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Day One
Objective: This introductory lesson will create a relaxed classroom environment, and hopefully get students excited about this novel unit. By giving students the opportunity to use the unusual insults found in the first four chapters of this novel, they will become familiar with the story’s language, and the period specific vernacular given to the character of Walt. Of course, we will also look at how these insults function to move the actual story along (who is insulting who and why). If there is time, I’ll put three very different quotations that use a form of vernacular language on an overhead projector:  One by Mark Twain, one by Abraham Rodriguez, and one by Paul Auster. Students will describe the speaker, and guess at the time period of each quote. If all goes well students will gain an appreciation for how much a vernacular language can tell us about the time period a person lived in, their educational background, class, personality, etc.

Activity One: Teacher hands out index cards with the following lines from Mr. Vertigo on them:

“A pus-brained ragamuffin from honky-tonk row. If my hunch is correct, he’s the one I’ve been looking for all these years” (12).

“If you don’t feed me now, I’m going to turn you in to the first flatfoot I see” (7).

“No wonder you turned into such a weasel-faced guttersnipe” (5). 

“I might look like a robber baron to you, but that’s only because you have sawdust for brains.”

“And that dough-fleshed sow he calls his wife just sat there and never said a word in your defense” (5).

“Gift? I ain’t got no gift. And even if I did, what would you know about it, Mr. Monkey Suit?” (4-5)

“You goddamn son-of-a-bitch. You double-crossing skunk. You shit-faced bag of garbage” (32).

“ I was a boogie-toed prankster, a midget scatman with a quick tongue and a hundred angles, and there I was stuck in the middle of nowhere, living under a sky that brought only weather—nearly all of it bad” (15).

“That’s the law. If you don’t like it, lump it. The law is the law, and whoever goes against it is turned into a slug and wallows in the earth for the rest of his days” (14).

“She might be fat and toothless, but she’s the closest thing to a mother you’ll ever have” (13).

Procedure
· Split the class into two groups

· Group one on the right side of the class, gets the index cards with all the lines spoken by Walt

· Group two gets the cards with all the lines spoken by Master Yehudi

· Tell the students to identify who the speaker of their quote is, who the quote is being spoken to, and who the quote is about (if necessary).  For example, Walt to Master Yehudi, about Walt’s mother. Give them five minutes to complete this task.

· Going back and forth, have a student on the left side of the room speak his line to the student across from him, on the right. Next, have the student on the right speak his quote to the student on the left, and so on. 
· Before each student speaks their quote, have them identify the speaker of it in the novel, and who it is spoken to, to the class.
Discussion Questions 

· Master Yehudi says on page 18, “…the first thing I have to do is break your spirit. I wish it could be some other way, but it can’t. Considering the muck you spring from, that shouldn’t be too hard a task.” Explain what you think breaking Walt’s spirit consists of and will consist of, and also why this is integral to his training?
· What role does race play in these two chapters? Do you think Walt’s racist attitude is irreversible? What do you think will happen to Walt in the next few chapters?
Activity Two

· On an overhead projector, show students the Websters definition of vernacular, and examples of vernacular language as employed by Abraham Rodriguez, Mark Twain, and Paul Auster. 
· Ask students to do a five-minute free write about the speaker of one of the quotes. What historical period did the speaker live in? What can you tell about the person’s social class? What about their personality?
· When students are finished writing, have some of them share what they wrote. Ask them how much they learned from the speaker’s unique vernacular.
Procedure

· Put on the overhead the following quotes

· Follow the above instructions

“Look, I talked to my father about’chu maybe workin’ at the restaurant.”

       “No way man, thass out.”

       “You gotta get started some place, Miguel! You don’t even got no workin’ papers!”

       “Yeah? An’ how much he gonna pay me?”

       “It ain’t that much. Four, five bucks an hour. So what? You think you gonna move on to a career that pays twenty-eight K?”

                                                    --From Spidertown, by Abraham Rodriguez

“What makes me feel so bad dis time, ‘uz bekase I hear sumpn over yonder od de bank like a whack, er a slam, while ago, en it mine me er de time I treat my little ‘Lizabeth so ornery.”

