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About Great Books Roundtable
The Great Books Roundtable program focuses on outstanding literature and the Shared Inquiry™
method of interpretive reading and discussion. The Shared Inquiry approach to learning helps
students work together to read closely and interpret a complex text, guided by the curiosity and
open-ended questioning of a leader.
Roundtable provides the superb framework and support teachers need for developing the reading
comprehension, critical thinking, vocabulary, and writing skills of students with diverse abilities,
needs, and learning styles.

With Great Books Roundtable
Students:
Teachers:
◆

◆
◆

Build a collaborative, discussion-based
classroom culture
Strengthen critical-thinking skills
Develop transferable reading, note-taking,
and questioning strategies

◆

◆

◆

Enable students to take responsibility for their
own learning
Fully integrate the reading and
writing processes
Build questioning and
discussion-leading skills

How do we challenge students to get to their
very best selves and their biggest potential?
In that, you have to be able to think critically.
You have to be able to write well. You have to
be able to articulate your thoughts. You have to
collaborate with others—we think Great Books
enhances all of these abilities for us.
—Debra Ciochina
Assistant Director of Curriculum and Instruction
Crown Point Community School Corporation
Crown Point, IN

Great Books Roundtable™ and Shared Inquiry™ are trademarks of the Great Books Foundation.
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Features and Benefits
About Shared Inquiry
In Shared Inquiry, students—guided by their teacher—explore fiction, nonfiction, and poetry
by discussing open-ended questions and sharing responses and insights. In schools that use
Great Books classroom materials and our inquiry-based method of teaching and learning, students
consider important ideas, discover how these ideas have shaped events of the past, and learn the
critical-thinking skills that will prepare them for the future.
Great Books Roundtable includes outstanding texts and thought-provoking interpretive activities—
from prereading to postdiscussion writing and extension activities—that incorporate the Shared
Inquiry approach throughout the reading process.

Features

Benefits

High-quality fiction, nonfiction,
and poetry

Support close reading and extended textual inquiry

Sharing questions activities

Stimulate curiosity while building metacognitive
and collaborative skills

Note-taking suggestions for
second reading

Support reader response and analysis of literary elements

Shared Inquiry discussion

Builds students’ abilities to develop ideas, use textual
evidence, and listen and respond to others

Contextual vocabulary activities

Use proven methods to build academically useful vocabulary

Written response activities

Enable students to build on ideas developed in discussion;
provide an authentic context for writing

Curriculum Connections

Deepen understanding by extending thinking about textual
concepts to other subject areas

Creative response activities

Allow students to respond imaginatively to texts using
visual art, drama, music, and other forms

Differentiated instruction through
the Road Map

Support and challenge options fit the learning needs of all
students

Assessment and reflection

Formative and summative options build a complete picture
of students’ progress

Teacher resources and annotated
units

Simplify finding and using appropriate techniques; enrich
use of activities

Planning and implementation
recommendations

Make getting started with the program and customizing
its use easy

Professional development

Courses, on-site consultation, virtual coaching, and webinars
provide ongoing support and skill development

greatbooks.org
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Program Preview
Great Books Roundtable Program Preview
Student Anthology

GreatBooks

Roundtable

The student anthology includes:

R ATTLESNAKES

	Twelve works of fiction, two works of
nonfiction, and six poems that support
interpretive reading and discussion
◆	
Information about the Shared Inquiry
approach to reading, questioning, and
discussion

John Muir

◆

T

Level

here are many snakes in the canyons and lower forests, but
they are mostly handsome and harmless. Of all the tourists and
travelers who have visited Yosemite and the adjacent mountains,
not one has been bitten by a snake of any sort, while thousands
have been charmed by them. Some of them vie with the lizards
in beauty of color and dress patterns. Only the rattlesnake is
venomous, and he carefully keeps his venom to himself as far
as man is concerned, unless his life is threatened.
Before I learned to respect rattlesnakes I killed two, the
first on the San Joaquin plain. He was coiled comfortably
around a tuft of bunch grass, and I discovered him when he
was between my feet as I was stepping over him. He held his
head down and did not attempt to strike, although in danger
of being trampled. At that time, thirty years ago, I imagined
that rattlesnakes should be killed wherever found. I had no
weapon of any sort, and on the smooth plain there was not a
stick or a stone within miles, so I crushed him by jumping on
him, as the deer are said to do. Looking me in the face he saw
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Leader’s Materials
The Leader’s Edition includes:
	A n overview of program materials and features
◆	
Tips for Shared Inquiry discussion, targeting frequently asked
questions
◆	
A n overview page for each selection, including read-aloud time,
setting, genre, and an author biography
◆	
A Unit Guide for each reading selection, outlining the activity
sequence and providing the selection-specific information needed to
complete each unit
◆	
Reading selections and information about Shared Inquiry as they
appear in the student anthology, annotated with instructional
support
◆

Activity instruction cards with:

20

Side 1

	Step-by-step instructions for conducting
Great Books Roundtable reading and
discussion activities
◆	
A n Orientation Unit and two stages of
scaffolded learning
◆	
Guides to working with nonfiction and
poetry

STAGE 2
Sharing Questions

20

(30–40 minutes)

Side 2

◆

Student Learning Spectrum

Activity Summary Students share different types of questions about the text.
Student Learning Objectives To identify and address questions arising from a text
To identify potential interpretive questions about a text
Key Shared Inquiry Concept Asking and addressing questions are essential strategies for understanding a text.
20

Side 3

STAGE 2
Sharing Questions

Look for students to:

Approaching Objectives See Support box
Meeting Objectives

Determine question types and know how to address them
Independently identify and address a variety of questions
Address a variety of questions, and group interpretive questions around a
central problem of meaning

STAGE 2
Sharing Questions

ACTIVITY I NSTRUCTIONS

Differentiated Instruction

Overheard in the Classroom

1. On the board, record students’ questions from the first reading (if you have not already

possible exploration in the Stage 2 vocabulary activity (card 21 ).

