
                                              educators’ guide               RHTeachersLibrarians.com

KAREN CUSHMAN
Newbery Award–winning author of 

The Midwife’s Apprentice and Catherine, Called Birdy
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“A pitch-perfect story sure to resonate with today’s readers!”
—JENNIFER L. HOLM, Scott O’Dell Award winner for Full of Beans



ABOUT THE BOOKABOUT THE BOOK
The Newbery Award–winning author of Catherine, 

Called Birdy and The Midwife’s Apprentice tells a heartfelt 

and humorous story of  World War II on the home front.

Millie McGonigle lives in sunny California, where her 

days are filled with beach and surf. It should be perfect, 

but times are tough. Hitler is attacking Europe, and it 

looks like the United States may be going to war. Food is 

rationed and money is tight. And Millie’s sickly little sister 

gets all the attention and couldn’t be more of a pain if she 

tried. It’s all Millie can do to stay calm and feel in control.

Still—there’s sand beneath her feet, a new neighbor  

from the city who has a lot to teach Millie, and a surfer 

boy named Rocky to admire—even if she doesn’t have 

the guts to talk to him.

It’s a time of sunshine, siblings, and stress. Will Millie be 

able to find her way in her family and keep her balance 

as the world around her loses its own?

  ABOUT THE AUTHOR  ABOUT THE AUTHOR
   Karen Cushman is the Newbery Award–winning author of The Midwife’s 

Apprentice and the Newbery Honor book Catherine, Called Birdy, among many 

other popular novels for young readers. She was born just a few months before 

the United States entered World War II, and parts of the book are based on her 

husband’s experiences growing up in California during the war. Today she lives 

on a soft green island near Seattle, Washington.
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PRE-READING ACTIVITYPRE-READING ACTIVITY
The novel is set in San Diego during World War II. 

Have students study the photographs on this website: 

sandiegohistory.org/journal/1978/april/wartime. 

Then have them write a one-page paper that 

describes what it might have been like to live in  

San Diego during this time.

  Correlates to Common Core State Standards in Writing: Text Types & Purposes 
W. 4-6.2; Language: Convention of Standard English L. 4-6.1, 4-6.2; Knowledge 
of Language L. 4-6.3.

GROUP DISCUSSIONGROUP DISCUSSION
Describe the McGonigle family. Millie’s sister, Lily, 

is sickly and demands a lot of attention. How does 

Lily take advantage of her situation? Contrast Millie’s 

relationships with Lily and with Pete. How is she 

more patient with Pete? How does Edna’s moving in 

make life more difficult for the McGonigle family? 

Why is Millie jealous of Lily? Discuss why Mrs. 

McGonigle is surprised when she learns that Millie 

thinks Lily is the favorite child. Explain how the 

poem that Mama wrote (pp. 128–129) about her 

three children helps Millie to finally understand her 

role in the family. 

Millie’s father lost his store during the Great 

Depression. Now the war is making things more 

difficult financially. Mrs. McGonigle says there will 

be no frills. What does Millie’s mother define as a 

frill? What sacrifices do the McGonigles make? After 

the United States enters the war, Millie’s mom is 

employed at the airplane factory and her dad at the 

Navy Exchange. How does this help?

Describe Millie’s grandmother. What is a social 

activist? How was Gram a social activist? How did 

marching, passing out fliers, and circulating petitions 

give Gram hope in an otherwise scary world? Why 

did Dwayne Fribble call Gram “un-American”? 

Discuss how exercising one’s First Amendment rights 

is one of the most American things a person can do. 

Millie was especially close to her grandmother. 

How does she deal with grief after Gram dies? Why 

is Gram’s death harder for Millie than for Lily and 

Pete? Millie records dead things in her diary. Why 

couldn’t she enter Gram’s name? 

Gram once told Millie that she was “too sensitive and 

smart” for her own good. Cite evidence that Gram 

was right about Millie. How does being “too sensitive” 

affect Millie’s relationship with other people? 

How is Millie both fearful and fearless? Explain 

how her fearlessness is related to her efforts to get 

attention from her mother. How do her fears grow 

after the Japanese bomb Pearl Harbor? How does 

Millie contribute to the war effort? Discuss how 

getting involved quiets her fears. 

