Stuck in Neutral


YAL LITERATURE UNIT 
Prepared by Christa Alvarez

Thurgood Marshall Middle School

Book:  Trueman, Terry, Stuck in Neutral, Harper Collins, New York, 2000.

Summary:  This story is written in the voice of the main character, Shawn McDaniel, a 14-year old boy who suffers from cerebral palsy.  His condition prevents him from any type of normal communication, yet his mind is clear and intelligent.


His parents have divorced.  Shawn is convinced that his Dad divorced him, not his Mom, because he could not handle his son's condition.  Now Shawn is convinced that Dad is planning to kill him, as a mercy killing.

About the Author:  Terry Trueman was born in Birmingham, Alabama but grew up in Seattle.  He attended the University of Washington, where he 

received a B.A. in creative writing; he also has an M.S. in applied psychology and an MFA in creative writing, both from Eastern Washington University.  The father of two sons, Henry and Jesse, he makes his home in Spokane, Washington, where he has lived since 1974.  


His first novel, Stuck in Neutral, was a Printz Honor recipient. His second novel, Inside Out, was released in August, 2003.  He is working on his third novel, Cruise Control.  This will be a companion novel to Stuck in Neutral, the family story told by Shawn's brother, Paul. 


Trueman's hobbies include his Sea Ray boat and his 1976 Corvette Stingray.  One of his heroes is poet Charles Bukowski.  The Author's Note at the end of Stuck in Neutral lets us know that one of his sons suffers from cerebral palsy - making this book especially poignant.

Standards, Goals and Objectives

STATE GOAL 1: Read with understanding and fluency.
A. Apply word analysis and vocabulary skills to comprehend selections
1.A.3b Analyze the meaning of words and phrases in their context

B. Apply reading strategies to improve understanding and fluency.

1.B.3a Preview reading materials, make predictions and relate reading to information from other sources. 
1.B.3b Identify text structure and create a visual representation (e.g., graphic organizer, outline, drawing) to use while reading. 
1.B.3c Continuously check and clarify for understanding (e.g., in addition to previous skills, draw comparisons to other readings). 
1.B.3d Read age-appropriate material with fluency and accuracy

STATE GOAL 2: Read and understand literature representative of various societies, eras and ideas.
2.A.3b Describe how the development of theme, character, plot and setting contribute to the overall impact of a piece of literature

B. Read and interpret a variety of literary works
2.B.3a Respond to literary material from personal, creative and critical points of view. 

2.B.3c Analyze how characters in literature deal with conflict, solve problems and relate to real-life situations. 

State Goal 3:  Write to communicate for a variety of purposes.

3.B.3a  Produce documents that convey a clear understanding and interpretation of ideas and information and display focus, organization, elaboration and coherence.

STATE GOAL 4: Listen and speak effectively in a variety of situations.
4B3a  Deliver planned oral presentations, using language and vocabulary appropriate to the purpose, message and audience; provide details and supporting information that clarify main ideas, and use visual aids and contemporary technology as support.
Specifically, students will be able to do the following:

· Read an age-appropriate text with understanding
· Develop vocabulary 
· Demonstrate understanding by completing a reading journal and discussions
· Demonstrate fluency by selected oral reading
· Identify author's voice
· Show personal connection to the themes of this novel with a final project
I chose this text for several reasons.  First, it is very well written and engaging.  The main character's voice is very unusual.  Even though my students are not physically handicapped, this book will, I hope, elicit empathy for those who are different from themselves.  My students may also recognize themselves in the main character, for they have expressed feelings of not being heard by adults in their lives.

Lesson Plans

My seventh-grade students have had previous experience with small-group reading and discussion of novels.  They use teacher-direction questions for their writing for the first half of the book, then student-selected journal responses for the second half.  This has been quite successful and I plan to use the same format for this book.

Day 1:  Anticipation Guide.  Use questions from the Cerebral Palsy links on the Terry Trueman website to write a series of 10 questions to gauge student familiarity with this disease.  Teacher Book-Talk to introduce the book.  Assign groups and distribute books.  Explain that each day they will read together, and write in their journals.  Any words they don't understand should be noted in their journal, along with the sentence in which they appear.  Assigned reading:  Chapters 1 and 2.  Journal:  These chapters are written using a good-news/bad-news format.  What is Shawn's good news?  his bad news?

Day 2:  Groups discuss their answers; small group reading of Chapter 3 in class.  Journal:  Shawn thought he knew about death from watching TV, but something happens that changes his feelings.  What happened?  How does he feel about death now?  Homework:  Read chapters 4,5.  Journal:  Why does Shawn think his Dad wants to kill him?  Do you have any ideas about how Shawn feels about his Dad?

Day 3:  Groups discuss answers; small-group reading of Chapter 6 in class.  Journal:  Shawn describes what it's like to have a seizure.  How does he feel about his seizures?  Did this suprise you?  Why or why not?  Have you ever had experience with someone having a seizure?  Homework:  Read Chapter 7.  Journal:  This chapter is about school.  What is his father's opinion about school for kids like Shawn?  Do you agree or disagree?  Why?

Day 4:  Groups discuss their answers; small-group reading of Chapter 8, plus choose a journal question.  Homework:  Read chapter 9, choose a journal question.

Day 5:  Groups discuss their answers, small group reading of Chapter 10. Journal question:  What does Mom tell Cindy and Paul?  Predict:  Will they agree or not?  Homework:  Read Chapter 11; journal - was your prediction correct?

Day 6:  Groups discuss their answers; small-group reading of Chapter 12.  This chapter focusses on Cindy and Paul.  How do they feel about their brother?  their father?  how Shawn's condition has affected their lives?

Homework:  Try to imagine what it would be like to have a brother like Shawn.  How would your life change?  Could you handle it?

Day 7:  Groups discuss their answers; small-group reading of Chapters 13 and 14.  Choose a journal question.  Finish for homework.

Day 8:  Whole-class session.  Teacher read-aloud of Chapters 15 and 16.  In small groups, what do you think happened at the end?  Present to class.

Day 9:  Read-aloud the Author's Note.  Does knowing this make the book better for you?  Homework:  select your favorite passage.  Practive reading it aloud and why you chose it.

Day 10:  Share passages.

Days 11 - 14  Work on final project.  Shawn tells us about himself in this book, but he can't tell the people around him what he is thinking or feeling.  

Distribute mirrors.  On the mirror, use magazine cut-outs of pictures and words, along with drawings if you want, to tell the world about you - who you are, what you think, how you feel.

Day 15:  Share final projects.  Turn in journals and group assessments.

Note:  After finishing this book, we will read Petey, by Ben Mikaelsen.  This is also a story about a boy with cerebral palsy, but takes place in the 1920, when less was known about the disease.  Petey grows up in a mental institution because of mis-diagnosis.  At the end of that book, we will compare Petey's experience with Shawn's.  

Journal Options:

· Copy a 2-3 sentence quote from this section.  What does it mean?  Why did you choose it?
· Illustrate a picture that came to your mind in this section and copy the text that you used.
· What was your favorite part of this section? Why
· How did one of the characters change in this section?
· Did something happen that helped you understand one of the characters better?  Explain.
· Does this remind you of something you experienced, read, or saw?
Assessment:  Reading journals, small group discussions and assessments, final project.
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