Mark: Our question is, “Was Al right to steal the hammer?”
Leader: What answers have you come up with?

Part 2: Working Through Remaining Questions (20–25 minutes)

4. Reproduce the Question Testing Chart (see side 4 of this card) on the board or an

2one so
Stage
Just
far. I said that stealing is wrong no matter what.
overhead transparency. With the class, fill it out using a question Alberto:
that arose
during
this
activity.
Question Testing Chart

If students are comfortable addressing a variety of
questions:
1. Individually, in groups, or as a class, have students group
their interpretive questions around a central problem of
meaning (a character, event, or theme), as you do when
you create cluster questions.
2. Once the clusters are complete, have the entire
class examine and vote on which group of questions
most interests them. Record that cluster in your
Stage 2 Discussion Planner for possible use during
the discussion.

Section
Title

Leader: Alberto, can you find evidence for that answer in the story?

5. Divide students into small groups and distribute double-sided copies of the Question

Alberto:
(Thinking.)
Not really, it’s just what I think.
Testing Chart. Assign each group one or more questions from those
that have
not yet been
Name:
addressed. Circulate to help students as they generate answers and
evidence
each
Leader:
Sofor
what
would you put down as your source of evidence?
Reading selection:
question.

Challenge

Support

If students have diﬃculty addressing evaluative,
speculative, and interpretive questions:
1. Repeat step 4 of the instructions.
done so). Invite students to add new questions they thought of.
2. Discuss each question you test, asking students to
following
is an
example of a small-group dialogue during the sharing
2. If necessary, review the question types in the student anthology The
(pages
xx–xxi;
pages
explain why it is interpretive, evaluative, speculative, or
42–43 in the Leader’s Edition). Help students answer important factual
background
questionsoractivity
for “The Parsley Garden” by William Saroyan. This student
questions.
group is using the Question Testing Chart (pictured below; master onanother
side 4 question type. Continue testing questions in
this way as needed.
3. Help students identify any vocabulary questions on the class list
markand
them
forthe leader over for help.
of and
this card)
calls
Part 1: Answering Basic Comprehension Questions (10–15 minutes)

Exceeding Objectives See Challenge box

Leaders Ask...

Date:

My students are still asking many factual questions—
should I be concerned?

Alberto: I’ll put “opinion.”

6. Ask each group for their conclusions about the types of questions they have and how they

Question: Was Al right to steal the hammer?
Answer #1:
No. Stealing is wrong.

Great Books Roundtable

Evidence:
??

Great Books Roundtable • Level 1

Source: Alberto’s opinion
Type of question?

 Factual

 Background

best way to start the revision is to return to the passage that prompted the question. For example,
if a student is drawn to the evaluative question Why are Wendy and Peter evil? ask what part of
“The Veldt” led the student to think that the children are evil. If the student cites the end of the
story, the question could be revised to read, Why do Wendy and Peter lock their parents in the
nursery? or Why are Wendy and Peter so calm after their parents are killed? Record successfully
revised questions for possible use in discussion.

Yes. The store has a lot more money than Al.
Al is poor and he really needs it.

Source:

 Speculative

✔ Evaluative


Mark’s opinion

 Interpretive

Question:
Answer #1:

Answer #2:

Evidence:

Evidence:

REPRODUCIBLE MASTER Copyright © 2010 The Great Books Foundation
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Everyone
you’re not
supposed
to steal
Great knows
Books Roundtable
• Level
1
for any reason. ( Is this evidence?)

Answer #2:

Copyright © 2010 The Great Books Foundation

Evidence:

