
Teaching Unit for The Dry, by Rebecca Nolen 

Developed by Deborah K. Frontiera 

Special note: 

The numbers assigned in Common Core are not listed on these activities because there are some 

states that do not use Common Core, but curriculum in those states covers the same concepts. 

The people in various states (and the nation as a whole) who develop curriculum simply use their 

thesauruses to make others think their curriculum is different/better, but it’s all the same thing. In 

addition, many objective lists put the same objective multiple times at different grade levels, with 

such broad generality, that almost anything will meet the objective. As a teacher in Houston 

Independent School District from 1985 until 2008, I watched the semantics change several times 

but nothing was ever really different—we just all had to memorize a new set on numbers. At one 

point in my career, I helped develop curriculum for Houston Independent School District. SO, 

I’ve listed the CONCEPTS covered by each activity and teachers will see how the activities fit 

their district/state/Common Core curriculum numbered objectives. For every concept stated, 

three or four more probably could be because all such curriculum objectives have redundancies. 

This unit is designed for middle grades with an emphasis on 6
th

 grade. Other teachers may 

adapt questions and activities “up” or “down” according to the needs and abilities of their 

students. Home-schooling parents will be able to use the book and teaching materials as well, 

knowing the learning level of their children.  

 

Book One, for use after reading from the beginning to Pg. 115 

Vocabulary and figurative language activities: 

Concepts: Use text evidence to support explicit ideas; show understanding of figurative 

language, connotative meanings, and use of specific words for meaning and tone; 

Determine and clarify meanings of unknown words; use context to understand unknown words; 

recognize prefixes, suffixes and root words; consult a dictionary; 

Understand figurative language, interpret figures of speech. 

 Make copies of Activity Sheets 1 and 2. Students may complete these for homework, 

quizzes or classwork. Instructors should review meanings of: simile, metaphor, 

personification, onomatopoeia, and alliteration if students are not familiar with these 

terms.  

 



 

Answers: 

Activity sheet 1: 1-S; 2-P; 3-O; 4-S; 5-M; 6-M or P; 7-O; 8-A; 9-P; 10-A. Extra credit answers 

will vary. 

Activity sheet 2: 1-gawky; 2-pheromones; 3-mortified; 4-docile; 5-apprehension; 6-cacophony; 

7-meteor; 8-intricate; 9-malicious; 10-morsel 

Comprehension: 

When students answer the questions below, they are addressing the following language arts 

concepts: 

Analyze how a particular scene, sentence or chapter fits in the overall structure, theme, setting 

and plot of the novel; 

Compare and contrast texts in different forms or genres (historical and fantasy); 

Determine the theme and central idea; 

Describe how the plot unfolds, how characters change and respond; 

Use text evidence to support ideas and opinions; 

Come to discussion prepared; follow rules for collegial discussion; pose and respond to 

questions; 

Review key ideas; adapt speech and use formal English. 

If students write their responses to the questions in expository paragraphs, they will 

demonstrate their competence in these writing concepts: 

Write arguments to support claims with clear reasons and relevant evidence, using an 

introduction-evidence-conclusion format; 

Write informative and explanatory texts, examine topic, convey ideas, concepts, and information, 

introduce a topic, develop the topic, use transitions and draw conclusions; 

Use age/grade appropriate grammar and punctuation including use of capital letters, conventions 

in spelling, proper use of pronouns, agreement in number for pronouns, subjects and verbs, 

recognize and correct variations from standard English; 

Vary sentence patterns. 

 



 

These questions can be done individually, in small groups or in a total class group setting, 

in oral or written format. 

1. Make a list of the things Elliot puts in his pockets before leaving to find his father. Save 

this list for later. (Ans. Photograph, letter from his father, string, favorite marble, 

compass, empty fountain pen, the watch given him by Morgan Johns) 

2. How does Elliot react to the “boy” on the train who says he probably can’t read? (pg. 11) 

Why do you think he reacts this way? Has something similar ever happened to you? 

3. What string of events leads to Elliot and Lefty joining together in their quests? 

4. At the beginning of the story (without knowing the end as yet) what do you make of 

Jack’s riddle?  “One must sacrifice one. Two are better than one. But three are not easily 

conquered.” (pg. 36) 

5. Up until pg. 41, the story has been entirely from Elliot’s point of view. Then at the 

bottom of pg. 41, the author changes point of view to an as yet unknown character. How 

does this short scene make you feel? What do you think might foreshadow? 

