Small Wonder Essay Introductions and Questions
“Saying Grace”  Page 22

 Introduction:  In this essay, Kingsolver writes, “For most of my life, I’ve felt embarrassed by a facet of our national character that I would have to call prideful wastefulness. What other name can there be for our noisy, celebratory appetite for unnecessary things, and our vast carelessness regarding their manufacture and disposal?”  Discuss this quote from the essay with the class—asking what Kingsolver is embarrassed about and why the students do or do not share her embarrassment.

Question for points: Kingsolver argues that America has the resources to behave much more generously to the rest of the world than we do now.  How is this argument supported in the essay?

“Knowing Our Place”   p. 31

Suggested Introduction:  Put students in small groups to discuss the differences between living in a city and living in the country (for 2-3 minutes).  Discuss these differences as a class focusing on the environmental differences.

Question for Points:  “In 1996 human habitation on earth made a subtle uncelebrated passage from being mostly rural to being mostly urban.”  According to Kingsolver, what are three things we are missing by living in cities?

“Patience of a Saint”   p. 41

Suggested Introduction:  Put students into small groups to discuss what a river means to them (for 2-3 minutes).  Have each group give an example of what they discussed.  Then explain to your class that this essay is about the San Pedro River which is 100 miles long and is located in Arizona.  “82 species of mammals, 43 kinds of reptiles and amphibians and 385 species of birds depend on this river for their survival.  Humans have lived along this river for over 11,000 years.  It has only been since 1840 (approximately 150 years) that the river has been dramatically and adversely changed.  Two changes have had a huge impact – the loss of the beaver (who was hunted for its skin) (ref. quote top of p. 45) and the free-range cow that needs large expanses of grass to graze (which requires large amounts of water to irrigate so the grass will grow).

Question for Points:  Barbara Kingsolver poses a question in this essay:  “If life must be a race to use up everything we have, who exactly will win the race?”  Do you believe that population growth in the future should be limited because of its effects on rivers and lakes?  Please explain your answer based on Kingsolver’s argument.

“Seeing Scarlet”   p. 50

Suggested Introduction:  Put students in groups and have them list all the different birds and mammals they can think of in 3 minutes.  Quickly write down the names of these animals as they call them out. Total the names that are on the board.

Tell the students that in this essay Kingsolver describes her search to see the scarlet macaw in its protected natural habitat in the Corcovado National Park in Costa Rica.  Besides the scarlet macaw there are over 400 species of birds and over 140 species of mammals in this park.  Compare the totals of your class with these numbers.  Talk about biodiversity with your students.

If you have time you can also show the students photos of the scarlet macaw (Type scarlet macaw in Google and click on images.)

Question for Points:  Several reasons are presented describing why the population of macaws is declining.  Describe the method the conservationists feel will have the greatest impact on increasing the macaw population.  Do you think this method will be effective?  Why or why not?

“Setting Free the Crabs”   p. 60
Suggested Introduction:  Read the first paragraph out loud with the students following in their books.    Discuss the mental picture that that paragraph creates.  Ask the following questions:

How many students have been to the beach or seen a beach in movies?  

How many students have picked up shells on the beach?  

Has anyone has ever seen any sea animals on the beach.  If so, which ones?

What do you predict this essay will be about?  

Then go back to the first sentence in the essay and re-read it.  Ask students to close their eyes and get a mental picture of what is happening.  Discuss this.  Can the students now interpret what the words undulating and sinuous might mean?  Tell students not to let the unfamiliar words in the essay prevent them from enjoying the story and the point of the essay.

Question for Points:  What is the major dilemma that Kingsolver ponders throughout this essay and why is it so difficult for her?
“A Forest’s Last Stand”   p. 75

Background for Teachers:  The Mayan civilization began as long ago as 2600 BC and lasted until about 300 AD.  The Mayans lived in the Yucatan peninsula of Mexico and northern Central America.  Ruins of their civilization can be found in Mexico, Belize, Guatemala and Honduras.  There’s evidence that they were knowledgeable about astronomy and agriculture.  Part of their culture was a reverence for nature.  Their gods were all symbols of nature, like the sun, rain and corn.  They built pyramid temples to their gods.  Their culture was pretty well developed and even included a form of writing.

Suggested Introduction:  Divide the class into four groups.  (The groups could just be the four lab tables or their discussion groups.)  Then assign each group the task of finding the answer to ONE of the following questions and prepare to report the findings to the rest of the class.

1.  When and where did the Mayan civilization flourish?  (Find maps if possible to project for the class.)

2.  What was the relationship between the Mayans and nature?    Explain how the religion of the Mayans reflected their culture.
3.   What is DDT and why has it been banned in the U.S.?
4.  Who was General George Custer?  What does the term “Custer’s last stand”mean?  