Copyright © 2010 The Great Books Foundation

Copyright © 2010 The Great Books Foundation

the question
...
Then it is probably . . .
Leader:
Okay. Now,
does anyone have a different If
answer
to thehas
question?
arrived at their conclusions. Add interesting questions to your Stage
2Instructions
Discussion
Planner
texts raise factual and background questions even for proficient readers. Encourage
One correct answer that comes Challenging
the question your group is testing.
noninterpretive
(card 17 ). If there is time, you may want to help students revise a few◆ Write
factual
Mark:Record
Idown
don’tpossible
think it was so bad to take the hammer.
directlyHe’s
fromso
thepoor
text and
your students
to ask whatever they want to know, and refer to the Leaders Ask box on the
questions to make them interpretive (see the second Leaders Ask box◆ on
sideone
2 of this answer to the question.
◆ Record
the
storeofisevidence
rich. Hethat
really
needed
a piece
supports
yourit.
One reasonable answer that comesOrientation Unit Sharing Questions card (card 6 ) for recommendations on when it is important
card).
answer, including the source of the evidence
from sources outside the text such to pursue
background
answers to factual and background questions.
Leader:
Anda page
is that
an opinion
too,from
thattheittext).
wasn’t bad
for him to take it
(include
number
if it comes
7. Ask students to choose two questions that continue to puzzle or intrigue
them
(one
as encyclopedias
another
possible itanswer
to theOr
question
he wanted
so much?
can you find
it in theanswers
story?based on
interpretive and one evaluative or speculative) and record them in the◆ Record
Stagesince
2 Inquiry
Reasonable
(if you can come up with one) and a piece of
evaluative
Log. Before the discussion, collect and review students’ logs to find outsupporting
what questions
including its source.
personal opinion or experience
Mark:
It’s myevidence,
opinion.
they are most interested in pursuing.
◆ Determine what type of question you have,
How can we revise questions to make them interpretive?
Reasonable answers based on
speculative
basedSo
on what
the answers
evidence do
youwe
gathered
Leader:
kind ofandquestion
think is this?
imagination or guessing
(see box at right).
Two (or more) reasonable answers Some speculative or evaluative questions can be revised into interpretive questions. Usually, the
◆ Share It’s
any evaluative.
interpretive questions you found with
Mona:
interpretive
the class.
supported by evidence from the text

Great Books Roundtable • Level 1
Source:
Type of question?

 Factual
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Source:

 Background

 Speculative

 Evaluative

 Interpretive

800.222.5870
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Program Preview
Great Books Roundtable Program Preview (continued)

EXPOSITORY WRITING: INTERPRETIVE ESSAY
Activity Instructions

Curriculum downloads include:
(2–3 class periods plus homework)

Expository writing activities
Creative response activities
◆	
Poetic response activities
◆	Curriculum Connections
◆	Assessment materials
◆ Student and leader reflection forms
◆

Activity Summary Students write an essay supporting their interpretation of the selection.
Student Learning Objectives To plan an essay using graphic organizers
EXPOSITORY WRITING: EVALUATIVE ESSAY
To present and develop a thesis in a convincing essay
To select evidence from the text to support a thesis and explain that Peer
evidence Review Checklist (continued)
Key Shared Inquiry Concept Writing about a text helps readers formulate further insights into its meaning.
Materials All materials except the students’ Inquiry Logs can be found inName:
the Interpretive
Reviewed by:
Date:
Essay section of the Curriculum Downloads.
Students’ completed Inquiry Logs
Reviewer
Writer: Revision Steps
Evidence Organizer
Sample Final Draft
Drafting Guide
Peer Review Checklist
Thesis Statement
Thesis Statement
Sample Evidence Organizer
Sample Peer Review Checklist
Look back at your Inquiry Log or your notes;
Thesis answers the essay question:
think back on the discussion.
Sample Drafting Guide
Peer Review Practice Essays Yes
Needs revision
Talk about your thesis out loud until you (or a
partner) hear that it is understandable.

Thesis is clear and specific:

ACTIVITY I NSTRUCTIONS

Yes

Part 1: Organizing and Outlining

Needs revision

Supporting Evidence

1. Hand out copies of the Sample Final Draft. Read the draft aloud, noting its various

Supporting Evidence
Review the selection or other sources and find
new evidence to add.

Enough evidence to support the thesis:
features (for example, introduction, conclusion, transitions, topic sentences). Tell students
that they will be writing their own essays that answer the focus question from the
Yes
Needs revision
discussion. (Skip this step once students are familiar with the writing process.)

2. Ask students to review the Building Your Answer section of the Inquiry Log. Have them
Good explanation of how evidence supports
transfer their answer to the focus question into the top box of the Evidence Organizer.
the thesis:
This will become the essay’s thesis statement.

3. Beginning with the evidence in their Inquiry Logs, have students record supporting

Yes

Imagine explaining the evidence to convince
someone who disagrees.

Needs revision

evidence in the organizer’s boxes. Then have students add explanations of how the
Good explanation of where evidence comes
evidence supports the thesis.
from:

5.

Yes

Review each piece of evidence and explain
your sources.

Needs revision

spaces provided, have them number the organizer boxes in the order in which they want
each piece of evidence to appear in the essay. (If students need more guidance, work
Organization
through steps 2–4 with the class, using the Sample Evidence Organizer and modeling
where appropriate.)
Introduction grabs the reader’s attention:
Have students outline their essays in the Drafting Guide. If needed, review the Sample Yes
Needs revision
Drafting Guide as a class.

Part 2: Drafting

REPRODUCIBLE MASTER Copyright © 2010 The Great Books Foundation

Copyright © 2010 The Great Books Foundation

4. Have students choose the three pieces of evidence that best support the thesis. In the

Drafting Guide for reference.

Great Books Roundtable • Level 1
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Organization
Tell your reader why you care about your idea,
or give an interesting example or quote related
to your idea.
List your main points, see if any of them are
too similar; if so, search for new evidence or
consider a stronger argument.

Main points differ from one another:

6. Ask students to draft their essays for homework or during other class time, using the

Yes

Needs revision

Share a new discovery about the text or a
question you still have.

Conclusion sums up argument and offers a
final thought:
Yes

◆

Needs revision

continued

Reviewer: On the next page, write some
comments explaining your checkmarks.