6. Compare and contrast Elliot’s and Lefty’s family misfortunes. How does this affect the 

way they relate to each other? 

7. On pg. 57, there is another shift from Elliot’s point of view. What might be foreshadowed 

in the donkey’s thoughts? 

8. On pg. 66 and 67, the author describes the large clock in great detail. Then Prince 

LeVane seems to emerge from the clock’s face. Note the differences between this clock 

and the watch given to Elliot. What do you think the clock symbolizes? 

9. Why do you think Kreech/the dragon/Nogard takes the children’s shoes? 

10. Should the reader see a literal meaning for the “key” and the “knife”? Why or why not? 

11. On pg. 75 there is another shift in Point of View to Morrigan Wasp. What is the possible 

significance of this scene? 

12. How does Elliot destroy Sereprta?  What is the significance of this? 

 

For use after reading Book Two, pages 119-138: 

Vocabulary and figurative language activities: The activities below utilize the same concepts 

previously mentioned.  

 Make copies of Activity Sheet 3 for all students for vocabulary development. 

Answers: cascaded-b; etchings-a; guileless-j; hydrated-f; inflection-h; iridescence-d; outraged-c; 

pliable-g; revelation-i; translucent-e 



Continuation of Activity Sheet 2—extra credit: have students add 5 more instances of figurative 

language used in this section to their previous lists. 

Comprehension: the questions below utilize the same concepts previously stated for speaking, 

listening and/or writing. They may be used for whole group or small group discussion or written 

as expository text. 

1. On pg. 123, LaVane says that loyalty is a human weakness. Lefty says it is not. Compare 

these two ideologies and state when each meaning may be “good” or “bad”.  

2. On pg. 126, Witford, the otter, takes things literally saying that a sign can’t “talk”, it 

“reads”. Think of other times we say things that can’t be taken literally. Example: a 

“fork” in a road. Make a list of such idioms. 

3. Discuss the truth of Witford’s statement on pg. 126: Manners will get you everywhere. 

Apply it to our world and your life. 

4. Discuss the beginning of Chapter 25. Who are the “watchers” and the “listeners”? How 

might this relate to the earlier scene on pg. 41 with the pool? 

5. What are the literal and symbolic meanings for the “key”? Refer to the scene on pg. 141, 

150, and other scenes where the “key” is discussed.  

6. Many times, we have only part of the information we need. Elliot hears only part of the 

conversation when he awakes—pgs. 154-155. How does this affect what he does? Can 

you think of times in your life when you misunderstood in a similar way? 

7. On pg. 166, Tosia says, “I’ve discovered that the past can’t be undone. Our only hope for 

a better future is to learn from our mistakes.” Discuss how this applies to your own life. 

8. Discuss the significance of and the symbolism in Chapter 31. 

9. Go back to the list you made earlier of things Elliot had in his pockets. How does he use 

each of them?  

10. The marble seems to have the most significance to Elliot. What is the result of his choice 

to leave it when he takes the knife? 

 

For use after reading Book 3 to the Conclusion of the novel: 

Vocabulary and figurative language activities: The activities below utilize the same concepts 

previously mentioned.  

 Make copies of Activity Sheet 4 for student use.  

Answers: 1. False pretenses 2. Gullibility 3. Barbarous 4. Impotent 5. Absolve 6. Charade 7. 

Monolithic 8. Discernment 9. Treacherous 10. Glowered 



 Instead of continuing the figurative language activity, teachers may opt to have students 

write their own examples of a simile, metaphor, personification, onomatopoeia and 

alliteration. 

Comprehension: the questions below utilize the same concepts previously stated for speaking, 

listening and/or writing. They may be used for whole group or small group discussion or written 

as expository text. 

1. What purpose might the author have had in using character names and places such as 

Nogard/Dragon; Morgan Johns/Morrigan Wasp; Jack/Kajj; Wingate/Wing Gate? 

2. Throughout the book, Elliot demonstrates many positive character traits: kindness, trust 

in others, determination, compassion—even toward his enemies—keeping his promises, 

humility, and faith in the unknown. Choose two of these and tell about two scenes in the 

book where these character traits help Elliot in his quest. 

3. Examine the theme of forgiveness throughout the book. For example, Elliot forgives his 

father for leaving him in the beginning. Discuss how Lefty and other characters are 

forgiven. Does “to forgive” mean “to forget”? Why or why not? 

4. Choose one of the characters in the book and explain how that character changed 

throughout the story. Example: Elliot thinks he is “just a child”, yet over the course of the 

book he demonstrates that he is “the one”. Or: Morrigan Wasp is on LeVane’s “side” in 

the beginning, but later . . . 

