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The Magic of A. C. Gilbert

by
 Robert Young

Questions and activities by Karen Antikajian and Robert Young

Before Reading:

This book is about magic and about play. What better way to introduce The Magic of A.C... Gilbert than by teaching your students a magic trick or two. Here are some sources for tricks:
http://www.umclidet.com/pdf/Magic.Tricks.for.the.Beginning.Magician.pdf
http://www.goodtricks.net/frameset6.html
http://www.activitytv.com/magic-tricks-for-kids
http://allmagic.com/index.html
1. Ask, What are biographies? What are autobiographies?
2. What important things should you include in a biography?

3. What makes a story about a person interesting?

4.   Show students the cover of the book, and ask them to make observations. What do you think is going on here? How does the title relate to the image? What is the time-setting for this book: past, present, or future? Why do you think that?              
During Reading:

5.   Encourage students to do what effective readers do while reading: make
      predictions, make connections to their own lives, ask questions, and answer 
      those questions. 
6.   Ask students to make note of when the word “magic” or a related term appears
      in the text.
7.   Have younger students read with partners and practice Say Something. The process for Say Something is simple: Students get into groups of two or three and take turns reading a portion of the text aloud.  As they read, they occasionally pause to "say something" about what was read.  They make a prediction, ask a question, clarify confusion, and comment on what's happening, or connect what's in the text to something they know.  The reading partner(s) offer(s) a response to what was said, and then a different student continues the reading until the next time they pause to say something. Stopping points can be timed or based on a certain number of pages read.
Discussion Questions (for read-aloud, partner reading, or independent reading)
8.   After reading “Gillie packed his bags and joined the show,” (bag-punching spread) ask students to imagine leaving home at 12 years old. How do you think you would feel?
9.   After reading “The job lasted less than a week, the time it took Gillie’s father to find him and take him home,” (pole-vaulting spread) ask students, Why did it take a whole week for Gillie’s father to find him? What do you know about what Gillie did or didn’t do when he left home? How do you think his parents felt during that time? What do you think happened when Gillie returned home? What does Gillie’s willingness to take this job tell you about him? (Instead of a class discussion now, see #9 for after reading activities.)
10.  After reading “ . . . 1908 Olympic games in London,” (pole-vaulting spread) ask students, What would you say about Gillie as an athlete? What might this tell you about Gillie as a person? What evidence do you have from the story?
11.  After reading “. . . support his new wife, Mary,” (performing magic spread) ask why his first name has changed to A. C..  How old might A. C. be now? What does he do besides perform as a magician? Do you think he wants to be a magician all his life? Why or why not?
12. After reading “Christmas would not be cancelled,” (council playing with toys spread) ask Why was A. C. successful in getting the men of the council to change their minds? What did they think about when they saw the toys? What did they do?
After Reading:

13. Refer to the students’ previous observations about the cover and the title. Do they have any other observations now that they have heard or read the story? Go through the book again and discuss the author’s use of the word “magic” or related references such as: “But A.C. had something else up his sleeve.” Discuss whether “knew their son had the magic to be a success” has anything to do with magic tricks. And, what about saving Christmas? Was that magical? Why or why not? What does the author say?
14. Write the five questions in #5 on index cards. Divide the class into five groups and give each group one of the questions to discuss. Pick one student in each group to record answers and other questions they might have. Select another student in each group to share with the whole class.
15. Use Venn-diagrams to compare the personality traits of A.C. Gilbert with: another famous person, a friend, or a family member.
16. Invite students to participate in Freeze A Moment. Working in groups of three or four, students select an important moment from the book, then portray it as a “Frozen Moment” to the entire class. Some guidelines: All group members must be involved (can be inanimate objects like a chair or table), groups members must strike a pose and remain still, no words or sounds. When each group shows their “Moment,” the rest of the class guesses what it is. The purpose is to create a “Moment” that others will recognize.
17. Why did A.C. Gilbert become such a good magician and athlete? Think about something you want to get better at doing. How could you get better? Make a list of things that would help.
18. Gillie wanted to be called A. C. Have you ever been called by a different name than you use now? Are you called something different by family and/or friends than you are in school or on your birth certificate? Do you have a nickname? Is there a story behind your name? Why did your parents choose it? Invite students to explore the meanings or stories behind names (first, middle, and/or surnames).
19. A. C.’s parents traveled from Oregon to Yale when A. C. graduated from college. Where is Yale? How far did his parents travel? (Figure one-way distance, but remind students that his parents needed to return home.)
20. Why do you think A. C. wanted to sell magic tricks and then to create building sets rather than entertain people with his magic tricks? 
21. Display some classic Erector Set creations (www.girdersandgears.com and www.rfgco.com/erector ). How were parts put together? How were parts able to move? Why do you think Erector Sets were/are so much fun to play with? Newer versions of Erector Sets are still sold today (www.erector-sets.com). How are they different now? 
22. Ask students to describe their favorite building toys? What was/is it? What kinds of parts did/does it have? What did/do you make with it? Write a description of the parts, how they fit together, what you built/build, and what you did/do with it when complete. Illustrate your writing.

