Sample Book Talk

All We Know of Heaven by Sue Ellen Bridgers

I. Present the Novel –give some brief background, but primarily read your 3 representative quotations and explain why these are significant to the book.
Bridgers, Sue Ellen. All We Know of Heaven Publisher: Banks Channel Books; (July 1999) ISBN: 188919901X

When she first sees Joel, Bethany is helping the women preparing a meal for the men doing the hog slaughtering.  He’s a loner type, has been away at a military academy, and has the reputation for needing the discipline of such a school.  Bethany lives with her Aunt Charlotte because Bethany’s mother has died and Warren, her father is a hopeless alcoholic.  Though she’s only fifteen, Bethany falls in love with Joel and will not wait to gone on to school before she gets married.  The marriage is doomed from its start, but Bethany is blinded by love.  
Teaching ideas/Resources:

1. “Why Sue Ellen Bridgers’ All We Know of Heaven Should Be Taught in Our High Schools,” by Gail Gregg and Pamela Sissi Carroll in The ALAN Review, Fall l999 is a helpful essay for teaching this novel, particularly in providing rationale for teaching the book. 

2. The title of the book relates to a poem by Emily Dickinson; find the poem and discuss it with your students; this will be especially appropriate with American Literature studies.  Why is “parting all we know of heaven/ and all we need of Hell”?  What do your students know about “partings”?

3. Bridgers’ novel comes from a family story about a relative she knew.  Have your students interview an older relative to learn of family stories that may be important to the students’ maturing and understanding of their family heritage.

4. The novel is set in the rural South; it is a good novel to use in rural setting since so many teenagers marry young and do not get to experience much of the broader world.  A good journal prompt to use with this novel would be how old should you be to get married?  Why?

5. Bridgers’ uses multiple characters to convey the story.  Her book is an excellent example of point-of-view.  Consider having your students select their favorite character and write additional entries in that character’s voice.
6. “Time and Tradition Transforming the Secondary English Class with Young Adult Novels,” by Gary Salvner in Reading Their World: The Young Adult Novel in the Classroom, Second Edition, edited by Virginia Monseau and Gary Salvner talks about characters in this novel and a number of Bridgers’ other novels.
Why you should give this book to teens

· Because they may be in a relationship that is abusive and need guidance on how to help themselves and in reading Bethany’s story could be guided to make wiser choices--plus it is frequently easier for a teen to “hear” from another teen what action to take rather than be told be a parent or another adult.

· Because it is easy for females to be in a relationship for love, but the male in the relationship may be at another stage that doesn’t value emotional attachments.

· Because they may be friends with someone who is in a relationship that is abusive and reading this novel could help them be of help to their friend.

· Because reading Bethany’s story and realizing her personal tragedies may help teens who are in abusive situations realize they need to leave the relationship.

II. Give author biography – not necessary in the oral presentation if you have this on the handout
III. Read a favorite excerpt or key passages – consider having the passages printed out to put on the Document Camera or in a PPT
IV. If the author has other writings, list these

V. (For those in the Teaching Track) How might you use this book in a classroom?


Include some ideas for presenting the book.

(For those not planning on teaching) Include bibliographic resources on the writer’s style, craft, “endurability” and related topics to the author and/or the author’s writings

VI. Answer questions

Other Books by Sue Ellen Bridgers

Bridgers, Sue Ellen. All Together Now Publisher: Banks Channel Books; (December 2001) ISBN: 1889199060
Casey is 12; she’s gone to stay with her grandparents, Ben and Jane, in the small town that was Casey’s dad’s home.  Casey’s dad is in the Air Force in Korea; Casey’s mom is working two jobs and isn’t available to be with Casey much.  Casey learns to love and care for a man, Dwayne Pickens, who is nearly Casey’s dad’s age—Dwayne is mentally retarded.  Dwayne’s brother, Alva, finds Dwayne an embarrassment and is constantly trying to get Dwayne committed in a mental institution. Casey discovers the gentleness of Dwayne; how Dwayne loves baseball, watching Casey’s Uncle Taylor race, and going to movies.  Pansy, a life-long friend of Jane, goes through her own struggles—marrying Hazard Whitaker, a man of 52 who feels like much of his life has been a disaster.