Great Books Roundtable • Level 1

Writer: On the next page, write down
ideas to use in your next revision.
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continued

The Road Map provides:
	Guidance in choosing how to
best implement the Great Books
Roundtable program in your
classroom
◆	
Support in differentiating Great
Books Roundtable activities to meet
the needs of a variety of learners

Planning Your Great Books Roundtable™ Units

◆

A B
For Goals A and B: The four-session implementation is the most
effective. Reading the text twice and sharing questions and answers
as a group enable students at a range of ability levels to participate
successfully in Shared Inquiry discussion, gaining essential skills along
the way. (NOTE: This implementation option is used in the Unit Guides in
your Leader’s Edition.)

Use this worksheet to help you consider your curriculum goals and available
class time in planning the three major components of each Great Books
Roundtable unit: reading and discussion, writing, and assessment.

Planning for Reading and Discussion
Reading and discussion are central to the Great Books Roundtable program. To
plan your implementation, circle the choice below that best describes how
you wish to use the reading and discussion activities:

Goal A Alternate: Once students are familiar with the Shared Inquiry
activities, the second reading and vocabulary activity can be done for
homework, and the program can be completed in three sessions if
necessary. Be sure not to skip the second reading or the review of
students’ notes from that reading, which are essential steps in the
Shared Inquiry process.

A As an essential component of my curriculum, covering the reading and
literary response strands in my district or state standards as well as important
critical thinking skills (3–4 class sessions per unit)

B As the most effective way to incorporate important—and sometimes elusive—

Goal B Alternate: The two-session implementation trades in-class
reading and exploration for scheduling flexibility. Students still
get plenty of practice with critical thinking during Shared Inquiry
discussion. For a more regular and thorough exposure to critical
thinking, however, consider devoting one or two additional days to
some units.

critical thinking skills into the curriculum (2–4 class sessions per unit)

C As a way to reinforce and build on students’ reading comprehension skills
(4–5 class sessions per unit)

D As an optional or enrichment activity that will introduce students to new
literature (2 class sessions per unit)
Now determine the scheduling and pacing that best matches your goal:

C

Reading and Discussion Planning Chart
Goal

Session* 1

Session 2

Session 3

A or B
C alternate

Prereading
First Reading

Sharing Questions
Vocabulary
(in class or as
homework)

A alternate

Prereading
First Reading

Sharing Questions Review Second
Reading notes
Vocabulary
(in class or as
Shared Inquiry
homework)
Discussion
Homework: Second
Reading with notes

C

Prereading
First Reading

Sharing Questions
(spend extra time
examining difficult
passages)

D

First Reading
class or as
B alternate (in
homework)
Sharing Questions
Homework: Second
Reading

Second Reading

Vocabulary
(in class and as
homework)

Session 4

For Goal C: The five-session implementation is most effective. The
schedule allows students to spend more time exploring the text, asking
and addressing questions, and analyzing complex passages. It also allows
for more vocabulary work because students can complete basic work in
class and do additional suggested vocabulary practice for homework.

Session 5

Shared Inquiry
Discussion

™

Goal C Alternate: The four-session implementation is a good
alternate if you need to save some time. Move the vocabulary work
to homework or have students begin the second reading in class and
complete it at home.

D
Second Reading

Review Second
Reading notes
Shared Inquiry
Discussion

Shared Inquiry
Discussion

For Goal D: Try the two-session implementation. NOTE: The
two-session program, by its nature, will not produce the same depth
of learning as the three- or four-session options.
Regardless of your goals and the time available for implementation, Shared
Inquiry discussion—the heart of the Great Books Roundtable program—should
be the focus and culmination of the reading and discussion component.

* A session is 35–60 minutes of class time, the length of a typical class period.
2
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Implementing the Great Books Roundtable Program in Your Classroom

3

Audio (MP3s)
Professionally recorded audio versions of each selection provide another
outlet for students to listen to the texts read aloud fluently.

greatbooks.org
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Unit Activities

Roundtable Unit Activities
Core activities (H) in a Great Books Roundtable unit include reading and rereading the selection,
sharing questions, making notes, and participating in a Shared Inquiry™ discussion. Other activities,
such as vocabulary work and postdiscussion writing, are optional. Assessment and reflection can be
done on a regular basis. Each unit guide in the Leader’s Edition follows the sequence of activities
outlined below.

Session I
H Prereading (5–10 minutes)
H First Reading (30–45 minutes)

Session 2
H Sharing Questions (30–40 minutes)
◆

Vocabulary (10–20 minutes)

The Great Books Roundtable Road
Map shows variations on this
schedule that may better fit your
curricular objectives, available
class time, and goals for using
Roundtable. The Road Map also
suggests differentiation strategies
for each activity.

Session 3
H Second Reading (40–50 minutes)

Session 4
H Shared Inquiry Discussion (40–50 minutes)

Session 5
◆

Postdiscussion Activity Options
◆

Expository Writing

◆

Creative Response

◆

Poetic Response

◆

Related Cross-curricular Projects

◆

Related Readings

◆

Assessment and Reflection

Research shows that when schools use Great Books programs consistently, including all sessions and
activities, student attendance improves and test scores rise.

About the Great Books Foundation
Founded in 1947, the Great Books Foundation is an independent, nonprofit educational organization
that creates reading and discussion programs for students and adults with the conviction that
literacy and critical thinking help form reflective and well-informed citizens. For more about us, visit
greatbooks.org.
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Rattlesnakes

Rattlesnakes
John Muir

John Muir shares some of his encounters with rattlesnakes in Yosemite National Park
and describes how his attitude toward them changed.