5. Explain the symbolism of one of these objects: the key, the knife, the children’s shoes, 

Elliot’s favorite marble.  

6. Discuss the differing interpretations of the prophecy—“One must sacrifice one. Two are 

better than one. But three are not easily conquered.”—throughout the story. 

7. Explain how each of these characters—Elliott, LaVane, and Queen Tosia—interpret the 

prophecy—“The hand that holds the knife and pierces the purest heart in time chooses the 

fate of the world.”  

Culminating Writing Project: 

If students complete this writing assignment, they will demonstrate competence in the following 

writing concepts, in addition to those previously mentioned:  

Write narratives of real or imagined experiences, introduce characters and setting, organize a 

sequence of events, use dialogue, pacing and description, use transition words, phrases and clues, 

precise words, figurative language and phrases and descriptive detail, and reach a conclusion.  

Revise, edit, use technology with guidance.  

Complete short research projects, gather information and use evidence.  



 On pg. 249, the author describes briefly the reunion of the children with their parents. 

Students should picture one such child in their minds, name him or her, and write a short 

story about that child. Draw on what Lefty and some of the other characters in the book 

say about why children were sent to the mines. Try to include at least three of the types of 

figurative language studied earlier. Students may need to do a little more research into 

child labor in the 1890s using the resources mentioned on pg. 252: Recommended 

Reading, and what they might find on the internet or in a local library. 

 Include these possible scenes: the child leaving home and the reasons for going to work 

in the mine; the parents later regretting their decision to let the child go; the parents 

search for their child; the reunion of child and parents. After the first draft, students 

should share stories with parents, other students, and their teacher for critique.  Then they 

should revise the story and edit for errors. Final versions should be typed into a computer 

for printing. Teachers may grade these stories along the way and the final version by 

whatever grading rubrics they have available to them. Teachers or parent volunteers 

might even compile all the stories into a class anthology. 

Culminating Interdisciplinary Projects for Social Studies and/or Science: Language Arts 

teachers may wish to coordinate with Social Studies or Science teachers to allow students extra 

credit or class credit and grades for completing the project/projects listed here or for science fairs 

or history fairs. Projects can be done individually, with a partner, or in a small group. 

Students who complete the following projects will demonstrate competence in these 

Common Core Language Arts concepts:  

All of the writing concepts previously mentioned for expository text and research projects and: 

Present claims and findings logically and with a sequence of ideas;  

Include multi-media components such as graphics, images, sound, and/or visual displays.  

There is great variation across the United States as to what segments of history, geography, 

and science are covered at various grade levels. Some possibilities include:  

SOCIAL STUDIES: Use primary and secondary source materials such as biography, 

autobiography, novels, speeches, letters, etc. 

Study people, places, and societies describing the influence of individuals and groups on 

historical events.  

Analyze the historical background of various contemporary societies to evaluate relationships 

between past conflicts and current conditions. 

Use geographic tools such as maps, globes, charts, etc.  



Explain how industry and mechanization of agriculture changed the American way of life—with 

emphasis on 1880 to 1900, and with further emphasis on a student’s particular state history of 

child labor laws. 

SCIENCE: Show how organisms are classified into domains and kingdoms within taxonomic 

groups which share similar characteristics. 

Use appropriate tools to collect, record, and analyze information. 

Explore the relationship between organisms and the environment.  

Observe and describe how different environments—including microhabitats like school yards—

support different varieties of organisms. 

 Investigate and prepare a report on the history of child labor in your state. Include at what 

ages children were allowed (or made to) work in various local industries either in cities, 

towns, or on farms. Compare conditions under which children worked in the 1890s to 

today. Include your opinion of what you think it might have been like to be a child of 10-

15 in the 1890s.  

 At the beginning of each chapter, the author includes facts about wasps. Beetles also play 

a significant role in the story. Research beetles in a similar way. Include the scientific 

names for and descriptions of the largest and smallest beetles and 4-5 species in between; 

tell where each of these species lives and what they eat and other interesting facts about 

them. Search your school campus (or the grounds around your home or apartment 

complex) to discover any beetle species in the area. Describe this species including what 

it eats and how it might affect the small area in which it lives.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Activity Sheet 1 Name_____________________________ Date___________  

Label each quote from the book with : S for simile; M for metaphor; P for 

personification; O for onomatopoeia; A for alliteration. Page numbers from the 

text are in parentheses after the quote. 