                         --From The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, by Mark Twain

“Well what’s it gonna be, captain? I know Cibola ain’t much of a burg, but I’ll bet they got a picture show or something. It might be nice to go there one evening. You know, a little jaunt to break the monotony. Or else maybe there’s a ball club around here, one of them minor league outfits. When spring comes, why not let’s take in a game or two? It don’t have to be no big-time stuff like the Cards.”

                                                  --From Mr. Vertigo, by Paul Auster

How did it go?

· If students were able to laugh while engaging with the reading of the insults, and the interpretation of their contexts, then the lesson was a smashing success. If the students were able to see how and why an author might create for his characters a vernacular language, then you’re a great teacher to boot! 

Homework
· Write an autobiography from Walt’s perspective, but have it end at the point in the novel where Walt meets Master Yehudi for the first time. Use what you know from the first three chapters, and for example, talk about Walt’s Uncle Slim and Aunt Peg, Saint Louis, and anything else that might be important to Walt. Try to capture Walt’s voice, and if you’re going to use dialogue, experiment with the vernacular. What might a vernacular sound like for Aunt Peg and Uncle Slim? If you want, just create a dialogue between Walt and his aunt and uncle. This assignment should fill one full, double-spaced page.
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Day Two

Objective: Today, we’ll look at the hero’s journey as a mythic archetype common in many forms and periods of literature. We’ll watch parts of Joseph Campbell’s PBS video, The Hero’s Adventure, and I’ll pass out a ditto highlighting the steps in the archetypal hero’s journey. Stopping the video at key points, we’ll talk about how Joseph Campbell’s mythological ideas of the hero relate to Walt and Master Yehudi. If all goes well, the mythological concept of the hero will intrigue students into finding alternative readings of their text. 

Procedure

· Collect the homework

· Pass out first Hero ditto (attached), and have students work on this individually for five minutes.

· Ask students who their personal heroes are and why. 

· Ask students what things you have to do to be considered a hero

· Why is it important for a society to have heroes? What function do they serve?

· Briefly summarize types of heroes (sports, superheroes, unsung heroes, fictional, mythic, and personal) and use student examples to illustrate the different categories.

· Show the Joseph Campbell video and ask students to pay close attention to the stages of the hero’s adventure that J.C. talks about. Tell students to jot down any notes that might help them relate to the characters in Mr. Vertigo.

· Hand out ditto highlighting the stages of the hero’s journey.

· At the end of class, start a discussion on the evident parallels between Walt and Luke Skywalker, who was used as an example of the archetypal hero in the J.C. video. Have the original Star Wars Movie on hand, and mark down the cue positions of the scenes that correspond to the stages of the hero’s journey that Luke passes through. Be prepared to show the necessary scenes of Star Wars. 

Discussion Questions

· What similarities do you see between the childhood of     

Luke Skywalker and that of Walter Rawley? 

· What is the difference between a physical hero and a 

          spiritual hero according to J.C., and which type is Walt?

· In relation to “The Belly of the Whale” stage, Joseph 

Cambell writes: “But here, instead of passing outward, beyond the confines of the visible world, the hero goes inward, to be born again. The disappearance corresponds to the passing of a worshiper into a temple—where he is to be quickened by the recollection of who and what he is, namely dust and ashes unless he is immortal. The temple interior, the belly of the whale, and the heavenly land beyond, above, and below the confines of the world, are one and the same” (91-92).

· Ask students if from this description and the J.C. video they can figure out which part of the novel corresponds to this stage.

· If you squeezed all this into 40 minutes, you’re a teaching wizard.

How did it go?

· If students displayed an understanding of the first five stages of the hero’s journey, and could see parallels between them and Walt’s travels in Mr. Vertigo, today’s class was a success. Of course, everyone should have loved the Joseph Campbell video as well. 
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Day Three

Objective: Today we will split up into 6 groups-- each will be given a card with one of the first five stages of the hero’s journey on it. Each group will study the characteristics of their particular stage, identify and highlight the lines that correspond to that stage in Mr. Vertigo, and then organize a Tableau Vivant to be performed in front of the class. Since the novel is actually a 1st person memoir, group members will elect a narrator to read the necessary lines while the rest of the group mimes the action of the scene—in effect there could be two Walts, one as the narrator telling his story to the class, and one as the child performing the action.

