to show the size differences between characters. 

• Draw the character’s head shot including the face on the large piece of paper.  
You could also cut the paper to form the head.   

• Illustrate your portrait with colors, construction paper, or whatever will make 
the character colorful. 

Step Two: Place cartoon bubbles of character thoughts around the portrait. 
• Cut cartoon bubbles out. 
• Write things the character thinks or says to himself on each bubble. 
• Put the bubbles up around the portrait. 

Step Three: Add bubbles as you learn new things about the character 
• Read the story further and identify new things you have learned about the 

character or ways the character has changed. 
• Follow step 2 to create and place additional bubbles. 

Variations of this Open Mind Portrait 
• You can use this process for any character in the story.  
• You can use bubbles for what the character says to others, says to himself or 

herself, or does. You could make each of these different colors if you wish. 
• You could add bubbles for what the character learns or ways the character 

changes and use different colors for each. 
• You could use different colors for the beginning, middle, and end of the story.  

Remember, in the beginning you are introduced to the setting, the characters, 
and the problems they have. In the middle, you learn about the roadblocks to 
the characters solving their problems and conflicts occur. In the end of the 
story, those conflicts reach a peak and then resolve with a resolution of the 
character’s problems. 

• You could use different colors for the phases you see in a story or the 
development of a particular character. 

• Instead of using bubbles, you could write the bubble contents on the back of 
the portrait. You could use any of the variations above with color or print, or 
create columns or boxes for different categories or phases. 

• You could open the head like a hinge and list the contents [as though they 
were escaping from the space] using any of these variations. 

• You could make an Open Mind Portrait of yourself using any of the above 
variations. 

 
Bloom Ball  
The bloom ball is an on-going project for The Contender. Today use the name of a 
person, place, or thing from the story to create an acrostic poem. 
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Open Mind Portrait  
Add to the Open Mind Portrait of Alfred. Based on the facts of today’s reading, what do 
you thing he is thinking and feeling? Give him 3-5 new thoughts.  
 
Cubing  
Complete the 4c12 Cubing Who, What, When, Where, Why. You should use the 
information presented in the novel so far. Take time to chronicle key details, facts, 
definitions and details from the story. You can use Alfred or the boxers you read about 
today. Cubes can then be used to make a mobile or to use to assist in a writing product.  
 
Acrostic Poem 
Using The Contender or the word INTEGRITY as your subject word, write an acrostic 
poem. An acrostic poem, sometimes called a name poem, uses a word for its subject. 
Then each line of the poem begins with a letter from the subject word. This type of 
poetry doesn't have to rhyme. Use a dictionary or thesaurus to help find words that go 
with your theme.  
 
Open Mind Portrait 
Complete an Open Mind Portrait of Mr. Donatelli including thought bubbles and text 
blurbs. What do you think he is thinking, feeling, and doing? Add 3-5 thoughts. What are 
specific words and phrases he uses?  
 
Bloom Ball Activity  
Add info to the bloom ball. Today, draw the main character. Write complete name 
underneath. 
 

“Integrity moves people to do difficult and new things,  
not just easy and accustomed things.” 

Bookmark 
Create a bookmark. Refer to the definition of integrity above. On one side of your 
bookmark, list the different ways you show integrity. On the other side, keep a list of the 
ways Alfred shows integrity. Begin today by listing two things that Alfred has done so far 
in the story that have shown integrity. You can add to this throughout the novel.  
 
Bloom Ball Activity  
Add info to the bloom ball. Today, describe one setting (time/location/weather condition) 
of the story. 
 
Plot Profile Chart 
Make a Plot Profile Chart. Using objective writing, highlight 10 events from the story so 
far. Pick events that represent key themes and confronting societal norms within the 
story. In an additional column, rank the intensity level of each plot point.  
 
Discussion  
 
Key Questions, p. 1-17 
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1. When James is late to Alfred’s house, where does Alfred find him? 
2. Why do Hollis, Major, and Sonny make fun of Alfred?  
3. Do you think James is a good friend for not sticking up for him? 
4. Integrity Requires Wholeness: Why doesn’t Alfred go with Hollis, Major, 

James, and Sonny to the Epstein’s? Are his actions ones of principal and 
integrity?  

5. Where does Alfred go to wait for James? 
6. Do you think Alfred and James have a positive friendship? Explain.  
7. Have you ever had a friend that has negatively impacted your choices?  
8. Will it be easy for Alfred to live a life that is different than his peers?  
9. Integrity Requires Wholeness: Will Alfred succeed if he only changes parts of 

his approach, or will he have to be principled at all times to succeed?  
10. How did Alfred end up living with his Aunt Pearl? 

 
Key Questions, p. 18-28 

1. Why do you think Alfred lied to his Aunt Pearl about his injuries?  
2. Describe the area where Alfred lives. List 10 words used to describe his 

environment and their definitions.  
3. While on his walk, Alfred spots Henry but hides. Why do you think Alfred is 

avoiding Henry? 
4. Integrity Requires Wholeness: does Alfred’s life seem coherent right now or 

full of conflicting pieces? What steps has he taken so far toward positive 
change?  

5. What does Alfred mean when he says Joe Louis and Sugar Ray Robinson 
“made it, they got to be somebody”? 

6. Do you think Alfred’s definition of “being somebody” will change as the story 
progresses?  

7. Why does Alfred refer to himself as a “slave”? 
8. Do you think living a life of holistic Integrity is easy? Why is it worth it?  
9. Why do you think Alfred Brooks wants to be a fighter? Do you think he is 

serious about it? Explain.  
 
Key Questions, p. 29-36 

1. Who is Mr. Donatelli? What are his character traits? 
2. What ideas does Mr. Donatelli represent? How does his example show a 

consistent example of Integrity Requires Wholeness? 
3. What does this quote mean: “a man must have some fear and learn to control 

it, to make it work for him”? 
4. Do you think Alfred will quit boxing like he did school? Explain your reasons. 
5. Why is being a contender more important than being a champion? What is 

the difference between the two? 
6. Donatelli tells Alfred that there is no place to hide in a boxing ring and that 

you have to earn and work your way into the ring. What does it mean that you 
have to earn your way into the ring? 

7. How is working up your “wind and legs” important to boxing? 
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8. Alfred is on a strict diet of green vegetables, salad, and fresh fruit. Why is a 
person’s food diet important to boxing? Can’t you just eat anything you want 
and work out and still be strong in the gym? Why is diet important to people in 
general? 

9. Integrity Requires Wholeness: How does altering a diet and sleep pattern 
affect Alfred’s chances at being a good boxer?  

10. What is this chapter teaching the reader about discipline?  
11. How are the chapters beginning to work together to tell a larger story? Can 

you pick out themes or reccurring lessons?  
 
Key Questions, p. 37-49 

1. On the way to church, Alfred is stopped and harassed by a group of 
Nationalists. One of them says to Alfred, “pray to Whitey’s God, learn to Tom 
and turn the other cheek.”  What does that mean? Would you have kept 
walking just like Alfred? What would you have done instead? 

2. What kind of person is Aunt Pearl? Why don’t the nationalist comments 
bother her like they bother Alfred? 

3. This chapter talks about the power words can have over us. What are specific 
words the author uses in this chapter to create a style and tone?  

4. How does language help convey the building storyline and complex themes in 
this chapter?  

5. Who did Alfred see at the church that had the back of his neck itching and 
burning? 

6. Aunt Pearl told Uncle Wilson and Aunt Dorothy that Alfred’s injuries are from 
him falling off a stone fence. Why do you think she was dishonest with them? 
Do you think she should have told them the truth?  

7. Integrity Requires Wholeness: Alfred realizes that he is going to have to face 
the Epstein’s the next day. Should he tell them the truth about what 
happened?  

8. Do you think the Epstein’s will treat him different now? Do you think the 
Epstein’s might fire Alfred after knowing that one of his friends is arrested for 
attempted robbery of their store? 