Genre: Essay

Length: 5 pages
Read-Aloud Time: About 8 minutes

About the Author
John Muir, one of the first environmental activists in the United States, was born in
Dunbar, Scotland, in 1838. He traveled extensively through the United States, as well
as in other countries—often on foot—documenting his observations and opinions
about wildlife conservation in numerous articles and books, such as The Mountains of
California (1894) and Our National Parks (1901), in which this selection appears. His
writing greatly influenced public and governmental perspectives on forest preservation
in the United States, leading to the establishment of Sequoia and Yosemite national
parks. Muir also cofounded the Sierra Club in 1892, serving as president until his
death in 1914.

greatbooks.org
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Unit Guide

Rattlesnakes
Unit Guide
John Muir
The following guide will aid your unit planning for “Rattlesnakes.” Accompanying materials can
Rattlesnakes
be found online.
Circled numbers correspond to numbers on the activity instruction cards.
John Muir

Activities are grouped
into sessions to
indicate work that
can be accomplished
during the length of a
traditional class period
(35–60 minutes).

The following guide will aid your unit planning for “Rattlesnakes.” Accompanying materials can
be found online.

Session 1
Prereading

(35–55 minutes)
(5–10 minutes)

Activity Summary: Students briefly discuss a concept relevant to the text they will be reading.
Materials:

Prereading card 4
Inquiry Log card (student handout) 18

Option 1

Prereading Question
Ask students one or both of the following:
◆ Why might a human find a wild animal threatening?
◆ Why might a wild animal find a human threatening?

Option 2

Background Knowledge
Have students write down and share what they already know about rattlesnakes.
Suggested follow-up question:
◆ Given what you know, how would you react if you encountered a rattlesnake in
the wild?

First Reading
A list of activity
materials helps
you prepare easily
for each session.

(30–45 minutes)

Activity Summary: Students listen as the text is read aloud, marking places where they have questions
and other reactions.
Materials:

Session 2

Inquiry Log card (student handout) 18
Prereading and First Reading card 19

(40–60 minutes)

Sharing Questions

(30–40 minutes)

Activity Summary: Students share different types of questions about the text.
Materials:

A list of suggested
vocabulary words
is included for
each selection.

8

Vocabulary

Discussion Planner card 17
Inquiry Log card (student handout) 18
Sharing Questions card (student handout, side 4) 20

(10–20 minutes)

Activity Summary: Students determine word meaning using context and outside sources.
Materials:

Vocabulary card (student handout, side 2) 21

Details:

Suggested vocabulary words: venomous, persecuted, degraded, intentionally,
provocation, righteous indignation

278
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Rattlesnakes

Rattlesnakes

Session 3

(40–50 minutes)

Second Reading

(40–50 minutes)

Activity Summary: Students reread the selection and mark passages, using one of three note prompts.
Materials:

Discussion Planner card 17
Inquiry Log card (student handout) 18
Second Reading cards 22 23 24

Details:

Choose one of the following options:

Option 1

Suggested prompts
and questions for the
prereading, second
reading, and extension
activities can be used
in conjunction with the
corresponding activity
instruction cards.

Contrasting Notes card 22
C = You are convinced by what the author says.
U = You are unconvinced by what the author says.
Suggested follow-up questions:
◆ See Stage 2 Second Reading: Contrasting Notes card 22

Option 2

Recurring Concept Note card 23
F = A character (narrator or snake) does something “fair and charitable.”
Suggested follow-up question:
◆ Why does the character’s action seem fair and charitable?

Option 3

Literary Element Note card 24
T = You get a strong sense of the author’s tone.
Tone: the attitude a writer has toward his or her subject; tone is created by many
elements, including word choice, style, imagery, sound, and rhythm
Suggested follow-up questions:
◆ What is the tone here, and how do you know (word choice, imagery, etc.)? What
does the tone reveal about the author?

Session 4

(40–50 minutes)

Shared Inquiry Discussion

(40–50 minutes)

Activity Summary: Students explore the text’s meaning by discussing an interpretive question.
Materials:

Discussion Planner card 17
Inquiry Log card (student handout) 18
Shared Inquiry Discussion card 25

Details:

Suggested interpretive questions for discussion:

Option 1

greatbooks.org

Why does Muir learn to respect rattlesnakes after he kills two?
◆ Why does Muir say that at one time he “imagined that rattlesnakes should be
killed wherever found”? (p. 175)
◆ Why, after killing the first snake, does Muir say he feels “degraded by the killing
business”? (p. 176)
◆ Why does Muir feel “sore and guilty” about killing the snake he finds in his cabin?
(p. 176)
◆ Why does Muir explain his decision to encamp on a boulder rather than on the
patch of flood-sand where he finds two snakes?

Interpretive questions
are suggested for use in
discussion or as models
to help you formulate
your own.

Sample Lesson Plans
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Unit Guide
Unit Guide

Option 2

Why does Muir use human characteristics and feelings to describe snakes?
◆ Why does Muir describe snakes as “fair and charitable”? (p. 176)
◆ Why does Muir see the second rattlesnake as “desperately embarrassed”? (p. 176)
◆ Why does Muir say, “I have looked into the eyes of so many wild animals that I
feel sure I did not mistake the feelings of this unfortunate snake”? (p. 177)
◆ Why does Muir describe the snake he accidentally threw his bundle of bread on as
having a “come-in-if-you-dare expression”? (p. 178)

Activities in the Curriculum Downloads (instructions and approximate times provided with the activities)
Expository writing
guides help students
turn their reading and
discussion work into
essays. You can also
choose from a variety
of creative response
activities to capture
students’ thinking.