Gram gave Millie a diary for her birthday. How 

did Gram think writing in a diary would help 

Millie deal with her worries? Explain how Millie 

misinterprets Gram’s instructions. Why is Captain 

Charlie surprised when Millie tells him about the 

“dead things” that she records in her diary? What 

is his role in helping her understand Gram’s real 

intention? What is significant about sending the 

pages of the notebook out to sea? Why does Millie 

take Lily along when she does this? 

Ar
t ©

 2
02

1 
by

 Iz
zy

 B
ur

to
n



Millie’s best friend, Florence, moved away. Millie feels 

lost and abandoned. Why is Millie’s mom so eager for 

her to meet Rosemary Fribble? Explain why Millie 

is reluctant. Compare the personalities of the two 

girls. What does each girl bring to the friendship? 

What is Millie’s mom’s attitude toward Bertha 

Fribble? Discuss the incident that causes Mrs. 

McGonigle to verbally attack Mrs. Fribble. Why does 

Millie think that Gram would be proud of Mama? 

Describe Rocky through Millie’s eyes. Debate 

whether she has a crush on him. He tells her that 

he’s going to college to study engineering instead of 

joining the military. Explain what Millie means by 

“My dreamboat had sunk.” (p. 148) At what point 

does her view of him change? Why?

Cite scenes and conversations in the book that 

reveal the prejudices and bigotry in Mission Beach. 

How did being the victim of prejudice and bigotry 

fuel Gram’s activism? Icky Fribble taunts Ralphie 

Rigoletto because he’s Italian. Explain how Icky learns 

such behavior at home. How does Mr. McGonigle 

make Ralphie feel proud of his Italian heritage?

Define empathy. Millie says, “I can be sorry for 

Japanese and German and Italian kids, but I can’t 

really feel what they feel even when I try.” (p. 123) 

How does reading novels help a person develop 

empathy toward others? Discuss how empathy 

combats bigotry. 

Cushman uses figurative language to create certain 

images. “Planes cut through the sky like black birds” 

(p. 20) is an example of simile. “Sirens wailed, bombs 

whistled” (p. 20) is an example of personification. Find 

other examples of figurative language in the novel. 

Setting is when and where a book takes place. How 

does Cushman create a detailed image of San Diego 

and Mission Beach? The novel is set during World 

War II. Cite specific evidence that explains what life 

was like during this time. How does this compare to 

the photographs you have seen?

What role do the characters play in defining the 

historical setting? Consider their individual thoughts 

and concerns, their interactions with one another, 

and their overall way of life. 

Discuss how Cushman uses humor to convey  

what life was like during a very dark time in  

United States history. 

 Correlates with Common Core State Standards in Reading Literature: Key 
Ideas & Details RL. 4-6.1, 4-6.3; Craft & Structure RL. 4-6.4, 4-6.6; Speaking 
& Listening: Comprehension & Collaboration SL. 4-6.1, 4-6.3; Language: 
Convention of Standard English L. 4-6.1; Knowledge of Language L. 4-6.3; 
Vocabulary Acquisition & Use L. 4-6.5.
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CLASSROOM CONNECTIONSCLASSROOM CONNECTIONS
Millie is an avid reader and sometimes compares 

herself to characters in books and comic strips. For 

example, she feels like Joe Btfsplk from the Li’l Abner 

comic strip who has a “permanent rain cloud over 

his head.” Write a one-page paper that describes the 

rain cloud over Millie’s head. 

  Correlates to Common Core State Standards in Writing: Text Types & Purposes 
W. 4-6.1; Language: Convention of Standard English L. 4-6.1, 4-6.2; Knowledge 
of Language L. 4-6.3.

Millie and her mother are good at writing jingles. 

Take a look at the gallery of World War II propaganda 

posters on this website: history.com/news/world 

-war-ii-propaganda-posters-photos-united-states 

-home-front. Select one poster and write a jingle  

that Millie might write to support the message  

of the poster. 