9. If you were Alfred, would you have shown up to work? What does that tell you 
about Alfred’s character? 

 
Key Questions, p. 50-59 

1. Was it fair for the cops to stop Alfred when he was running in the park? 
2. Why do you think that Alfred is avoiding telling his Aunt about his training and 

wanting to be a boxer? 
3. Alfred first lies to the Lou Epstein about not knowing about the robbery. Then 

he tells him that he “heard something” about it. Do you believe that Alfred 
should have just told the truth about hearing about robbery to Lou Epstein? 
Do you think Alfred lying to Lou made them trust him even less? 

4. If you were telling the story of The Contender to a friend, how would you tell 
it? Could you tell it in a way that did not reveal bias toward liking or disliking 
certain characters?  
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5. Would you continue to work at a place where you know the owners and 
people around don’t trust you?  

6. This chapter discusses trust throughout. Why is being trustworthy and 
dependable important?  

7. The narrator says that if he were Lou or Ben Epstein, he thinks he would have 
fired Alfred for lying about knowing about the robbery. What is Lipsyte trying 
to tell you about the Epstein’s?  

8. How are the Epsteins and Alfred’s Aunt representative of Integrity Requires 
Wholeness? How do they respond to Alfred’s lies? How do they offer him 
chances for improvement?  

9. At the end of the chapter Alfred begins to think being a boxer and training is 
foolish. What parts of the process does he find most challenging?  

10. Is being a contender about just doing what is easy, or doing difficult and new 
things?  

 
EXTEND 

Write Write a short product based on today’s prompt to connect to the unit theme. 
 
Key Passage, p. 6 

“‘Look, Alfred, you don’t owe them anything.’ 
‘They gave me a job,’ said Alfred, surprised at how far away his own voice 

sounded. 
‘Big job,’ said Hollis. 
Alfred swallowed hard. ‘They was the only ones gave me a job when I quit 

school,’ he yelled. 
They fell silent. 
‘You come on, Alfred,’ said James softly. ‘Whitey been stealing from us for three 

hundred years. We just going to take some back’ (p. 6). 
 
Writing Prompt 

In this chapter, James tries to convince Alfred that burglarizing the Epstein’s 
store is okay. He justifies this by saying whites have been stealing from African 
American for three hundred years. 

In an explanatory paragraph, write if you believe stealing is wrong. Can you 
be a whole person and steal from someone else? Are we justified in doing 
something bad to someone because of a past wrong?  

After completing the paragraph above, take out a new sheet of paper. Write an 
informative list about a time when you did (or considered doing) something that 
you knew wasn’t right, but you justified it because of a past wrong.   

On one side, write what you told yourself to justify your actions. On the 
other list, write how you could have justified a different result. End your writing 
by creating a paragraph by reflecting on what a person of integrity would have 
thought or done. 
 
Key Passage, p. 21 
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“James was in jail. He burrowed deeper into the bed. It was his fault, letting it slip 
about the money in the cash register. His fault again not remembering about the new 
burglar alarm. Nice bed, soft and safe, away from all of them, he thought. Major and 
Hollis out on the street, looking to get me. The Epstein’s, they’ll be asking questions on 
Monday morning. They know James was my best friend. Was my best friend. No 
partner, nothing. Stay in bed, man, curl up like a baby, close your eyes, make the world 
go away” (p. 21). 
 
Writing Prompt 

Have you ever felt that you couldn’t face the world or that your problems were 
just too big? Write an explanatory paragraph about a time when you felt like hiding 
from the world. What was the situation that made you feel that way? What did you 
do to finally get back on track and get up and get going again? 

If there is time for a second writing activity, learn more about Joe Luis and Sugar 
Ray Robinson in action at the links below. After reading about the famous boxers, write 
an informative paragraph paper on their stories and traits that made them 
admirable. Explain what details about their approach led to their success? Are 
there specific quotes you can find that show their way of thinking?  
 
Joe Luis 
http://video.google.com/videosearch?hl=en&rlz=1T4GWYE_enUS310US206&q=joe+lui
s&um=1&ie=UTF-8&ei=H0jWSb7-
NaKktAOvg5mrCg&sa=X&oi=video_result_group&resnum=7&ct=title# 

 
http://video.google.com/videosearch?hl=en&rlz=1T4GWYE_enUS310US206&q=joe+lui
s&um=1&ie=UTF-8&ei=H0jWSb7-
NaKktAOvg5mrCg&sa=X&oi=video_result_group&resnum=7&ct=title# 

 
Sugar Ray Robinson 
http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=-1074789965571336815 
 
Key Passage, p. 35 

“‘Everybody wants to be a champion. That’s not enough. You have to start by 
wanting to be a contender, the man coming up, the man who knows there’s a good 
chance he’ll never get to the top, the man who’s willing to sweat and bleed to get up as 
high as his legs and his brains and his heart will take him. That must sound corny to 
you.’ 

‘No.’ 
‘It’s the climbing that makes the man. Getting to the top is an extra reward’” (p. 

35). 
 
Writing Prompt 

Everyone wants to be a champion in one area or another, but first most people 
need to be a contender. In an explanatory paragraph, detail the ways you are a 
contender? What do you really want to accomplish? Write an additional 
explanatory paragraph telling the energy and sacrifices you are willing to make to 

http://video.google.com/videosearch?hl=en&rlz=1T4GWYE_enUS310US206&q=joe+luis&um=1&ie=UTF-8&ei=H0jWSb7-NaKktAOvg5mrCg&sa=X&oi=video_result_group&resnum=7&ct=title
http://video.google.com/videosearch?hl=en&rlz=1T4GWYE_enUS310US206&q=joe+luis&um=1&ie=UTF-8&ei=H0jWSb7-NaKktAOvg5mrCg&sa=X&oi=video_result_group&resnum=7&ct=title
http://video.google.com/videosearch?hl=en&rlz=1T4GWYE_enUS310US206&q=joe+luis&um=1&ie=UTF-8&ei=H0jWSb7-NaKktAOvg5mrCg&sa=X&oi=video_result_group&resnum=7&ct=title
http://video.google.com/videosearch?hl=en&rlz=1T4GWYE_enUS310US206&q=joe+luis&um=1&ie=UTF-8&ei=H0jWSb7-NaKktAOvg5mrCg&sa=X&oi=video_result_group&resnum=7&ct=title
http://video.google.com/videosearch?hl=en&rlz=1T4GWYE_enUS310US206&q=joe+luis&um=1&ie=UTF-8&ei=H0jWSb7-NaKktAOvg5mrCg&sa=X&oi=video_result_group&resnum=7&ct=title
http://video.google.com/videosearch?hl=en&rlz=1T4GWYE_enUS310US206&q=joe+luis&um=1&ie=UTF-8&ei=H0jWSb7-NaKktAOvg5mrCg&sa=X&oi=video_result_group&resnum=7&ct=title
http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=-1074789965571336815
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reach your goal. Will you be defeated if you are unable to reach this goal or will 
your efforts as a contender make you a better person? 
 
Key Passage, p. 46 

“But he always heard about Jeff, winning all the prizes at high school graduation, 
a scholarship to college. And he had to look at all the pictures – Jeff in a tuxedo at his 
freshman prom, Jeff being sworn in as president of his sophomore class, Jeff shaking 
hands with somebody important. He sank deeper into the chair, feeling all the good food 
lying heavily on his stomach” (p. 46). 
 
Writing Prompt 

Alfred compares himself to his older cousin who seems to have everything: 
recognition, an education, doting parents, and a future. It makes him feel uncomfortable, 
dissatisfied with his life, and less of a person in comparison. Do you sometimes 
compare yourself to others? What are the traits that others have that you would like 
also? Write an explanatory paragraph about four traits that you would like to have 
and explain why they are important to you.  
 