Session 5
Expository Writing:

Interpretive Essay
the selection.

A variety of tools
for assessment and
reflection allows
you to set and meet
learning goals in
the manner that
works best in your
classroom.

280
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Students write an essay supporting their interpretation of

Evaluative Essay Students write an essay based on an evaluative question.
Have students choose one of their own or one of the following:
◆ Is John Muir right to think of rattlesnakes as having human characteristics
and feelings?
◆ Is killing a wild animal ever acceptable?
Creative Response:

Reading and activity
ideas help you easily
connect Great Books
Roundtable selections
to one another, to
other language arts
curricula, and to other
subject areas.

Students deepen their understanding of the selection through the writing process.

Students deepen their understanding of the selection with a creative response
activity. Suggested for this unit: Comic Strip.

Curriculum Connections
Related Projects:

Connect “Rattlesnakes” to other subject areas.
◆ Social Studies: A Visit to Yosemite
Students learn about Yosemite National
Park and plan an imaginary visit.
◆ Science: All Sorts of Snakes
Students choose a specific type of snake to
research and present their findings to the class.

Related Readings:

Learn which well-known titles share themes, settings, or other important features
with the selection.

Cross-Text Activities: Compare and contrast any combination of prose selections.

Wrapping Up the Unit
Assessment:

Track students’ learning by using a variety of assessment tools, including multiple
choice tests, portfolio assessments, and rubrics.

Reflection:

Track your work as a leader and help students assess their progress and set goals.
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R ATTLESNAKES

Notation Key
The
icon indicates an example of
a leader modeling confusion or curiosity
during the first reading.

John Muir

The
icon indicates sample student
responses to a second-reading note; the
corresponding passage is [bracketed].
Blue-highlighted text indicates a passage
rich with interpretive issues.

T

here are many snakes in the canyons and lower forests, but
they are mostly handsome and harmless. Of all the tourists and
travelers who have visited Yosemite and the adjacent mountains,
not one has been bitten by a snake of any sort, while thousands
have been charmed by them. Some of them vie with the lizards
in beauty of color and dress patterns. Only the rattlesnake is
venomous, and he carefully keeps his venom to himself as far
as man is concerned, unless his life is threatened.
Before I learned to respect rattlesnakes I killed two, the
first on the San Joaquin plain. He was coiled comfortably
around a tuft of bunch grass, and I discovered him when he
was between my feet as I was stepping over him. He held his
head down and did not attempt to strike, although in danger
of being trampled. At that time, thirty years ago, I imagined
that rattlesnakes should be killed wherever found. I had no
weapon of any sort, and on the smooth plain there was not a
stick or a stone within miles, so I crushed him by jumping on
him, as the deer are said to do. Looking me in the face he saw

Yellow-highlighted words are suggested
vocabulary words.
Underlined words may need to be briefly
defined as you read aloud (definitions
provided).
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Yosemite: a national park located in the Sierra Nevada mountain range
(eastern California); established in 1890 due to John Muir’s conservation
efforts
San Joaquin: a river that runs from the Sierra Nevada through the
southern Central Valley, forming a delta with the Sacramento River
greatbooks.org
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◆

Contrasting Notes
Student responses might include:
C = I am convinced by what Muir says
here. He feels so bad about killing
the snake that it seems likely he
won’t do it again unless he has to.
U = I am unconvinced by Muir’s words.
He said that he killed two snakes
before he learned to respect them;
he has only killed one so far, so he’ll
kill again.

JOHN MU IR

◆

I meant mischief and quickly cast himself into a coil, ready to
strike in defense. I knew he could not strike when traveling,
therefore I threw handfuls of dirt and grass sods at him to
tease him out of coil. He held his ground a few minutes,
threatening and striking, and then started off to get rid of me.
I ran forward and jumped on him, but he drew back his head
so quickly my heel missed, and he also missed his stroke at me.
Persecuted, tormented, again and again he tried to get away,
bravely striking out to protect himself, but at last my heel came
squarely down, sorely wounding him, and a few more brutal
stampings crushed him. I felt degraded by the killing business,
farther from heaven, and I made up my mind to try to be at
least as fair and charitable as the snakes themselves and to kill
no more save in self-defense.
The second killing might also, I think, have been avoided,
and I have always felt somewhat sore and guilty about it. I had
built a little cabin in Yosemite and for convenience in getting
water, and for the sake of music and society, I led a small
stream from Yosemite Creek into it. Running along the side
of the wall it was not in the way, and it had just fall enough to
ripple and sing in low, sweet tones, making delightful company,
especially at night when I was lying awake. Then a few frogs
came in and made merry with the stream—and one snake, I
suppose to catch the frogs.
Returning from my long walks, I usually brought home
a large handful of plants, partly for study, partly for ornament, and set them in a corner of the cabin, with their stems
in the stream to keep them fresh. One day, when I picked up
a handful that had begun to fade, I uncovered a large coiled
rattler that had been hiding behind the flowers. Thus suddenly
brought to light face-to-face with the rightful owner of the
place, the poor reptile was desperately embarrassed, evidently
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◆