Since this is a challenging and time consuming activity, only two groups will perform at the end of class today; the rest will perform tomorrow (day 4). This activity will get students to engage with the text of their novel at a deep level, and give them an appreciation for its mythical aspect. Also, by having one person play Walt (the narrator looking back on his life and interactions with other characters), students will understand the point of view of a memoir. Since each group is only focusing on one stage, it is absolutely necessary for everyone to be quiet and respectful of their classmates while they are performing. To be prepared for a quiz on Friday, everyone must take notes on the performances. 

Procedure:

· Tell students to form their desks into six groups. There should be about four students in each group.

· Pass out one index card to each group. The index card will have written on it one of the following six stages of the hero’s journey: The call to adventure, Refusal of the call, Supernatural aid, The crossing of the first threshold, The belly of the whale, and The road of the trials. Include on the back of each card quotes by J. Campbell (from The Hero With A Thousand Faces) about the stages, and any other directions you feel necessary. Since the “supernatural aid” stage might seem too easy to students, challenge them to find quotes or actions given by this aid that illustrate his supernatural ability or the way in which he aids the hero (Walt).

· Explain to students the process of creating Tableaux Vivants, or living pictures. Encourage them to use their whole bodies to act out the scene. Also, explain that since this novel is a first person memoir, there could be two Walt’s in each scene: One as the narrator speaking the lines to the audience, and the other as an actor miming the actions of the text with the other characters. Tell students to use the dittos handed out on the previous day as a guide.

· As students begin the exploration of the text, walk around, and spend time with each group. Ask each group questions which will prompt them to connect the actions of the novel to the stages of the hero’s journey. Also, make sure that students realize that these stages are an archetypal guide and that some of the novel’s stages may seem to overlap, or be out of order.

The Performance:

· Since students will need plenty of time for this part, have three groups perform today and the other three tomorrow.

· Put on the soundtrack to Star Wars, and shut off some of the lights to create a relaxed atmosphere. Hand out the flow chart ditto (the one with the blank boxes) and tell students to Mark the top of each box with the appropriate stage of the hero’s journey being performed, and also the page numbers from Mr. Vertigo that the scene narrator will be reading from. Take notes on the performance. 

· After each stage performed, let the class ask the performers questions about how they came up with their ideas. This we’ll call The Actor’s Studio. 

How did it go?

· If students get up and ask each other questions while researching, if they can laugh while working, and if they’re able to draw connections between the mythological archetype of the hero and Walt, you’ve set them on the right path. If someone levitates during the Tableaux Vivants, then you may as well call yourself  Master Yehudi.

Homework: Have students do internet research on either a name, place, or the period in history Mr. Vertigo takes place in. At the end of class have students pick one of the following: Sir Walter Raleigh, Aesop, Yehudi, Cibola, a fable, such as Jack the Giant Killer, Sinbad the Sailor, or Ulysses the Wanderer, the period of the 1920’s, or the term vertigo. Tell the students to print out and bring to class one item from their research they would like to share with the class. Tell them to think about how this item might relate to the novel they’re reading.

Students can use the following sites for research:

www.bartleby.com
www.bbc.co.uk/history/historic_figures/raleigh_walter.shtml
www.quinion.com/words/qa/qa-yeh1.htm
Warning! Tell students if they choose to do a google search on any of the above topics, they should only bring in an article taken from a .edu, or a major magazine or newspaper’s site.
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Day Four

Objective: First, we will finish the Tableaux Vivants. Only the last three stages should be left to perform: The Crossing of the First Threshold, The Belly of The Whale, and The Road of Trials. 

                    Second, we will form our desks into a circle, and discuss what we all found in our internet research from last night. We’ll look at the topic of intertextuality in literature, and discuss how a story can work on multiple levels through this intertextual element. Students will gain a greater appreciation for the characters and places in this story as they see that they carry with them the allusion to real places and characters in history.  

Procedure

· Have students organize into the same six groups they were in yesterday.

· Give students in the remaining three groups 10 minutes to rehearse and get ready for their performances

· Have students in the groups that went yesterday write a reflective journal about their performance, and answer the following questions: Did the scene you picked from Mr. Vertigo best fit the stage of the hero’s journey you were given? Why or why not? Is there anything you would have done differently? Did studying the mythological archetype of the hero help you to understand the novel? 
· Proceed with the performances like yesterday. Have the groups that went today do the same reflective journal as above, but for homework.
Homework Review

And Discussion

· Have students form their desks into a large discussion circle.