Key Passage, p. 55 
 “You’re a good boy, Alfred; we all think you’re a good boy. I told the police not to 
bother you. But sometimes it’s hard to….well, we trust you, but for your own sake 
there’s no point in tempting fate. You understand” (p. 55). 
 
Writing Prompt 

Have people ever treated you as guilty by association? Have they judged you by 
the people you hang out with? Write an explanatory paragraph about a time when 
you were treated poorly because of whom you were with. Was it fair? What 
solutions can you come up with to change people’s perception of you? Will this 
experience make you think twice before making quick judgments about others? 
Use descriptions and details to convey the situation to your reader.  
 
Close Close by extending today’s lesson to life and the world. 
 
Community Connection  
Vocational and Educational Exploration 
In Chapter 1, Alfred is set apart by his willingness to work and secure employment. Use 
your web browser to investigate types of jobs you might want to do. Pick one job that 
you are interested in. What does the job require? Are there technical skills you need, or 
a degree from a university? What is the pay scale for the job you are interested in? 
What interests you about that field? Make a table with headings showing possible jobs 
and the steps necessary to be a competitive candidate.  
 
Community Connection 
Your community connection for this novel will be to investigate the history of social and 
recreational programs in the US. This project is divided into three parts: history, 
educational/vocational exploration, and community exploration. As we know, some 
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populations have limited access. You can do as much or as little of this project as you 
are able to.  
History  
Investigate the two websites above for the YMCA and for the Boys and Girls Clubs of 
America.  
http://www.ymca.net/about_the_ymca/history_of_the_ymca.html 
http://www.bgca.org/whoweare/Pages/History.aspx 
 
History 
After reading about the history of the YMCA and The Boys and Girls Club, answer the 
following questions:  

1.   How long has each organization been established? 
2.   What was going on in history that organized recreation was needed? 
3.   What kind of changes has each organization had to make to be able to continue 

to serve men, women, and children today? 
4.   What purpose does each group fill today? 
5.   Why is recreation so important to the development of our children and adults? 
6.   What is the basic motto of each group? 
7.   How does each group meet the needs of the community today? 

 
Community Exploration 
Visit your city’s website. Find the recreation providers that are in your city—they may be 
city run like a city park and recreation department, YMCA or YWCA, 4H, Boys and Girls 
Scouts, or church sponsored. Pick one organization you are interested in. Contact the 
volunteer coordinator for that group.  Ask if there are volunteer positions open.  Sign up 
to volunteer where there are openings.  
 
Community Exploration  
Volunteer for the program that you researched. What is their mission? How do they 
show it in their work? Take notes about who you meet, how the organization is run, and 
what surprised you.  
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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 Contender, Week 2 
 

 
 

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

 

Integrity Requires Wholeness.   Integrity requires that the way I live my 
life is whole, entire, undivided, sound, coherent, and principled.  Integrity 
moves me to do difficult and new things, not just easy and accustomed 
things. 

 
Who is Cassius Clay?  
 
Where is Madison Square Garden? What is it?  
 
What is self-confidence? 
 
What does it mean to be impatient?  
 
What is peer pressure?  
 
Word Wall Here are vocabulary words to add to the Word Wall. 
 

medicine balls (61) amateurs (61) spectacles (63) satchel (67) spar (69) 
dignified (75) preliminary (76) bouts (76) stoop (77) marquee (84) 
quivering (90) flex (91) slave (93) snarl (95) stern (96) 
cackled (101) strayed (102) lull (104) racketeers (106) sullen (110)  
sprawled (116) dragged (118) fumbling (121) buckling (121) blaring (126) 

 
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. 60-128 
 
 
 

http://www.scu.edu/character


Character Education at the Markkula Center for Applied Ethics 
www.scu.edu/character                                                                           ©SCU 2016 

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? 
 
Map Instructions 
Continue to track locations on your map as they change in the novel.  
 
Vocabulary  
Continue adding to your list of boxing vocabulary and terminology. 
 
KWL Chart  
Continue to add to your KWL chart of Harlem in the 1960’s as you read.  
 
Prediction Chart 
Remember to update your prediction chart every few days. 
 

EXPLORE 
Activity Explore the reading more deeply with a visual or oral language activity. 
 
Advertisement 
Create an advertisement poster for Donatelli’s gym using the information in this chapter. 
Your audience is the street kids in Harlem. Be sure to include the name of the gym, 
location, cost, amenities (Does it have world-class trainers? Shower? Spa?), and how 
the gym can help you (focus, weight loss, grades etc.). Based on what you have learned 
so far from the reading, draw a picture of the main character for your bloom ball. Use 
the descriptions from the novel. You can also include pictures of things he likes.  
 
Bloom Ball Activity  
Add info to the bloom ball. Today draw a conflict from the story and label it by type and 
kind (external—struggle with force outside one’s self—or internal—struggle within one’s 
self). 
 
Character Profile Chart 
Create a Character Profile Chart for Alfred Brooks.  Using the CPC, label the center 
Alfred.  Choose four character traits you feel Alfred has.  Use the novel to find examples 
of that trait.  
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Bookmark 
Add to the integrity bookmark of Alfred Brooks. In what ways did Alfred show integrity in 
this chapter? 
 
Open Mind Portrait 
Add to the Open Mind Portraits of Alfred and Mr. Donatelli. What do you think they are 
feeling and thinking in this point of the novel? If you were revising your original 
observations, what points would you change?  
 
Open Mind Portrait 
Add to your Open Mind Portrait for Alfred. 
 
Bookmark 
Add to your integrity bookmark. 
 
Bloom Ball Activity  
Add info to the bloom ball. Today write the main character’s name. List two positive and 
two negative character traits of this character. 
 
Bloom Ball Activity  
Add info to the bloom ball. Today write the title of this quarter’s CBL theme, Integrity 
Requires Wholeness. Give examples of one of the story’s characters and how he uses 
integrity in his life.  
 
Venn Diagram 
Complete a Venn diagram chart of Alfred. Compare his character in the beginning of the 
book and his character at this point in the novel. Use the middle for things that have not 
changed.  
 
Discussion  
 
Key Questions, p. 60-72 

1. What is the mood like when Alfred enters the gym? Why does he compare 
the gym to Reverend Price’s Hell? 

2. Describe the scene in the gym when Alfred first walks in. 
3. Dr. Corey tells Alfred “the stomach is more important than the chin. Hit the 

chin and you may break your hand. Kill the belly and the head will die.” What 
does this quote mean?  

4. In a concluding statement, explain why Alfred’s integration into the gym will 
be pivotal in his life.  

5. What does it mean to “make your stomach like a rock”?  
6. Alfred works out in street clothes and gets called “trash” by a fighter named 

Red. Why do you think Red treats Alfred this way?  
7. You learn a lot about Donatelli in this chapter. What kind of values does 

Donatelli have? Use examples from this chapter to support that.  
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8. Based on the dialogue, what can you conclude about the role Henry plays at 
Donatelli’s gym? 

9. Does paying the dues entitle Red to do whatever he wants at the gym? Why 
or why not? 

10. Bud tells Red that it is his job to help Donatelli train him to fight but that he 
has to learn to be a man on his own. What does that mean?  

11. Integrity Requires Wholeness: in an argumentative paragraph, write 
concluding statements about why the process of training is more important 
than winning a fight.   

 
Key Questions, p. 73-89 

1. How does Lipsyte use imagery at the beginning of the chapter? 
2. What is the mood like when Alfred enters Madison Square Garden? Explain 

by using examples from the reading. 
3. What caused Alfred to have difficulty focusing on preliminary matches? 
4.  Why do you think Dr. Corey and Bud began to massage his arms and legs 

before the fight? 
5. What is your impression of Willie Streeter? Is he a contender or a champion? 

Explain your answer. 
6. How was the concept of “Integrity Requires Wholeness” represented by Mr. 