The caring of this family circle for Dwayne saves him.  The book is set during the polio epidemic time, and Casey nearly dies of it.  At the same time she’s loved back into life by her grandparents and Pansy/Hazard, Taylor and Gwen/ and Dwayne, who when he finds out Casey really is a girl is ok with that/Casey had been hiding that identity from Dwayne, afraid he’d not like her.
Teaching ideas/Resources:
1. This is a good book for teaching respect/acceptance of mental handicaps.  There are also a number of central themes: friendship, family relationships, the importance of extended families.  Consider having your students do a “Take a Stand” game following reading of the book.  Take-a-Stand calls for creating a list of value statements, for example: The best parenting is done by two parents with the mother staying at home.  Once you have a list of such statements, direct students to indicate how they feel about each statement by moving to the various locations: I fully agree, I’m neutral, I strongly disagree.  Ask your students to explain their positions and comment further on their perspectives.  This activity allows them to clarify values and can work with character education goals.

You can also have students create value statements to be used; this allows them to see how important wording of statements can be and also helps them put some of their values into words. 

2. A newer novel to teach or read in tandem with All Together Now is The Silent Boy by Lois Lowry, (2003).  This novel, set in the early years of the twentieth century is a first person narrative of Katy Thatcher and how she learns about what it means for a young person to be described as “touched,” and comes to understand what an “asylum” is.  This is actually a relatively brief novel, which could be read to your students as part of a larger unit on differences.  These two novels would connect well with teaching Of Mice and Men and with focus on the mentally challenged. 

3. “Introducing To Kill a Mockingbird with Collaborative Group Reading of Related Young Adult Novels” by Bonnie O. Ericson in Adolescent Literature as a Complement to the Classics Volume One by Joan Kaywell uses All Together Now as one of the core YA novels in her unit.

4. For further background on Sue Ellen Bridgers, see The ALAN Review 13.2, Winter l986, for several articles.

5. “Creating a Bond Between Writer and Reader” by Sue Ellen Bridgers in Reading Their World: The Young Adult Novel in the Classroom, Second Edition, edited by Virginia Monseau and Gary Salvner gives author’s insights to this novel and others by Bridgers.

6. Lynne Alvine and Devon Duffy in “Friendship and Tensions in A Separate Peace and Staying Fat for Sarah Byrnes, “ Chapter 8 (in Adolescent Literature as a Complement to the Classics, Volume 2, edited by Joan Kaywell) uses All Together Now as one of five YA novels to complete the unit.

7. Also check the following web sites: 

http://www.sueellenbridgers.com/works.htm

http://www.scils.rutgers.edu/~kvander/bridgers.html
http://scholar.lib.vt.edu/ejournals/ALAN/fall96/f96-11-Research.html
Why you should give this book to teens

· Because they might have a sibling or a friend who has mental or physical exceptionalities and find themselves having to protect their sibling or friend from intolerance or hurtful comments.  In a larger scenario, they might be called to make some difficult decisions as do the protagonists in Of Mice and Men and The Silent Boy.

· Because teens, facing peer pressure, are often fearful of differences they have never thought about or encountered before.

· Because like Casey, they might be teens who are separated from parents and living with grandparents or other extended family and in reading her story, can learn about how to live through their situation.

Other books by Sue Ellen Bridgers to consider reading:

Home Before Dark, Permanent Connections, Notes for Another Life, Keeping Christina
Summary of one other book by Sue Ellen Bridgers

Permanent Connections--Sue Ellen Bridgers, copyright l987

Rob Dickson is a troubled teen, does drugs/alcohol, feels constantly inadequate; his parents--upper middle class New Jersey-ites--are worried about him. His dad's (Davis Dickson) roots are in North Carolina--Tyler Mills. Carrie, Rob's mom, is a college teacher; Allison, Rob's sister, is younger and "the perfect" daughter.

Fairlee Dickson, Davis' older brother, has broken a hip. He's the essential caretaker of Grandpa Dickson (the father of Davis, Fairlee, Coralee, and Rosalie) and Cora (a spinster who has cared for her parents; has become "agoraphobic"--unable to handle leaving her home). Rosalie is married to Avery; Leanna is their daughter who dates Travis.  Rosalie is a constant "nag" about everything and everyone.

Rob thinks he's going to be around just a week; ends up being told by his dad that he (Rob) is going to need to stay until maybe Thanksgiving when his uncle is well enough to maneuver.  Rob's family is Episcopalian--in contrast to the "heavily" Baptist Dickson clan of the south.  Ending line of Ch. 11 after Rob finds out he has to stay for 3 months--he says this to Coralee, "Nothing hurts me" (49).

Ellery Collier and her mom Ginny live up the ridge from the Dicksons.  Ellery likes Fairlee and meets Rob through Fairlee.  Ellery is also feeling a "misfit" in Tyler Mills; her parents have recently divorced. Ellery wanted to be able to stay with her father -- that wasn't possible.  Ellery and Rob are both runners--both run to help them handle the struggles.  Ellery's words to herself at the end of Ch. 15, p. 67, "Go away, Rob Dickson...I've got all the hurt I can handle."  But she continues to care.