Discuss the answers to questions 1-2.  Then based on their research reports, briefly discuss who the Mayans and explain that there are strong references to the Mayan culture.

Discuss the answer to question 3.  

Then get the report about General Custer.  Follow that up with this question for the entire class.  Now that you understand the derivation of the title, what do you think the title of the essay implies?  

Question for Points:  
Explain how the Calakmul Biosphere Reserve has been able to successfully preserve the last remaining great forest of Mexico?

“Called Out”   p. 88

Suggested Introduction:  Have the students define ephemeral ( something which lasts a very short time).  Explain that this essay describes the spring of 1998 in the desert of southern Arizona which had a rare abundance of flowers.  Usually hundreds of flowers would bloom but that spring thousands of flowers bloomed because the winter and early spring were unusually wet.  The flowers which bloomed are called ephemeral annuals.

Question for Points:  Explain some of the strategies which desert ephemeral annuals use to survive in the harsh desert climate.
“A Fist in the Eye of God”   Page 93

Introduction:  Discuss Darwin’s evolution theory (Kingsolver lists its parts on page 95.)  Be sure students understand it. Ask why Kingsolver begins this essay with her story about the hummingbird, 

Question for points:  What is the meaning of this title “A Fist in the Eye of God” in relation to the theme of this essay?

“Lily’s Chickens”  p.109

Introduction:  Ask students if anyone ever had a rabbit or a chick as a pet (maybe at Easter time)? Was it hard to take care of? What happened to that animal? In this essay, Kingsolver’s daughter Lily has the responsibility of for chickens her family is raising. See what happens as you read, and ask yourself why Kingsolver sets the scene with Lily and her “pets”, and what is the main idea of the essay?

Question for points: What does Kingsolver do with her own family to fulfill the mission of “Think globally, act locally?”

“God’s Wife’s Measuring Spoons” p. 246

Suggested Introduction:  Read and then discuss the following two scenarios:

1.  During World War II, all citizens of the U.S. had to make sacrifices for the war effort.  Not only were there the sacrifices of human lives for those who served in the war, people at home changed their life styles. Sixty year old Clarence wanted to be a good citizen and contribute to the war effort.  So, he used what little cash he had on hand and bought War Bonds, which were sold to the public as a way to finance the war.  He also planted a “Victory Garden” because there was a shortage of food, and people were encouraged to grow their own vegetables. Ration cards only allowed Clarence and his wife, Elsie, to buy limited supplies of gas, coffee, sugar and meat.  They were required to recycle more than we are today.  Elsie carefully recycled all metal, paper and even cooking oils.  She even washed and reused aluminum foil and bread bags.  Also, during the war, fashions changed to clothing that required less cloth.  Most people, like Clarence and Elsie, participated in the war effort by proudly living more modestly to support their country’s war.  

2.  In 1997 many industrialized nations met in Kyoto Japan and created guidelines to decrease emissions believed to contribute to global warming.  Europeans are still very concerned about the fact that not enough is being done to act on the Kyoto agreement, as they struggle to slow global warming with their own actions.

In an effort to promote recycling, the German government charges outrages prices to pick up trash.  Thus to reduce the cost of disposing of his family garbage, 29 year old Felix has multiple bins for the recycling in his home.  In the kitchen there are separate places for the recyclable paper, glass, plastics, metals, compost-able vegetable matter and trash.  Helga carefully puts every scrap of recyclable material into the proper bin including plastic bottle caps separate from the glass bottles and from the tinfoil seal inside the bottle lid.   A couple of times a week Felix will carry all the accumulated household items to the neighborhood recycling bins where he carefully throws the plastic in the plastic bin, the paper in the paper bin etc.  He even sorts the glass by color to properly dispose of them in a way to make the recycling center’s job easier.  He has a compost bin in the back yard which he uses to make compost to fertilize his garden soil.  The family is so accustomed to recycling that on the street they will only throw away their trash in the proper receptacle so that recycling is a total way of living.  Furthermore, although they own a car, both Felix and Helga take public transportation to work.  It keeps air pollution under better control.  They carry their own carrying bags with them whether they are shopping at the local grocers or in a department store because they will be charged extra if the store provides bags.  They conserve further by only heating the rooms in which they are living as needed.  Programmable thermostats for each room allow them to easily manage turning the heat up and down during the day to accommodate times when they are generally using a particular room.  They have no air conditioning, but rely instead on awnings and shutters to keep the summer heat out during the day time.  

Discussion question:  How are these two true stories different from the way that the American population is supporting the War against terrorism?

Question for Points:  In “God’s Wife’s Measuring Spoons,” Kingsolver discusses lots of issues, but sticking to our environmental theme, what ways does she suggest for each of us to make a difference environmentally?  Why do you or do you not think that her ideas can make a difference to our nation and to the world at large?  
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