Donatelli in his decision to stop the fight?  
7. Do you agree with Donatelli about stopping the fight? Would you have 

stopped it if you were his coach? 
8. Bud tells Willie that he never learned the difference between pain and injury. 

What is the difference? Was Willie injured or was he just in pain? Explain. 
9. Go back to a previous piece of writing about Alfred from earlier chapters and 

revise it. Using new language, show how he has he grown.  
10. Do you think Willie would have won the fight if the fight wasn’t stopped? 
11. In this chapter, characters have to make difficult choices. How is this 

representative of living with integrity. Is it a skill to be able to look at the big 
picture of your life? 

12. Lipsyte paints a picture of Harlem in two different ways. What do you learn 
you about Harlem and the neighborhoods?  

 
Key Questions, p. 90-99 

1. Integrity Requires Wholeness: in what ways does Alfred make difficult but 
positive choices in this chapter?  

2. When Alfred tells Hollis, Major, and Sonny that he doesn’t need to break into 
the Epstein’s store, what does he mean? 

3. What words does Major use to try and get Alfred to agree to help them? 
Reflect on why these tactics may have been affective on another young man.  

4. Major changed the deadline from Wednesday to Thursday to give Alfred time 
to “think and change his mind.” What evidence does this scene give us about 
Major?   

5. What happens to Alfred as he is training through the neighborhood? How do 
the cops and people treat him? 
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6. Why do you think Alfred now tells his aunt the truth about his training and 
wanting to be a boxer? 

7. Integrity Requires Wholeness: is it significant that Alfred told his Aunt the truth 
in this chapter? Why do you think he feels good?  

8. Why does Aunt Pearl believe that they need to talk to Reverend Price about 
Alfred’s boxing ambitions? 

 
Key Questions, p. 100-115 

1. Integrity Requires Wholeness: What are the steps of Alfred’s training routine 
at the gym and at home? How does this illustrate a comprehensive 
commitment?  

2. Aunt Pearl believes that Reverend Price needs to know about Alfred’s boxing 
ambitions. She believes Alfred needs guidance.  Do you think boxing is a 
good idea for Alfred? Explain.  

3. What was it about the early morning run that was the best time of day for 
Alfred? 

4. Alfred is still working at the Epstein’s. How are they treating him? Does it 
bother him? 

5. In this chapter, Alfred faces many negative influences. What are specific 
examples and language he hears discouraging him from his current path?  

6. What are words specific to boxing that come up in this chapter?  
7. Lou tells Alfred “the kids these days aren’t interested in learning to fight. It’s 

hard work. Nobody wants to work no more.” Do you agree with Lou? Is it the 
learning part that kids have a problem with rather than the actual fighting? 

8. Alfred is no longer able to take compliments from Henry. Why? Is Alfred 
learning to fight or does he think he knows everything like Willie Streeter? 

9. Alfred is becoming more negative and more cocky the more he is in the gym. 
Do you think seeing Major on the street and having him show up at the gym 
has had an effect on Alfred’s attitude? Why or why not? 

10. Integrity Requires Wholeness: Why does the shift in Alfred’s attitude pose a 
threat to the progress he has been making throughout the book? What is at 
stake? 

11. Alfred is desperate for some type of attention from Mr. Donatelli or Bud. Do 
you think that they are ignoring him or do you think they are testing him? Why 
is Alfred so desperate for approval or accolades?  

12. Major tells Alfred that James is going to be at the party in the clubroom. Do 
you think it is a good idea for Alfred to go? Do you think it is a trap to get 
Alfred alone again? 

 
Key Questions, p. 116-128 

1. Integrity Requires Wholeness: was it a good idea for Alfred to go to the party?  
2. Why do Major and Sonny keep referring to Alfred as “champ”? 
3. Integrity requires doing difficult things. What would have been the better but 

more difficult choice for Alfred. In one paragraph, write out how this scene 
could have gone if he were following the Integrity Requires Wholeness 
mantra.  
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4. Major seems to call Alfred “champ,” yet tries to get him drunk and high. What 
is Lipsyte telling you about the character of Major? 

5. Lipsyte does a great job creating the mood and conflict of the clubroom. If you 
were Alfred, would you have been lured inside?  Would you have stayed? 

6. James finally arrives at the party. What has changed for James? 
7. Alfred tries to stop James from taking the white powder. Do you think Alfred is 

in the position to stop him, knowing that he is at the party drunk and high?  
8. Have you ever been in a situation like Alfred where you wanted to help a 

friend but your actions contradicted what you were telling them? 
9. In a page, write out the facts and concrete details of the evening. Who was 

present? What were their missteps? How did it escalate?  
10. Integrity requires undivided commitment. Now that Alfred has taken a step 

back from his training, do you think he will be able to recover from this? 
11. Do you think the car that Major, Hollis, Justin, and Alfred are in is stolen? 

Why? 
 

EXTEND 
Write Write a short product based on today’s prompt to connect to the unit theme. 
 
Key Passage, p. 72 
 “‘Nobody ever said it was easy. Got to come up here day after day, got to put out, 
and some days nobody even looks at you ‘cept to say you’re doin’ something wrong.’ 

He looked at the satchel. ‘That’s part of it. You hungry enough, you keep at it.’” 
(p. 72). 
 
Writing Prompt 

In an argumentative writing style, write what it takes to reach your goals. 
Do you need applause and recognition on the way? Write an explanatory follow 
up statement about what are you “hungry enough” to go after?   
 
Key Passage, p. 75 

“He’s Willie, y’know what I mean? Mr. Donatelli’s in there, telling him just how to 
fight Becker and Willie is nodding his head and, everybody knows, sure as hunger, 
Willie’s gonna go in there and do it his way” (p. 75). 
 
Writing Prompt 

Willie is not really listening to advice—even expert advice form Mr. Donatelli. 
Write a paragraph about your own ability or inability to listen to advice. Are you open to 
receiving advice? In an explanatory paragraph, describe a time when not listening 
to advice caused problems for you. How would listening have helped your 
situation? 

To immediately practice the art of receiving feedback, show your writing to a 
friend. Let them make suggestions and listen to why they recommend certain changes. 
Then try revising it based on their advice. 
 
Key Passage, p. 93 
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“‘Answer’s no,’ said Alfred. 
‘Don’t have to decide now.’ 
‘I’ve decided now.’ 
Major’s voice was almost a scream. ‘But why?’ 
‘Because I don’t need to, that’s why,’ said Alfred, taking a second step toward the 

door.” (p. 93). 
 
Writing Prompt  

Major wants Alfred to disarm the alarm at the Epstein’s store so he can break in. 
He threatens to cut Alfred, but Alfred still turns him down. Alfred is able to stand up to 
Major. What does Alfred mean when he says, “Because I don’t need to”?  

Write an informative paragraph describing what has changed inside of 
Alfred so that he can stand up to Major. 

OR 
Write an explanatory paragraph describing what you would need inside to 

be able to stand up to the people who try to bring you down. 
 
Key Passage, p. 106 

“Go home to an empty house, eat dinner, watch television, go to sleep early like 
every other night. Too hot to sleep, he thought. Sleep for what? To run tomorrow and 
shadowbox and count out your life in sit ups?” (p. 106) 
 
Writing Prompt 

Alfred thinks that all his training is for nothing and that he is just wasting his time. 
Have you ever wanted something, practiced for it, and seen little rewards? Did you give 
up and quit or did you stick with it knowing the reward was worth it? If you gave up and 
quit, explain why. If you stuck it out, knowing the rewards were waiting for you at the 
end, what kept you motivated? 

Write an explanatory paragraph about your experience using precise 
vocabulary from the book. Topics can include: focus, distraction, determination, 
and drive.  
 
Key Passage, p. 121 

“Hollis pulled a packet of white powder out of his jacket pocket. Alfred stumbled 
over.  