  Correlates to Common Core State Standards in Writing: Text Types & 
Purposes W. 4-6.1; Research to Build & Present Knowledge W. 4-6.7; Language: 
Convention of Standard English L. 4-6.1, 4-6.2; Knowledge of Language L. 4-6.3.

Gram said when she cooks, she uses “a little spice, a 

little sweet, and a tiny bit of sour. Just like life.” (p. 36) 

Write a short essay that describes the spice, the sweet, 

and the sour in Millie’s life. Use direct quotes and 

cite specific passages to support your thoughts. 

  Correlates to Common Core State Standards in Writing: Text Types & Purposes 
W. 4-6.1; Language: Convention of Standard English L. 4-6.1, 4-6.2; Knowledge 
of Language L. 4-6.3.

Research Rosie the Riveter: history.com/topics 

/world-war-ii/rosie-the-riveter. Then write a poem 

that Millie might write titled “My Mother Was Rosie 

the Riveter.”

  Correlates to Common Core State Standards in Writing: Production & 
Distribution of Writing W. 4-6.4.

President Franklin D. Roosevelt declared December 

7, 1941, the day the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, 

as “a date which will live in infamy.” Use books or 

websites to find out about the Japanese attack. This 

website is helpful: kids.nationalgeographic.com 

/explore/history/pearl-harbor. Then write a front-

page feature story for a San Diego newspaper about 

this event. Include quotes from various characters  

in the book. Remember to include who, what,  

when, how.

  Correlates to Common Core State Standards in Writing: Text Types & Purposes 
W. 4-6.2; Research to Build & Present Knowledge W. 4-6.7 Language: Convention 
of Standard English L. 4-6.1, 4-6.2; Knowledge of Language L. 4-6.3.

Take a look at getinthescrap.org. Consider this 

information, and write a newspaper editorial that 

encourages kids like Millie to contribute to the war 

effort. 

  Correlates to Common Core State Standards in Writing: Text Types & 
Purposes W. 4-6.1; Research to Build & Present Knowledge W. 4-6.7; Language: 
Convention of Standard English L. 4-6.1, 4-6.2; Knowledge of Language L. 4-6.3.

At the end of the novel, Millie begins writing in 

a new notebook that she calls “My Book of Life.” 

Write the first entry that Millie might make.

  Correlates to Common Core State Standards in Writing: Text Types & Purposes 
W. 4-6.3; Language: Convention of Standard English L. 4-6.1, 4-6.2; Knowledge 
of Language L. 4-6.3.
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H “Rich, authentic detail brings setting, community, and  
era to resonant life. . . . Accomplished storytelling.”

—Kirkus Reviews, starred review

“Cushman offers readers a sympathetic, spirited heroine and a vividly 
evoked setting, chockfull of sensory detail.” 

—The horn book

@RHCBEducators            

VOCABULARY/USE  VOCABULARY/USE  
OF LANGUAGEOF LANGUAGE
The vocabulary in the novel isn’t difficult, but 

students should be encouraged to jot down 

unfamiliar words and try to define them taking  

clues from context. Such words may include:  

petition (p. 6), ominous (p. 12), delicacy (p. 21),  

cunning (p. 30), marauding (p. 45), vulnerable (p. 45), 

surly (p. 51), humiliating (p. 56), motley (p. 68),  

immersed (p. 78), indisposed (p. 88), eruption (p. 95), 

atrocities (p. 97), irritable (p. 126), ogled (p. 104),  

ebbed (p. 117), hydrated (p. 130), phantom (p. 133), 

reincarnation (p. 153), and vile (p. 183). 

 Correlates to Common Core State Standards in Language: Vocabulary 
Acquisition & Use L. 4-6.4.

INTERNET RESOURCESINTERNET RESOURCES
nps.gov/valr/index.htm 

The official website of the Pearl Harbor National 

Memorial

nps.gov/wwii/index.htm 

The official website of the World War II Memorial  

in Washington, D.C.

nationalww2museum.org 

The official website for the National World War II 

Museum in New Orleans

This guide was prepared by Pat Scales, children’s literacy consultant, Greenville, South Carolina

Visit RHTeacherLibrarians.com, your online destination 
for all the resources you need for you school or library! 
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