· Going around the room, have each student share briefly what he or she did research on and what their research taught them about the novel.

· On an overhead projector, show the class the following terms and their definitions taken from A Glossary of Literary Terms, by M.H. Abrams.

Allusion—in a literary text is a reference, without explicit identification, to a person, place, or event, or to another literary work or passage. Most allusions serve to illustrate or clarify or enhance a subject.

Intertextuality—popularized especially by Julia Kristeva, is used to signify the multiple ways in which any one literary text is inseparably inter-involved with other texts, whether by its open or covert citations and allusions, or by its assimilation of the formal and substantive features of an earlier text or texts, or simply by its unavoidable participation in the common stock of linguistic and literary conventions and procedures that are ‘always already’ in place and constitute the discourses into which we are born.

· Have two student volunteers read the definitions aloud to the class.

Discussion Questions

· Is the idea of the hero archetype one of these things that are “always already” in our consciousness? Why or why not?

· Why do you think the author included allusions to past texts, fables, real historical characters, and places, in Mr. Vertigo?  

· Based on the definition of allusion above, do you think the allusions in Mr. Vertigo  serve to illustrate, clarify, or enhance the subject of the novel?
· What did you learn about the novel from this exercise?
· Did this exercise shine new light on the novel’s mythological aspect? Why or why not?
How Did it Go? 

· If students paid attention to the Tableaux Vivants and participated in the discussion circle, class was probably a success. Since allusion and intertextuality are often hard to understand, the discussion, sharing, definitions, and exploratory questions should have really probed their minds on this topic. Hopefully no one was experiencing sensations of vertigo.

Homework

· Tell students to highlight one passage from chapters 6-8 and write a reaction to it (at least a half a page). 

· Also, have them highlight another passage and write up two thought provoking questions for their classmates to answer.

· Each student should be ready to either read aloud their chosen passage and questions pertaining to it—or—their chosen passage and reaction.
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Day Five

Objective: Today, using some esoteric techniques, we are going to see if we can levitate as a class. After this, the mood should be lightened and we should all be ready to get down to business (the text). Going around the room, each person will read aloud the passages they selected for homework 

and share with the class either their insights or their questions. I will highlight the scene of Walt’s first experience of levitation, and the scene where Mother Sioux and Aesop are hung by the Ku Klux Klan; If no one else talks about these scenes (this would be surprising), I will have someone read them and ask the class to comment on the passages. In spending the greater part of today reading important parts of the text aloud, students will have the opportunity to think about the language of the text and how a passage might propel a novel forward. 

Procedure

· Organize the desks into a circle at the outskirts of the room.

· Have the students all stand an arm length apart, in a circle, and in front of their desks.

· Each student will place their right palm on the person’s shoulder to the right of them.

· Each student will place their left palm on the shoulder of the person to the left of them.

· Put on some mood music (I like ocean sounds)

· Tell the students that it’s important to be very quiet.

· They should close their eyes and begin listening to the sound of their own breath moving in and out of their lungs.

· When they seem to be in focus tell them to press down firmly on their classmates’ shoulders who they are connected with (and if anybody tries to hurt anybody else- THEY’RE GONE! Game Over!)

· Tell them to keep steady pressure like that for 3 minutes

· After the three minutes are up, tell them to inhale and lift their hands up to the sky. 

· Everyone should be levitating!

Homework Review

· Have students go back to their seats and take out their homework

· Going around the room, have each student read either a passage and their questions pertaining to it, or their passage and reaction. They can choose what they’d like to do.
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                                                  Day 6

Objective: Today we are going to perform a dialogue between Walt and Yehudi that centers around how the two characters view Walt’s first performance as Walt the Wonder Boy. This scene reveals the nature of the relationship actors and audience shared during the early days of American Vaudeville, and will act as a set-up for a more in depth Vaudeville/Mr. Vertigo lesson on day 7. Students should enjoy using the language in these scenes and get an even deeper grasp of the characters’ voices.

Procedure

· Have students break into small groups and begin rehearsing Walt and Master Yehudi’s dialogue about Walt’s first performance (2nd paragraph of 118-- 4th paragraph of 119). One person in each group will do a dramatic reading of Walt’s monologue below. The monologue should be delivered before the dialogue to set the scene. The actors may add any creative touches, costumes, or introductions they’d like to include.