‘No, James, you don’t wanna mess with that stuff, you don’t wanna—‘ 
‘Go ‘way, Unca Alfid.’ James was almost snarling. 
‘No good, James,’ mumbled Alfred, feeling the room sway. 
James took the packet and began fumbling with it. Alfred followed him into a 

corner, trying to clear his head, steady himself. ‘You and me, James, partners.’ 
‘That was kids stuff,’ said James as his fingers, trembling, tore at the packet” (p. 

121). 
 
Writing Prompt 
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Alfred tries to stop James from taking the drugs, but he is stoned and drunk 
himself. Have you ever heard the expression, “Do as I say, not as I do”?  How does this 
expression apply to this situation?   

Write an explanatory paragraph about a time someone gave you advice that 
the person did not apply to his or her own life. Did you take the person seriously? 
Or did you disregard the advice since the person giving it wasn’t following it him 
or herself? Make sure to use good descriptions.  
 
Close Close by extending today’s lesson to life and the world. 
 
Community Exploration  
After volunteering, reflect on your experience. What population did you decide to work 
with?  Did you get to choose what you wanted to do or did the coordinator tell you what 
to do?  What kind of training was provided?  What did you learn?  How was your 
experience? 
 
Community Connection  
Write a speech about why volunteering matters. Write, revise, and practice how it will be 
delivered.   
 
Community Connection 
This chapter talks about peer pressure and bullying. Do some research about bullying 
online. Come up with a conclusion about how to decrease it in your school. Draw 
evidence from informational texts to support analysis, reflection and research.  
 
Community Connection 
Look at the speech about volunteering you prepared in the last section. Find an 
individual or a group to present it to. After speaking, lead a question and answer time 
and hear what their reflections are.  
 
Community Connection 
Go back to your research about bullying. Write a paragraph using quotes from your 
research and facts about bullying. Then write another paragraph making an argument 
as to how this chapter illustrates bullying and the negative impact of peer pressure.  
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Character Based Literacy Program  
Independent Study Lesson Plan 
The Contender, Week 3 
 

 
 

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

 

Integrity Requires Wholeness.   Integrity requires that the way I live my 
life is whole, entire, undivided, sound, coherent, and principled.  Integrity 
moves me to do difficult and new things, not just easy and accustomed 
things. 

 
What does it mean to seek affirmation? Is it healthy?  
 
What does it mean to be a contender? 
 
What is polio? Who is most at risk of contracting it? 
 
What is hope? 
 
Where is the Bronx located? 
 
Word Wall Here are vocabulary words to add to the Word Wall. 
 

veered (127) phony (127) vaulted (130) aimlessly (133) silhouetted (138) 
jab (141) headguard (141) plunged (143) pivoted (144) arc (147) 
blared (148) mechanically (152) luncheonette (153) lurched (154) hazy (155) 
sluggish (161) strolled (162) twilight (163) amateur (163) stethoscope (165) 
flailing (170) butted (170) blotted (170) numbly (171) gasping (176) 

 
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. 127-177 
 

RESPOND 
Timeline List the 15-20 most important on the 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 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 Instructions 
Continue to track locations on your map as they change in the novel.  
 
Vocabulary  
Continue adding to your list of boxing vocabulary and terminology. 
 
KWL Chart  
Continue to add to your KWL chart of Harlem in the 1960’s as you read.  
 
Prediction Chart 
Remember to update your prediction chart every few days. 
 

EXPLORE 
Activity Explore the reading more deeply with a visual or oral language activity. 
 
Cubing  
Create a cube of action for today’s reading. Use the cube to help you write an essay or 
add to the cube mobile. 
 
Bloom Ball Activity  
Add info to the bloom ball. Today draw a picture of an object important to the story. In 
writing, tell why the object is important. 
 
Open Mind Portrait  
Add to the Open Mind Portrait of Alfred Brooks. Based on what you have read today, 
give Alfred new thoughts, ideas, and feelings.  
 
Bloom Ball Activity 
For your bloom ball, draw a picture of an object important to the story. Write a 
paragraph about why that object is important.  
 
Open Mind Portrait 
Continue to add to your OMP of Alfred. What do you think he is thinking and feeling?  
 
Nicknames 
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Come up with a fighter’s nickname for Alfred Brooks. For example: Mike "Kid Dynamite” 
Tyson, John "Corn" Griffin, and Joe “Brown Bomber” Louis. Use the name to create a 
poster advertising Alfred’s upcoming fight. Your advertisement should include the name 
of the fighter, name of the fight, location of the fight, reason for the fight, cost, time, and 
date.   
 
Nicknames  
Yesterday you created a nickname for Alfred.  Create your own nickname as if you were 
a boxer. Gang names are not allowed.  
 
Open Mind Portrait 
Add to your OMP of Alfred or Mr. Donatelli. What do you think they are thinking and 
feeling so far? 
 
Illustrate 
Draw a picture of the 3 most important events that you think have happened in Alfred’s 
life. Under each picture tell why each is important in the development and maturity of 
Alfred. 
 
Sketch 
Sketch the scene of Alfred with his robe on waiting for his fight to begin.  
 
Venn Diagram 
Using a Venn diagram, compare and contrast the rules for amateur and professional 
boxing.  Use the links below to help. 
http://boxing.about.com/od/amateurs/a/amateur_rules_2.htm 
www.amateur-boxing.com  
http://www.owingsmillsboxingclub.com/boxing.htm 
 
Discussion  
 
Key Questions, p. 127-140 

1. What style of writing does Lipsyte use to paint the picture of Coney Island? 
2. What is Alfred’s attitude while driving in the car with Hollis, Major and Justin? 
3. Major seems to be a leader and everyone seems to follow his lead. What is it 

about Major that makes people do what he asks? 
4. When Major says the words: “loaned it [the car] off a guy” do you think Alfred 

knew the car was stolen and didn’t care? Would you have gotten in the car? 
5. Alfred begins to blame Major for his problems but soon realizes it is all his 

fault. What could Alfred have done to avoid this entire situation? Is Major to 
blame at all? 

6. If you were teaching someone about the boxing world, what words from this 
book would you highlight? Make a list of your 10 top vocabulary words.  

7. Alfred still can’t get past the fact that James got arrested and turned into a 
junkie. Is it Alfred’s fault that James got arrested and became a junkie? 
Explain why or why not.  

http://boxing.about.com/od/amateurs/a/amateur_rules_2.htm
http://www.amateur-boxing.com
http://www.owingsmillsboxingclub.com/boxing.htm
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8. Look through the text to find quotes showing whether or not Alfred wants 
approval. Is it from an individual person or from something bigger that cannot 
be explained? 

9. Integrity Requires Wholeness: was Alfred on his way to becoming a 
contender before he went to the party with Major? What will it take for him to 
get back on track?  

10. In your opinion, what do you believe is blocking Alfred’s way of success in 
boxing? 

11. Could this need of acceptance and approval have anything to do with Alfred 
not having his parents around? Explain? 

 
Key Questions, p. 141-147 

1. Integrity Requires Wholeness: what does Alfred’s return to the gym say about 
him as a person?  

2. Alfred has now quit twice. Do you think he will follow through this time? Is it 
easy to come back and try again?   

3. Where do you think this new intensity to train comes from for Alfred? 
4. Alfred is having the same dream. A fly is sitting on the tip of his nose and 

every time he reaches to brush it away he says that he had no hands. What 
do you think Lipsyte is trying to tell you about Alfred? What do you think the 
dream means? 

5. Lou Epstein comes in and asks how “his boy is doing.” What is Lipsyte telling 
you about the character of Lou Epstein?  

6. Integrity requires a sound, coherent approach. Has Alfred arrived at that? 
How does the presence of Lou and Mr. Donatelli move him toward or away 
from that mentality?  

7. Do you think it is a good idea for Lou Epstein to train Alfred for the register?  
8. Alfred is beginning to see the rewards of his hard work. At the end of the 

chapter he realizes that Mr. Donatelli has seen the contender in him. Do you 
think Alfred is now a contender? Why or why not? 

