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About Virginia Euwer Wolff:
Award-winning author Virginia Euwer Wolff was born in Portland, Oregon, in 1937. "I grew up in rural Oregon in a log house — with bark left on inside and out. We had no electricity, a massive stone fireplace, a grand piano, and tons of books." Books have remained Wolff's treasures throughout her life, though she didn't become a published author until relatively late in her life. After receiving her Bachelor's degree from Smith College in 1959, she taught elementary school and later high school English. 

Wolff's first book for young readers, Probably Still Nick Swansen, was published in 1988 and won both the International Reading Association Award and the PEN-West Book Award. Since then she has written several more critically acclaimed young adult novels, earning more honors, including the Golden Kite Award for Fiction and the Jane Addams Book Award for Children's Books that Build Peace. 

The mother of a grown son and daughter, Wolff is also now grandmother of two. She lives in a cottage in Oregon, where she has a studio in the middle of the woods, "with lots of skylights and room to spread out, surrounded by my books." An accomplished violinist, she is a member of the Chamber Music Society of Oregon. She also enjoys hiking, swimming, and gardening. 

Text Summary:
LaVaughnn is fifteen.  She lives in an inner city housing project with her single mother and a vague memory of her father, who was killed in gang crossfire when she was very young.  The book is the second in a trilogy.  In the first book, LaVaughnn befriends a teenage mother of two and learns about how difficult life can really be.  She makes a commitment to herself and her mother that she will go to college someday, and this goal becomes her main motivation in life.  In True Believer, LaVaughnn faces new obstacles and distractions.  Her lifelong best friends have joined a strange church group and are pressuring LaVaughnn to be a part of it.  She is reunited with a boy from her past, and falls in love with him, only to discover that he is homosexual.  Her mother starts dating and talks about moving.  On top of all of this, she is working to save money for college and taking advanced classes in school.  Needless to say, LaVaughnn has her hands and her head full of teenage issues and questions.  Her emotional ups and downs are exciting and interesting to teenagers and her genuinely mature approach to life is enlightening.  Like Make Lemonade, the text is written in first person, stream-of-consciousness style, where the reader glimpses LaVaughnn’s thought process as though they were inside of her head.  

Major Themes:
_Making goals, meeting challenges, continuing progress towards attainment(Any goal is attainable, even when it seems the odds are against you.

_Growing up means change(in self, friendships, and family.

_Love(There are many different kinds and we should learn to accept differences, from sexual preferences to religious choices.

Curricular Connections:
This is an excellent book for middle school students.  Because of the free style writing, kids are given insight into LaVaughnn’s thoughts and can relate to her personally.  She lives in a harsh environment that is familiar to many children.  She faces issues that are familiar to many children.  Difficult topics are confronted honestly and openly, allowing for meaningful discussions, activities, and projects that spark interest in students and allow for cross-cultural and multi-level connections.

Unit Plan

264 pages

85 chapters

15-20 days (60 minutes each class)

Illinois State Goals:

1AStudents who meet the standard can apply word analysis and vocabulary skills to comprehend selections

1BStudents who meet the standard can apply reading strategies to improve understanding and fluency.

1CStudents who meet the standard can comprehend a broad range of reading materials. 

2BStudents who meet the standard can read and interpret a variety of literary works.

3AStudents who meet the standard can use correct grammar, spelling, punctuation, capitalization and structure.

3BStudents who meet the standard can compose well-organized and coherent writing for specific purposes and audiences.

3CStudents who meet the standard can communicate ideas in writing to accomplish a variety of purposes.

4AStudents who meet the standard can listen effectively in formal and informal situations.
CRI: Word knowledge, fluency, comprehension, writing

Activities:
_Approximately 20 pages daily

_Writing Assignments

_Vocabulary Development

_4 comprehension quizzes and one final exam

_Ongoing classroom plot diagram

_Character Development Activity:  “Charting LaVaughnn’s Growth”   

Class will create a progress chart for LaVaughnn, citing areas of life in which she is experiencing growth or change, and they will chart her development.  This will be a bulletin board.  They will also chart their own lives, and keep track of areas where they are experiencing growth or change.  These will stay private.

_Culminating Activity:  As a whole class, we will create a large collage of important themes from the book.  Each student will then create their own personal collage, making connections between their own lives and LaVaughnn’s.

Reading Strategies:
_Orally

_Silent sustained reading

_Teacher reads aloud

_Pairs, taking turns reading aloud

_Homework

Writing Assignments:
_Daily journal writing

_Essays, including pre-writing, editing, and revising techniques 


Essay topics:  

1. Describe one or two childhood friends.  When and where did you meet them?  What was special about your friendship?  What do you remember most about them?  Where are they now?  

2. Persuade a fifteen year old to do one of the following:  abstain from sex, finish high school, go to college.  

3. What are some changes that occur during one’s teenage years?  Take into consideration each of the following areas: physical, emotional, mental, spiritual.  What influences may affect each area?  Personally, what are some changes that you have experienced already and some that you are looking forward to?  What are some changes that scare you?

_Write a love poem describing a person’s first love or first broken heart.

_Write a letter to a teacher (real or fictional), thanking him or her for the important role they played in your life.  Tell them what was special about them and/or their class and tell them what you plan to do with their lessons in your life.

Vocabulary Development 
_Four-square:

_Classroom word wall

_Weekly reviews and quizzes

Sample Lesson Plan

Reading Lesson

Grade: 8

60 minutes

Illinois State Goals:

1AStudents who meet the standard can apply word analysis and vocabulary skills to comprehend selections

Stage G.4.Recall multiple meanings of a word in context and select appropriate meaning.

1BStudents who meet the standard can apply reading strategies to improve understanding and fluency.

Stage G.7. Read aloud fluently (with expression, accuracy, and appropriate speed).

Stage H.6. Build, evaluate, and extend text interpretations through collaboration with others.

1CStudents who meet the standard can comprehend a broad range of reading materials. 

Stage J.1. Use preview questions and predictions to guide reading across complex materials and confirm or deny predictions

3BStudents who meet the standard can compose well-organized and coherent writing for specific purposes and audiences.

Stage G.1.Use pre-writing strategies.
CRI: Word knowledge, fluency, comprehension, writing

Book:  True Believer by Virginia Euwer Wolff

Time 

Activities
	PRIVATE 
5 min
	Review prior readings, update class plot diagram

	5 min
	On blackboard, write 2-3 guide questions for next reading (establish purpose for reading) and 5-8 vocabulary words.  Read questions and words together,  Look at section to be read (approx.20 pages), and divide into sections.

	18-20 min
	Students pair up and find quiet area to read.  Take turns quietly reading each section aloud to partner, helping each other.  Together, discuss answers to guide questions and possible meanings of vocab words.

	10 min
	Each student write their own answers to questions in their notebooks.  They also write what they think each vocab word means, based on context clues in the story.

	12-15 min
	Student is assigned one word.  They must look up the meaning in the dictionary, and complete a four square for their word.  Four square includes definition, synonym, sentence, and picture. (see above)  Four squares get hung on word wall.

	8 min
	Writing assignment - introduce next writing assignment (see above) and discuss pre-writing assignment. (I.e. charts, visual aids, lists, samples, review of concepts, etc.)

	Homework
	Pre-writing assignment