realizing that he had no right in the cabin. It was not only fear
that he showed, but a good deal of downright bashfulness and
embarrassment, like that of a more than half-honest person
caught under suspicious circumstances behind a door. Instead
of striking or threatening to strike, though coiled and ready, he
slowly drew his head down as far as he could, with awkward,
confused kinks in his neck and a shamefaced expression, as if
wishing the ground would open and hide him. I have looked
into the eyes of so many wild animals that I feel sure I did not
mistake the feelings of this unfortunate snake. I did not want
to kill him, but I had many visitors, some of them children,
and I oftentimes came in late at night, so I judged he must die.
Since then I have seen perhaps a hundred or more in these
mountains, but I have never intentionally disturbed them, nor
have they disturbed me to any great extent, even by accident,
though in danger of being stepped on. Once, while I was on
my knees kindling a fire, one glided under the arch made
by my arm. He was only going away from the ground I had
selected for a camp, and there was not the slightest danger,
because I kept still and allowed him to go in peace. The only
time I felt myself in serious danger was when I was coming out
of the Tuolumne Canyon by a steep side canyon toward the
head of Yosemite Creek. On an earthquake talus, a boulder in
my way presented a front so high that I could just reach the
upper edge of it while standing on the next below it. Drawing
myself up, as soon as my head was above the flat top of it I
caught sight of a coiled rattler. My hands had alarmed him,
and he was ready for me, but even with this provocation, and
when my head came in sight within a foot of him, he did not
strike. The last time I sauntered through the big canyon I saw
about two a day. One was not coiled, but neatly folded in a
narrow space between two cobblestones on the side of the river,
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Recurring Concept Note
F = A character is fair and charitable.
Student responses might include:
◆

◆

The rattlesnake is fair and charitable—
he waits to see if Muir is a real threat,
instead of attacking immediately.
Muir is fair and charitable—even
though he feels himself “in serious
danger,” he does not kill the
rattlesnake.

Tuolumne Canyon: the large canyon cut by the Tuolumne River, in
what is now Yosemite National Park
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◆

Literary Element Note
T = Muir’s tone is strong here.
Student responses might include:
◆

◆

◆

He is nervous—he understands he
angered the snake and it could hurt
him.
He is amused—he paints a funny
picture of trying to reason with the
snake.
He is apologetic—he feels bad for
throwing the large bundle on the
small snake.

JOHN MU IR

◆

his head below the level of them, ready to shoot up like a jackin-the-box for frogs or birds. My foot spanned the space above
within an inch or two of his head, but he only held it lower. In
making my way through a particularly tedious tangle of buckthorn, I parted the branches on the side of an open spot and
threw my bundle of bread into it, and when with my arms free
I was pushing through after it, I saw a small rattlesnake dragging his tail from beneath my bundle. When he caught sight of
me he eyed me angrily, and with an air of righteous indignation
seemed to be asking why I had thrown that stuff on him. He
was so small that I was inclined to slight him, but he struck out
so angrily that I drew back and approached the opening from
the other side. But he had been listening, and when I looked
through the brush I found him confronting me, still with a
come-in-if-you-dare expression. In vain I tried to explain that I
only wanted my bread; he stoutly held the ground in front of it,
so I went back a dozen rods and kept still for half an hour, and
when I returned he had gone.
One evening, near sundown, in a very rough, boulderchoked portion of the canyon, I searched long for a level spot
for a bed and at last was glad to find a patch of flood-sand on
the riverbank and a lot of driftwood close by for a campfire.
But when I threw down my bundle, I found two snakes in
possession of the ground. I might have passed the night even
in this snake den without danger, for I never knew a single
instance of their coming into camp in the night, but fearing
that in so small a space some latecomers not aware of my presence might get stepped on when I was replenishing the fire, to
avoid possible crowding I encamped on one of the earthquake
boulders.
There are two species of Crotalus in the park, and when
I was exploring the basin of Yosemite Creek I thought I had
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rod: a measurement of distance equal to 16.5 feet; a dozen rods equals
198 feet

Crotalus: in science, the genus name for rattlesnake
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◆

discovered a new one. I saw a snake with curious divided
appendages on its head. Going nearer, I found that the strange
headgear was only the feet of a frog. Cutting a switch, I struck
the snake lightly until he disgorged the poor frog, or rather
allowed it to back out. On its return to the light from one of
the very darkest of death valleys, it blinked a moment with
a sort of dazed look, then plunged into a stream, apparently
happy and well.

Leader’s Notes and Questions

179
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Unit Guide

About the Author
Mary Ruefle
Mary Ruefle was born outside of Pittsburgh in 1952 and, as a member of a military
family, spent her childhood moving throughout the United States and Europe. Her
poems, filled with robust imagery, have earned her a National Endowment for the
Arts Fellowship, a Guggenheim Fellowship, a Whiting Foundation Writer’s Award,
and an American Academy of Arts and Letters Award. Her books of poetry include
The Adamant (1989); Cold Pluto (1996), in which “The Hand” appears; Post Meridian
(1999); Among the Musk Ox People (2002); and Tristimania (2003). Ruefle has taught at
Bennington College, Colby College, the University of Michigan, and Vermont College of
Fine Arts.