 
Key Questions, p. 148-158 

1. Why doesn’t Alfred tell his Aunt the real reason why he isn’t running and 
eating? Has he begun showing signs of being a contender in and out of the 
ring? Why or why not? 

2. Alfred tells his aunt that “Alfred Brooks is resting himself for his big 
opportunity for advancement.” Is he still thinking like a contender or is he 
thinking like a champion? Explain? Will that hurt his chances for victory? 

3. Do you think thinking like a champion already will hurt Alfred in tonight’s fight? 
4. How is being on the “edge” a good thing in boxing? 
5. Even though Jelly beat his opponent in the first round, Donatelli is not sure 

how he feels about him. What does Mr. Donatelli value more than winning?  
6. Integrity Requires Wholeness: write a paragraph detailing the respect Mr. 

Donatelli has for the boxing profession. How is his approach whole, sound, 
coherent and principled?   

7. Does Jelly have what it takes to be a boxer? Why or why not? 
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8. Why do you think Henry is so nervous about Alfred’s fight?  
9. Do you think Mr. Donatelli will train anyone who walks into the gym? 
10. Does Mr. Donatelli make easy choices or difficult ones? Do you think it is 

easy for him?  
11. Make a list detailing key moments in the developing friendship between Henry 

and Alfred.  
 
Key Questions, p. 159-169 

1. Why is it important to not eat a big meal before a fight? 
2. Why do you think Alfred is surprised when he finds out Betty called a 

student’s mother to school?  
3. Do you think Alfred secretly wishes he had a teacher like Betty?  
4. Would you like a teacher like Betty? Why or why not? 
5. Alfred is worried that he will let people down if he loses since everyone is 

being nice to him. Do you think this will affect his fight? 
6. Mr. Donatelli is edgy from the time they leave Spoon’s house to the time they 

wait for Alfred’s fight to begin. Why do you think he is stressed over the fight? 
7. Alfred begins to get “sweat in his eyes” when he sees the robe with his name 

on the back of it. What difference and growth have you seen in Alfred during 
the last few readings?  

8. Make a list of key moments from this chapter showing Alfred’s attitude. After 
looking at the moments, make a determination whether or not he is maturing 
to a strong protagonist.  

9. Describe important sentences in today’s reading that highlight Henry’s role. 
10. Lipsyte does a great job at describing and giving details of Spoon’s home and 

where he lives. Go back through the text and highlight different descriptions of 
Harlem. What is Lipsyte trying to tell you about the different parts of Harlem 
and the people that live there? How do these descriptions work together to 
create cohesion?  

11. What lessons from Integrity Requires Wholeness should Alfred remember 
when beginning his fight. Is it just about winning?  

 
Key Questions, p. 170-177 

1. At the beginning of the fight, Alfred becomes paralyzed with nervousness. 
What happened to all that confidence that Alfred displayed earlier that day in 
the gym? 

2. Have you ever been in a situation that was high pressure? Were you able to 
focus and remember your training?  

3. Mr. Donatelli was satisfied with the way Alfred was fighting. Why was the 
crowd booing and calling Alfred names during the fight? 

4. Integrity Requires Wholeness: what should the main take-aways be for Alfred 
in regard to this experience? 

5. Make a list of specific language used in the context of the boxing ring. How do 
these words work together to create a specific atmosphere?  

6. Why do you think Mr. Donatelli tells Alfred to not listen to the crowd? 
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7. What does Mr. Donatelli mean when he tells Rivera ,“Any time a fighter gets 
hit, anywhere, it’s his fault”? 

8. Henry is happy that Alfred won the fight. However, to Mr. Donatelli it is not 
enough. What is enough? 

9. Integrity requires having a coherent approach to the world. What parts of 
Alfred’s world are still not coherent? Do you think he will improve in these 
areas?   

10. Lipsyte does a great job in using imagery in today’s reading. Go back through 
the reading and find three precise moments where Lipsyte uses domain-
specific imagery to explain how Alfred is feeling. Is it an effective tool?  

 
EXTEND 

Write Write a short product based on today’s prompt to connect to the unit theme. 
 
Key Passage, p. 132 
 “Thanks, Major, thanks a lot. How long ago now, a month, two months? That time 
Major used his fists and feet to bust me up. This time he….Don’t blame him, man, he 
didn’t pour all that stuff into you at the party. You did that. He didn’t put a knife in your 
throat and make you take a ride. You got in the car. Major was just being friendly. I’ll 
bet, said Henry. If they don’t get you one way, they get you another” (p. 132). 
 
Writing Prompt 

Alfred joined Major and his friends at a party and then later went joyriding in a 
stolen car. He wanted to be accepted by the group. In doing so, he put aside his own 
values and undermined his hard work. In the movie theatre, he thinks over what he has 
done. First he blames Major, but realizes that he has no one to blame but himself.  

He also realizes that Major and his group are out to pull him down. He has a goal 
and a focus. He is going somewhere, and that’s not what Major and his friends want to 
see.  

Do you surround yourself with people who bring you down or help you on your 
way up? Write an informative paragraph about the people you associate with and 
how they influence you.  

OR 
How do you handle setbacks and mistakes? Do you blame others when things 

go wrong? Write an explanatory paragraph about a setback or mistake that you 
made. At the time, who did you blame for it? What was your role in the mistake or 
setback? How would you handle it today? 
 
Key Passage, p. 145 
 “Lou took a little black purse from his pocket, counted out some bills, and 
pressed them into Bud’s hand.  ‘Don’t tell Ryan where it comes from, pride he always 
had’” (p. 145). 
 
Writing Prompt 

Lou Epstein hands money to Bud to give to Kid Ryan, an old ex fighter. Write an 
explanatory page about what would motivate Lou to give the money to Kid Ryan 
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without even getting credit for his generosity. What does this tell you about the 
kind of person Lou is? Use quotes from the text to link major sentences that build 
an argument to prove your point.  
 
Key Passage, p. 155 
 “‘My mom used to take me to the clinic in a cab.’ 
 ‘Oh.’ 
 ‘For my leg. I had polio,’ said Henry. 

‘Yeah, I know. I been watching you lately, you don’t drag you leg so bad 
anymore.’ 
 For the first time Alfred could remember, the grin completely disappeared from 
Henry’s face. He turned away. ‘Sometimes it gets a little better. Just temporary’” (p. 
155).  
 
Writing Prompt 

Henry’s polio’s disease, as a child, has hindered Henry from being a boxer. 
Have you ever wanted something so bad but couldn’t have it because of health issues?  

Write an explanatory paragraph describing what you wanted and how your 
health kept you from achieving what you had hoped to accomplish. Did you give 
up or try to accomplish your dream anyways? 
 
Key Passage, p. 160 
 “‘You teach school and go to school?’ asked Alfred. 
‘The more you learn the more you want to know. You ought to think about night school 
for yourself,’ said Spoon” (p. 160). 
 
Writing Prompt 

Spoon has his teaching license but he is still taking courses for a master’s 
degree. It is hard for Alfred to believe that, despite completing his license, Spoon would 
still want to go to school.  What does Spoon’s answer, “The more you learn the more 
you want to know,” mean?  

Write an explanatory paragraph explaining what the quote means and how 
Alfred can apply it to his life.  Or, write about how you can apply it to your life. 
 
Key Passage, p. 170 

“‘You can’t listen to the crowd,’ Mr. Donatelli was saying, far, far away, ‘they just 
want to see blood and pain’” (p. 170). 
 
Writing Prompt 

How can Mr. Donatelli’s advice to Alfred after the fight apply to his life as a 
whole? How can this advice apply to your life? Write an explanatory paragraph telling 
how the advice can apply to either your life or Alfred’s life. 
 
Close Close by extending today’s lesson to life and the world. 
 