23. Think about a holiday like Christmas, Hanukkah, your birthday, or another time when you might get presents. What if one year you didn’t get any toys? Create a story about that time. 
24. The author says that A.C. Gilbert worked hard to make toys that helped kids think and learn. What toys do you have that make you think and learn? How do they help you think and learn?
25. A.C. Gilbert was good at persuading. How good are you? Write a persuasive letter to your parents that convinces them to buy you a toy or game. Remind students to think of why their parents might say no and address those points in the letter.
26. Brainstorm questions that came up during reading that could lead to research (e.g. How high do people pole-vault today?  How would A.C.’s parents have traveled in 1909? Why did the A.C. Gilbert Company go out of business?). Invite interested students to seek answers to posed questions.  
Use this book and other biographies as mentor texts for students writing memoir or personal narrative. Read several examples to the class and point out characteristics of the writing such as:

1. title (Does it grab the reader?)


2. beginning

3. language used

a. natural to the person or time period

b. figurative 

4. sensory details

5. strong verbs and specific nouns

6. spare use of adjectives and adverbs
7. varied sentences (purposeful fragments)

8. use of series of 3s

9. hot spot and how it is made exciting or interesting (slowing time)

10. omission of unnecessary details or zipping through time

11. how the mood of the person or other characters is revealed

12. how are the feelings of the person revealed?

13. how do others feel about the person? How is this revealed?

14. effective dialogue

15. ending (is it satisfying?)
Other Biographies:
Abe Lincoln: The Boy Who Loved Books by Kay Winters, illustrated by Nancy Carpenter
Alfred Nobel: The Man Behind the Peace Prize by Kathy-Jo Wargin, illustrated by Zachary Pullen
Bad News for Outlaws: The Remarkable Life of Bass Reeves, Deputy U. S. Marshal by Vaunda Micheaux Nelson, illustrated by R. Gregory Christie
Big George by Anne Rockwell, illustrated by Matt Phelan
Clemente! by Willie Perdomo, illustrated by Bryan Collier
Do Re Mi: If You Can Read Music, Thank Guido d’Arezzo by Susan L. Roth, illustrated by Angelo Mafucci
Girl Wonder: A Baseball Story in Nine Innings by Deborah Hopkinson, illustrated by Terry Widener
Houdini: World’s Greatest Mystery Man and Escape King by Kathleen Krull, illustrated by Eric 
Velasquez
Muhammad Ali: The People’s Champion by Walter Dean Myers, illustrated by Alix Delinois
More Than Anything Else by Marie Bradby, illustrated by Chris K. Soentpiet
She Loved Baseball: The Effa Manley Story by Audrey Vernick, illustrated by Don Tate
Soar, Elinor! by Tami Lewis Brown, illustrations by Francois Roca
What To Do About Alice: by Barbara Kerley, illustrated by Edwin Fotheringham
A Woman For President: The Story of Victoria Woodhull by Kathleen Krull, illustrated by Jane Dye
You’re on Your Way, Teddy Roosevelt, by Judith St. George, illustrated by Matt Faulkner

Magic Books:
Amazing Magic Tricks by Jon Tremaine

The Big Book of Magic Fun by Ian Keable
Websites:
erectorset.net

http://people.msoe.edu~westr/gilbert/htm
http://www.acghs.org
http://www.acgilbert.org/
www.erector-sets.com
www.girdersandgears.com
www.rfgco.com/erector

Places To Visit:
A.C. Gilbert’s Discovery Village

116 Marion Street

Salem, Oregon 97301

503-371-3631

1-800-208-9514

info@acgilbert.org
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