_____1. The day dribbled past like cold molasses. (8) 

_____2. A single locust, larger than the rest angled its head at him. Its face! . . . Its 

long nose, its jaws looked human. (8) 

_____3. . . . one leg that tick-tick-ticked against the glass. (9) 

_____4.   . . lithe as a cat,  he blustered and thrashed like a drunken parrot . . . (24) 

______5. The sting of her death never went away. (25) 

______6. The dark was a monster that clung to him. (52) 

______7. The cat-a-thunk, cat-a-thunk of the train wheels added to the cadence . . . 

(10) 

______8. Darkness descended by degrees as they tracked into the forest. (22) 

______9. The shadows twitched and bucked with the breeze. (49) 

______10. The flock closed in, almost touching their wings against his precarious 

position. (110) 

 

Extra credit: below, or on the back of this page, find 8 other examples of any of the 

literary devices listed. Write the quote, the page number of the book, and whether 

the quote is simile, metaphor, personification, onomatopoeia, or alliteration. 

 

 

 

 

 



Activity Sheet 2 Name______________________________ Date_______  

Look up any words you do not know in a dictionary. Fill in the blanks in the 

sentences below with one of the following words. Page numbers are in 

parentheses so you may look at the context of the word in the book to gain 

understanding.  

apprehension (28)  cacophony (34) docile (3) gawky (5)    intricate (95) 

malicious (104)   meteor (36)  morsel (113)     mortified (24)    pheromones (19)  

1. The ____________ baby chick flopped around in the nest. 

 

2. Insects communicate by letting off _______________ for fear or danger. 

 

3. I was ______________ when a pimple broke out on my face on picture day. 

 

4. A _____________ cat lay on the front porch of the old house. 

 

5. The boy’s __________________ increased when the teacher handed out the 

tests. 

 

6. A ___________________ of truck and car horns blared out in the crowded 

intersection. 

 

7. Scientists think a large ______________ striking the earth may have caused 

the dinosaurs to become extinct. 

 

8. The wires and circuits inside the cable box were very __________________. 

 

9. The dog’s growl seemed so __________________ that I ran away. 

 

10.  The bird was content with just a _________________ of bread I dropped on 

the ground.   



Activity Sheet 3 Name_______________________________ Date__________  

Match the words on the right with their meanings on the left by writing the 

letter of the meaning in the space provided. Page numbers are listed so students 

may look at the context for clues, or use a dictionary if needed. 

 

_____cascaded (pg. 124) a. lines, symbols or pictures scratched onto a 

hard surface 

_____etchings (pg. 119)   b. tumbled off a cliff or edge 

_____ guileless (pg. 159)   c. showing anger 

_____ hydrated (pg. 149)   d. a lustrous, rainbow-like play of color 

_____ inflection (pg. 155) e. allowing light but not clear images to pass 

through 

_____iridescence (pg. 147)  f. having enough water 

_____outraged (pg. 126)   g. easily bent 

_____pliable (pg. 152)   h. changing tone and volume of one’s voice 

_____revelation (pg. 158)  i. a realization of thought or meaning 

_____ translucent (pg. 149)  j. without deceit or lies 

 

Extra Credit: on the back of this sheet, or on other paper, use each word in a 

sentence of your own. 

 

 

 

 



Activity Sheet 4 Name ______________________________ Date___________   

Look up any words you do not know in a dictionary. Fill in the blanks in the 

sentences below with one of the following words. Page numbers are in 

parentheses so you may look at the context of the word in the book to gain 

understanding.  

absolve (204)  barbarous (198) charade (209)  discernment (218) 

false pretenses (197)  glowered (233) gullibility (198)  impotent (198) 

monolithic (212)  treacherous (218) 

1. A trustworthy person would never use _____________________ 

to try to get you to do something. 

2. Susan’s ____________________ made it easy to play tricks on 

her. 

3. Throwing stones at the cat was a _____________________ thing 

to do. 

4. When John couldn’t save the baby birds, he felt 

____________________. 

5. The judge was asked to ___________________ the prisoner of his 

crime and set him free. 

6. The girls planned a ____________________ so their friend would 

not see the surprise they had for her. 

7. A ______________________ statue stood in the center of the park. 

8. We should all try to use wise _________________________ 

before making a major decision. 

9. He was afraid his flimsy boat would be crushed on the 

___________________ rocks jutting out of the water. 

10. When my teacher ______________________ at me, I knew I 

was in trouble. 

 