Community Connection 
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This chapter continued to explore the negative impact of bullying. Take some time to 
think of a peer that you have seen being left out. Write out what could you have done to 
reach out. Is there a plan you can make to make them feel included in the future? What 
steps will you take? What words will you use?  
 
Community Connection 
Take time to look through the National Bullying Prevention’s Website: Pacer.org.  
Then divide into groups and discuss what you read. How does Pacer combine the anti-
bullying and community NGO lessons from previous sections?  
 
Community Connection 
Make a list of ways young people can make a difference in their community.  
Organize your ideas using headings and tables. After sorting through the different 
options, highlight the five ways that are most interesting to you.  
 
Community Connection 
Take a look at the list you created about ways to get involved in the community. What 
are some activities you can do this semester? What about in the coming school year? 
How do you hope to incorporate service and community building into your life long-
term?  
 
Community Connection  
If you are able to, sign up for a class at your local recreation center. If possible, choose 
something that you have never done before. Make sure to pay attention to how it feels 
to try something new and how the instructors are interacting with you.   
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6g6 Venn Diagram Chart 
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Character Based Literacy Program  
Independent Study Lesson Plan 
The Contender, Week 4 
 

 
 

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

 

Integrity Requires Wholeness.   Integrity requires that the way I live my 
life is whole, entire, undivided, sound, coherent, and principled.  Integrity 
moves me to do difficult and new things, not just easy and accustomed 
things. 

 
What is the Apollo Theater? Where is it located?  
 
What is the history of Harlem? 
 
What does it mean to be a champion? 
 
What does it mean to have heart? 
 
What does it mean to be a champion? 
 
Word Wall Here are vocabulary words to add to the Word Wall. 
 

sobbing (181) heaving (181) twitched (184) brisk (187) leaflets (187) 
stamped (190) clattered (192) swirling (195) whimpered (197) shuddering (197) 
clinches (200) snarled (200) conquered (202) hypnotized (207) mimeographed (208) 
lunged (215) bellowed (219) unanimous (219) pummeling (215) sidestepped (215) 
clenched (221) bounded (221) thicket (223) quivering (223) scrabbled (227) 

 
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. 178-227 
 

RESPOND 
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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? 
 
Map Instructions 
Continue to track locations on your map as they change in the novel.  
 
Vocabulary  
Continue adding to your list of boxing vocabulary and terminology. 
 
KWL Chart  
Continue to add to your KWL chart of Harlem in the 1960’s as you read.  
 
Prediction Chart 
Remember to update your prediction chart every few days. 
 

EXPLORE 
Activity Explore the reading more deeply with a visual or oral language activity. 
 
Bloom Ball Activity  
Add info to the bloom ball. Today write about the most memorable moment of the story. 
Why do you feel this moment is particularly memorable? 
 
Venn Diagram 
Using a Venn diagram, compare and contrast the difference in Alfred at the beginning of 
the novel to now. How is he the same and how is he different?   
 
Open Mind Portrait 
Continue to add to your OMP of Alfred.  What is he thinking, doing, and feeling now? 
 
Bloom Ball Activity  
Add info to the bloom ball. Today give your prediction of how you think the book will 
end. Do you think Alfred will finally become the champion he always wanted to be?  
 
Open Mind Portrait 
Add to your OMP of Alfred and of Donatelli. What are they thinking, feeling, and doing 
now? 
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Postcard 
Pretend you are Alfred. Write a postcard to Aunt Pearl telling her how you feel about 
boxing and what you dislike about it. On the other side of the postcard, create a symbol 
that most symbolizes or best explains where you are now in your life.  
 
Bloom Ball Activity  
Add info to the bloom ball. Today draw a picture of the story that you related to the 
most. Write a sentence to explain why this moment means so much to you.  
 
Cover Design 
Robert Lipsyte wants to change the cover of his novel and he wants you to design a 
new one. You are the artist he hired. What will your new cover look like? Remember to 
include the author and title somewhere on the cover art. 
Must be appropriate. 
 
Open Mind Portrait 
Reflect on the work you have done on the open mind portraits of Alfred and Mr. 
Donatelli over the course of the novel. Add to them showing where the two men are now 
as the novel is concluding.  
 
Alternate Ending 
Write a page stating if you think the book ended well. Draw evidence for your stance 
from the text to support your analysis and reflections. Then rewrite the ending of the 
book. Write at least one page. Your cover art will be stapled to the new ending.  
 
Open Mind Portrait 
Finish the OMP of Alfred and Mr. Donatelli. What are their final thoughts and feelings? 
 
Discussion  
 
Key Questions, p. 178-188 

1. Integrity Requires Wholeness: Why does Alfred need to tell his Aunt about his 
first fight?  

2. Is it possible Aunt Pearl might understand more than Alfred thinks? Is it wise 
to assume someone will feel a certain way toward something?  

3. Integrity Requires Wholeness: What character traits do you think are needed 
to be a contending boxer? Is Alfred getting closer to becoming one?  

4. Alfred didn’t feel the sweet taste of victory after his first win as an amateur 
boxer. What do you think Alfred expected to feel when he won his first fight?  

5. Alfred was not excited when he knocked out Griffin. Why don’t you think 
Alfred was excited?  

6. Alfred can’t seem to get the image and sound of Griffin’s body hitting the 
ground or the audience’s response out of his mind. Does Alfred have what it 
takes to be a good boxer or is he too soft? Explain. 
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7. Integrity Requires Wholeness and consistency. Do you think Alfred will start 
to take a holistic approach to boxing or will he continue to have spurts of 
motivation and abandonment?  

8. What is the problem that Alfred is faced with when he is boxing? 
9. What do you learn about Alfred in this chapter that you didn’t know before? 

Explain. 
 
Key Questions, p. 189-199 

1. This is a pivotal chapter for Alfred. How is he showing the lessons of Integrity 
Requires Wholeness outside of the boxing ring?  

2. Why do you think Alfred believes this is the best Thanksgiving ever? 
3. Do you think it shows sound and principled judgment to plan for one’s future 

career instead of just the immediate training for fights?  
4. What do you think of Uncle Wilson? What are some of his characteristic 

traits? Use evidence from the story to support your answer. 
5. Alfred finally admits to Jeff that he likes the training and running of boxing, but 

not so much the fighting part of it. What is Lipsyte trying to tell you about 
Alfred? Will he stay in boxing or do you think he will work with the recreation 
program for the youth that he was talking about with Jeff? 

6. Alfred wants to return to night school to finish his high school diploma. What 
do you think was the shift in his thinking process? 

7. Jeff tells Alfred that he thought Alfred used to be negative and a drifter in life 
but that he has changed.  Go back to a piece of writing you previously did 
about Alfred. Based on Jeff’s comment, revise the piece showing who Alfred 
is now.   

8. Alfred sees James crouching near the trashcans. James asks for help and 
Alfred gives him 6 dollars. Why didn’t Alfred just tell James he had no money? 

9. Look at the key moments in James’s story, then write a paragraph imagining 
how things could have turned out differently for him.   

10. Do you believe it is Alfred’s fault that James has become a heroin addict and 
is homeless? 

 
Key Questions, p. 200-213 

1. Why do you think Alfred was so tired during the fight against Barnes? 
2. Why didn’t Alfred go in for the punch that could have caused a TKO when he 

had the chance against Barnes? 
3. How did Mr. Donatelli know it was time for Alfred to retire? 
4. Was Alfred’s reaction an example of Integrity Requires Wholeness? Do you 

think he understood?  
5. Do you agree that a fighter must have the killer instinct and the ability to beat 

a man when he finds his weakness? 
6. When did Alfred decide he didn’t want to be a boxer anymore? What do you 

think was the exact moment?  
7. Write a concluding statement about whether or not Mr. Donatelli regrets 

training Alfred? 
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8. Alfred realizes that when Mr. Donatelli was talking about being a contender, it 
didn’t only apply to boxing but to life. What does it mean to be a contender in 
life? 