Shared Inquiry and Poetry
Poetry, which naturally encourages multiple readings and investigation of layers
of meaning, is ideally suited to Shared Inquiry. The Shared Inquiry method enables
students to experience a poem from multiple angles and consider its meaning
in depth.
The Shared Inquiry process for poetry differs from the process for prose units. The
chart below highlights ways in which specific Shared Inquiry activities differ for
poetry selections.

Session

16

Activities in Prose Units

Activities in Poetry Units

1

Prereading
First Reading

Prereading (optional)
First Set of Readings with Sharing Questions

2

Sharing Questions
Vocabulary

Second Set of Readings
Shared Inquiry Discussion

3

Second Reading

Postdiscussion Activities

4

Shared Inquiry Discussion

5

Postdiscussion Activities
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THE HAND

Notation Key

Mary Ruefle

The
icon indicates an example of
a leader modeling confusion or curiosity
during the first reading.

The teacher asks a question.
You know the answer, you suspect
you are the only one in the classroom
who knows the answer, because the person
in question is yourself, and on that
you are the greatest living authority,
but you don’t raise your hand.
You raise the top of your desk
and take out an apple.
You look out the window.
You don’t raise your hand and there is
some essential beauty in your fingers,
which aren’t even drumming, but lie
flat and peaceful.
The teacher repeats the question.
Outside the window, on an overhanging branch,
a robin is ruffling its feathers
and spring is in the air.

The
icon indicates sample student
responses to a second-reading note; the
corresponding part of the poem
is [bracketed].

Modeling Curiosity
“I wonder who the speaker might be
talking to. I’m going to put a question
mark here.”

Contrasting Notes
Student responses might include:
U = The speaker understands that the
person she is talking to knows the
answer.
D = The speaker does not understand
what the answer is because only the
person in the poem knows it.

Literary Element Note
14

R = The poet repeats “you” and “your.”
Student responses might include:
◆

207

◆

◆

Mary Ruefle, “The Hand” from Cold Pluto. Copyright © 1996 by Mary Ruefle. Reprinted
with the permission of The Permissions Company, Inc., on behalf of Carnegie Mellon
University Press, www.cmu.edu/universitypress.

greatbooks.org

The poet is showing how not answering
the question gives the person a sense
of self.
The poet is showing how each moment
after the teacher’s question changes
the student.
The poet is giving a sense of urgency
and excitement—maybe the
excitement of realizing something.
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Unit Guide

The Hand
Mary Ruefle
The following guide will aid your unit planning for “The Hand.” Accompanying materials can be
found online. Circled numbers correspond to numbers on the activity instruction cards.

Session 1

(25–35 minutes)

Prereading (Optional)

(5–10 minutes)

Activity Summary: Students share their ideas and expectations about poetry.
Materials:

Inquiry Log card (student handout) 27
Prereading card 28

First Set of Readings with Sharing Questions

(20–25 minutes)

Activity Summary: Students listen to the poem read aloud multiple times, marking places where they
have questions.
Materials:

Session 2

Discussion Planner card 26
Inquiry Log card (student handout) 27
First Set of Readings with Sharing Questions card 29

(40–50 minutes)

Second Set of Readings

(20–25 minutes)

Activity Summary: Students reread the poem and mark contrasting ideas, recurring themes, or literary
elements.

318
18

Materials:

Discussion Planner card 26
Inquiry Log card (student handout) 27
Second Set of Readings card 30

Details:

Choose one of the following:

Option 1

Contrasting Notes
U = The speaker describes something she understands.
D = The speaker describes something she does not understand.
Suggested follow-up questions:
◆ For what reason did you mark this line that way? You marked the same place as
Jen did, but did you mark it for a different reason?

Option 2

Literary Element Note
R = The poet repeats a word or idea in the poem.
Suggested follow-up questions:
◆ Why do you think the author uses repetition here? What effect does it have on the
tone of the poem?

Great Books Roundtable • Level 3
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The Hand

Shared Inquiry Discussion

(20–25 minutes)

Activity Summary: Students explore the poem’s meaning by discussing an interpretive question.
Materials:

Discussion Planner card 26
Inquiry Log card (student handout) 27
Shared Inquiry Discussion card 31

Details:

Suggested interpretive questions for discussion:
Why doesn’t the person in this poem raise his or her hand?
◆ Why are we told “the person / in question is yourself”?
◆ Why does the person raise the desktop “and take out an apple,” rather than raise
his or her hand?
◆ Why is there “some essential beauty” in the person’s fingers?
◆ Why aren’t the person’s fingers “even drumming”?
◆ Why do the last three lines of the poem describe what is outside the window?

Activities in the Curriculum Downloads (instructions and approximate times provided with the activities)
Session 3
Expository Writing: Students deepen their understanding of the poem through the writing process.
Interpretive Essay
the poem.

Students write an essay supporting their interpretation of

Evaluative Essay Students write an essay based on an evaluative question.
Have students choose one of their own or one of the following:
◆ Do you agree with the speaker that “you are the greatest living authority” when it
comes to yourself?
◆ When, if ever, is not answering a question better than answering it?
Poetic Response:

Students write an original poem using “The Hand” as a model. Concepts covered in
this activity: point of view, verb tense.

Cross-Text Activity: Students create new poems using lines from poems they have read.

Wrapping Up the Unit
Assessment:

Track students’ learning by using a variety of assessment tools, including short
answer tests, portfolio assessments, and rubrics.

Reflection:

Track your work as a leader and help students assess their progress and set goals.
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