“There couldn’t have been more than sixty or seventy of them, a bunch of thick-necked hayseeds milling around in their overalls and flannel shirts—delegates from the First International Congress of Bumpkins. Half of them were guzzling bathtub hootch from little brown cough-syrup bottles and the other half had just finished theirs and were itching for more. When Master Yehudi stepped forward in his black tuxedo and silk hat to announce the world premiere of Walt the Wonder Boy, the wisecracks and heckling began. Maybe they didn’t like his clothes, or maybe they objected to his Brooklyn-Budapest accent, but I’m certain that it didn’t help that I was wearing the worst costume in the annals of show business: a long white robe that made me look like some midget John the Baptist, complete with leather sandals and a hemp sash tied around my waist. The master had insisted on what he called an “otherworldly look,” but I felt like a twit in that getup, and when I heard some clown yell at the top of his voice—“Walt the Wonder Girl”—I realized I wasn’t alone in my sentiments” (115-116).

How Did It Go: If the students had fun, and enjoyed the language of both the dialogue and monologue then class was a success. Also, they should have had a few questions about the vocabulary, like “bathtub hootch.” If everyone knew what hootch meant, I’d be a little suspicious.
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Day Seven

Objective: Today we will look at the role that Vaudeville theater played in early America, and its role as a form of entertainment for all people, rich or poor, black or white. By watching the PBS documentary entitled “Midnight Ramble,” students will get an idea of how Vaudeville developed in the Midwest, particularly Chicago. I will also hand out a brief summary describing what Vaudeville was, how it developed, and how it eventually declined. After watching the short video, we will compare its depiction of vaudeville to that in Mr. Vertigo, and the performance we staged yesterday. Through discussion of select quotes from our novel, I hope that students will see Walt’s act not as just a money maker, but as a form of spiritual upliftment for the masses. Also, we will trace Walt’s rise to fame and his fall, which coincides with the Great Depression, as a metaphor for the economic fall of the country. 

· Pass out the ditto entitled A History Of American Vaudeville, and play the PBS video “Midnight Ramble.” Tell students to think about and jot down any comparisons they see between the video and the Vaudeville adventure Master Yehudi and Walt have embarked on.

· Put on the overhead projector the following quote:

“The stock market didn’t crash until two years later, but the Depression had already started in the hinterlands, and farmers and rural folks throughout the region were feeling the pinch. We came across a lot of desperate people on our travels, and Master Yehudi taught me never to look down on them. They needed Walt the Wonder Boy, he said, and I must never forget the responsibility that need entailed…my performances could bring spiritual upliftment to thousands of suffering souls…unless I understood I had to touch people’s hearts, I’d never gain the following I deserved” (129).

Discussion Questions

· Can entertainment be heroic? How and when?

· Explain how Walt and Master Yehudi’s Vaudeville travel adventures are romanticized in the novel. What are some examples?

· How does Master Yehudi view these adventures? Can we get an accurate picture of Master Yehudi’s thoughts from Walt’s narration? Why or why not?

· According to the movie and to the audiences we’ve seen depicted in the novel, what is revolutionary about Vaudeville? Why was it important to race relations in America?

Activity Two

· We’ll go around the room, and each of us will read up to a period or semi-colon the section of the novel where Walt describes in detail the four parts of his Vaudeville act (the bottom of 173 to the top of 177). Here, Walt is on the Vaudeville stage at the height of his powers—the language and detail are worthwhile and the students will get some added insight into what Walt’s act evolved into.
How Did It Go?

· If students enjoyed the PBS movie, and were able to draw some parallels between Walt’s rise to fame, and the real life rise of Vaudeville in America, then class was a success. If students were able to see the more subtle motivations for Walt’s act, and discerned what the purpose of Vaudeville was, then class was superb.
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Day Eight

Objective: Today we will break up into four groups: two groups will write a Newspaper feature on Walt’s kidnapping that will include details about his terrifying month of captivity, and his daring escape; the other two groups will write an editorial about Walt’s escape from his kidnapper (his Uncle Slim), and his sudden rise to fame. In the editorial, the groups will decide whether Walt’s fame will be fleeting, or whether he’ll be a star for a long time. Maybe they’ll talk about how easily fame can go to a young person’s head. This activity will give students the opportunity to write in a journalistic style, and also to make judgments about the characters. Students will use teamwork and discussion to put together an exciting story, or a biting editorial.