9. Alfred has the desperate need to finish what he has started and that is 
finishing his last two fights. Why is finishing so important to Alfred? 

10. Spoon brought home the reading list so Alfred could get a head start on the 
reading for night school. Do you think he will go back to get his diploma? 
Explain. 

11. It’s Alfred last fight and he is extremely nervous. More so than normal. What 
do you think he is more nervous about: winning or losing? 

12. Based on the information in this chapter, what role would you claim Henry has 
had in Alfred’s training and fights.  

13. Make a claim about what Alfred has given to Henry? (not material 
possessions) 

14. Why does Mr. Donatelli want to cancel Alfred’s fight against Hubbard?  
15. What do Mr. Donatelli’s actions tell you about his integrity and principals? 
16. The ice ball in Alfred’s stomach is gone at the end of the reading. Is that a 

good sign? Does that mean that Alfred has lost his edge for the fight? 
 
Key Questions, p. 213-220 

1. Alfred was getting a beating in the first round. Would you have given up if you 
were Alfred? 

2. When Alfred was able to knock Hubbard down in the first round, did you think 
there was a chance that Alfred could win his last fight? 

3. Mr. Donatelli had the option to stop the fight before the third round, but he 
chose not to. Would you have stopped it if you were him? Why or why not? 

4. In one sitting, write a paragraph about what kept Alfred going during the fight? 
Would you have given the same fight as Alfred or would you have thrown in 
the towel before you really got hurt? 

5. Both fighters were crying when the fight was over. Do you think they were 
reflecting on something other than that fight?  

6. The crowd didn’t boo him, call him black boy, or even call him slave. They 
cheered him as he walked to the locker room. What was different about this 
fight that was missing from Alfred’s previous fights? 

7. Mr. Donatelli says, “Now you know Alfred. Now you know, too.” Do you think 
Alfred really thinks it’s time for him to retire? 

8. Integrity Requires Wholeness: how is Alfred giving up boxing the ultimate 
example of doing something difficult but self-aware?  

9. Do you think the lessons from boxing will continue to shape his life?  
10. Lipsyte gives you a peek into the new attitude of Alfred Brooks in this chapter. 

Can you tell what it is? What type of person is Alfred Brooks now? 
11. Who do you think Alfred was fighting against during his fight with Hubbard? 

Life, the Majors of the world, or himself? 
 
Key Questions, p. 221-227 

1. Why does Alfred believe his aunt is upset when he gets home from the fight? 
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2. Alfred was upset to hear that James broke into Epstein’s, but was glad that he 
got away. Why? 

3. How did Alfred know where James would be hiding?  
4. Alfred hasn’t spoken to James in months. Alfred’s last memory of James is 

taking his six dollars for a fix. Why do you think Alfred wants to help James? 
Would you have wanted to help James? 

5. Integrity Requires Wholeness: what changes will James need to make to 
reclaim his life?  

6. James asks Alfred about his bruises and Alfred tells him that he had a fight. 
When asked if he won, Alfred replied “sort of.” What did Alfred win?  

7. How was Alfred able to get James out of the cave? 
8. Do you think Alfred will be able to teach James how to be a contender? What 

are the top five lessons he will need to share with him?  
9. As Alfred and James are leaving the cave, James is worried that he is losing 

a lot of blood. Alfred tells James “I got plenty of blood for you.” What is Alfred 
trying to tell James? 

10. The story begins the same way it began. Can you explain why you think 
Lipsyte would do that? 

11. What affect did boxing and Mr. Donatelli have on the attitude and personality 
of Alfred? 

12. Do you think Alfred is a contender or a champion? Do you think he will live in 
a way that is whole, entire, undivided, sound, coherent, and principled? 
Explain your answer. 

 
EXTEND 

Write Write a short product based on today’s prompt to connect to the unit theme. 
 
Key Passage, p. 181 

“She was sobbing, ‘I don’t say I woulda been a star or anything. I don’t know 
what I’m saying.’  

‘But you would of like to try,’ said Alfred. 
‘Yes.’” (p. 181). 

 
Writing Prompt 

Aunt Pearl tells Alfred the story of her lost opportunity to sing. It still hurts after all 
these years. What message was she trying to give Alfred about his boxing? Write an 
informative paragraph to Alfred as Aunt Pearl, talking about whether he should 
continue as a contender. Use the example from her life to make your point. 

OR 
Write an explanatory paragraph about a missed opportunity in your life. Is 

the opportunity really gone now or can you still pursue it? If the opportunity is 
gone for good, what other goals can you substitute for it? 

 
Key Passage, p. 194 
     “‘You sort of seemed to, if you don’t mind me saying so, seemed to just drift along.’ 
     ‘Yeah. Sweet old Uncle Alfred.’ 
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     ‘Sorry, Alfred, I didn’t hear what you said.’ 
     ‘I guess I had no ideas about anything, what I wanted to do, anything like that. Didn’t 
seem like any reason to stay in school. And I wasn’t doing good. But Spoon says---’ 
     ‘The teacher?’ 
     ‘Right. He used to box. He said if you can concentrate on learning to box, you can 
concentrate on learning anything’” (p. 194).   

 
Writing Prompt 

Alfred is talking to Jeff about how he used to be. He credits Spoon for his 
change. Have you ever had a person in your life like Spoon? Did you have someone to 
look out for you and help guide you in your life?  

Write an explanatory paragraph about this person. What did they say that 
changed your life?  
 
Key Passage, p. 212 

“‘Just one minute, mister,’ said Alfred.  ‘Look, Mr. Donatelli, remember how you 
said the only way you’d ever know is if I got hurt, really hurt in the ring?’ 

‘But it doesn’t matter now.’ 
‘Does to me.’ 
‘You don’t have to prove anything to me, Alfred.’ 

‘To me I do’” (p. 212). 
 
Writing Prompt 

Alfred needs to know for himself that he’s finished boxing, even if it means 
getting hurt. Write an explanatory paragraph about a time when you had to prove 
something to yourself—when you owed yourself one last chance at something 
even if you could have failed.  
 
Key Passage, p. 219 
 “All the way up the aisle, people were reaching out to touch Alfred’s robe. ‘Great 
fight, kid…beautiful…real heart, Brooks…’ The dressing room was jammed, Lou Epstein 
clutching his gloves, ‘Like the old days, like the…’ Jose and Angel screaming, Spoon 
reaching for him, Jelly and Pete Krakover, Denny slapping his back.” (p. 219).   
 
Writing Prompt 

People are praising Alfred for his efforts during the last fight. Elston Hubbard 
goes up to him and tells him, “you tough, baby.” Even though Alfred lost the fight, he 
won the respect of many who saw the fight.  No one is upset with the loss.  

In one sitting, write an explanatory paragraph as if you are Alfred. What’s 
going on in his head now?  What has he learned? 
 
Key Passage, p. 226 

“‘For start. Nothing’s promised you, man, but you ain’t gonna know till you try. 
Maybe get to build things like you always wanted.’ 

‘Whitey ain’t gonna–’ 
‘Dare him to stop you. Dare anybody if you and me partners again’” (p. 226).   
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Writing Prompt 

Alfred is urging James to move on with his life. Are we really promised anything 
in life? What do we need to do to succeed?  

Write an explanatory paragraph about the things that block you from your 
goals. Think of at least three things that you use as excuses for your failures. 
Write an answer or solution to each of them. 
 
Close Close by extending today’s lesson to life and the world. 
 
Community Connection 
Write a paper about your experience at the community recreational center class. What 
was it like to try something new? Would you recommend it to others? Will you go back? 
If you did continue with the class, would you need to change your schedule and daily 
routine? What was the hardest part of the experience? The most exciting?  
 
Community Connection 
What would being a contender look like in your community. What actions would you 
take?  
 
Community Connection 
Talk to someone about what you have learned from reading this book. Would you 
recommend it? What are the lessons you will take away? What would you like them to 
know? 
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