Procedure

· Have students break up into four groups.

· Ask students what the difference is between an editorial and a feature newspaper article. 

· Ask students what a tabloid is.

· Put on the overhead projector an example of each (Try to find an article on Kidnapping, or something like the Elian Gonzalez case, but keep the articles short.

· Ask for student volunteers to read a short piece of each aloud.

· Now ask student what a headline should do for the article. Discuss with the students the headlines of each example.

· Every student should see the difference between an editorial, a feature, and a tabloid article before beginning.

Part Two

· Explain to students that the details of the novel they’re going to need to focus on are between pages 155 and 171.

· Explain all options for the assignment: student groups organized on the left side of the class can choose to write a feature or a tabloid, while students on the right can right an editorial taking a strong position on Walt’s rise to fame. For example, whether he’ll be a flash in the pan, or a legend for the entirety of his existence.

· Pass out a large poster board to each group and tell them that by the end of the period on day 10 they should have their entire article, including a catchy title for it, finished and polished.

· By the end of the period today, each group should have an outline created highlighting what they will talk about, the passages they’ll get their info from, and which sections of the article each person will write.

· Walk around the room and help each group with their projects

Homework: Each student should work on the part of their article delegated to them, and have a solid workable product they can fuse with their fellow group members writing tomorrow in class. Students will put their articles together and write them on the poster board tomorrow in class.

How Did It Go: If the students were excited about creating an interesting article, if they engaged with the text in their conduction of research, and they understood the differences between the articles as pointed out by the teacher then class was a success.
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Day Nine

Objective: Today we will continue working on the articles, but for only the first twenty minutes of class. Students will be prompted to immediately get into groups and begin sharing what they each wrote for homework. Hopefully by the end of the twenty minutes they will have their ideas somewhat synthesized, and almost ready to put on the poster board.

For the second part of class we’ll begin to look at Walt’s fall from grace. By looking at select quotes from the novel, students hopefully will parallel Walt’s sudden case of vertigo, and his inability to fly, with the Great depression, which occurs at the same time. Students will begin to see that Walt’s pattern of rises and falls are symbolic of the real historical rises and falls America experienced in the late 1920’s and early 30s.

Procedure

· Have students get into their groups immediately, begin walking around the room and checking student progress. Each student should have a piece of writing prepared to show the teacher. Students should be synthesizing their work

· After twenty minutes break up the group and have them form into a circle

· Put on the overhead, the definition of Vertigo

· Start a discussion on the following quote from Walt on page 195:

“I was so unhinged, I really didn’t care if my brain burst into a thousand pieces. Better to be dead than to lose my powers, I told myself. If I couldn’t be Walt the Wonder Boy, I didn’t want to be anyone” (195).

· Ask students to free write on what they think will happen to Walt in the last few chapters. Also, Ask them to consider the top of page 197 before making their responses (this is where both the stock market crashes and Walt is in the hospital from severe vertigo/headaches)

· When they are finished, have a few of them share their responses

· Discuss the symbolism and importance of this chapter.
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Day Ten

Objective: Today, students will spend the first fifteen minutes of class finishing their articles. They should only have to write them on the poster, and add pictures or any finishing touches. When finished each group will present their article to the class, and explain how the article fits the mode of editorial, feature, or tabloid.

Second, we will watch the part of Joseph Campbell’s Power of Myth series dealing with the fall of man, and other “fall” stories. Students will compare Walt’s descent to the archetype of the hero who falls from grace.

Procedure
· Have students finish articles as stated above and present.

· Hand out flow chart ditto titled The Fall of Walt The Wonder Boy

· Play important parts of the PBS video and have students take notes
Discussion Questions

· Where does Walt’s descent begin?
· What three significant events constitute the descent?
· What kind of impact does Walt’s failure to shoot Master Yehudi at the Master’s behest have on Walt’s future?
· How does Walt try to atone for his master’s death? (Think of Walt’s later dealings with Dizzy Dean and his Uncle Slim) Are these stages of his descent?

· At the end of the novel is Walt still a hero, why or why not?

· How did the editorials foreshadow Walt’s fate?

	


	

	


