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American Horse
Louise Endrich
Story Synopsis: A young boy and his mother hide out in a woodshed to keep the boy from being taken away by child protective services. Both think back to times in their lives that relate to their situation.  A Sioux tribal police officer, Harmony, assists in the collection of the boy. The mother and Uncle “Lawrence” resist the officers with potentially deadly consequences. 
Objectives: 

· Students will define and identify examples of similes in the text.
· Students will construct their own descriptions of objects using simile and imagery.
· Students will construct a complete picture of the main characters in the text by examining the author’s use of imagery, simile and adjectives. 

· Students will investigate how the use of adjectives can give a richer description of nouns.
Activity: Simile, Adjectives and Imagery Jigsaw  (55 minutes with homework)

Students will refer to the text to create complete descriptions of each of the characters, using the jigsaw method.  They will then write a letter AS one of the characters to another character. 
Discussion Questions:
1. Why might Albertine say, “Let’s get married” to Buddy?

2. Explain Harmony’s relationship with the other Native Americans.  How does his job shape this relationship? 
3. How does the family view the police?  How is this different from your own family?  How is it different from your neighborhood?

4. Evaluate the motives of each side of the standoff.  How do Albertine and Vicki each see the circumstances that Buddy is part of? 

5. Compare and contrast the way that Albertine and Uncle Lawrence responded to the police.  Can we justify Albertine’s response? 
6. Why did Harmony not shoot Albertine?

7. Compare and contrast the relationship between Albertine and her father with Buddy and Albertine.  

8. What is the metal thing with hooks, points, and drag chains?  Are we meant to know?  Is this thing real or part of his imagination?

9. What is the role of memory in the story?  What does it add to the story?

Examining Language:
American Horse is rich with simile and imagery.  Have students find examples throughout the writing and explore how the use of each affects the story.  Some examples are:
· “Her feet hung over the edge, limp and brown as two trout.”
· “He took a strand of her hair and held it in his hands as if it was the rein to a delicate beast.”
·  “…his face puckered here and there, around its absences and scars, like a damaged but fierce little cake.” 

· “It was attached to a retractable line that would suck the pen back, like a child eating one strand of spaghetti.”
· “The three people came to a halt in their husk of metal…”
· “…a big punching dummy with his boots so full of sand so he never stayed down once he fell.” 

· “Somehow he was pinned between their pounds of breathless flesh.” 

Have students come up with their own examples of simile and imagery to describe things in the classroom, things common in their lives, or things they are familiar with. 
Frequently the author uses adjectives to enhance the experience of sensing. Have students examine ways in which the senses are mentioned.  

· “He put his face to them carefully and breathed the deep, soft powdery smell of her.” 

· “The satin felt so unbearably smooth against his cheek that he had to press closer.” 

· “She never said that in the mean voice she used when he oppressed her…”
· “Buddy tasted blood now at the sight of her…” 

· “Albertine looked at the stone butterfly that spread its wings across her fist. The wings looked light and cool, not heavy. It almost looked like it was ready to fly.” 

Have the students re-write some sections taking out all the adjectives, then read them aloud to compare and contrast the two passages.  Then give the students some simple sentences and have them add adjectives or re-write to make the sentence more detailed and nuanced.  Have them share samples aloud.  
Some examples of simple sentences:  

· I touched the lunch in my locker.
· The back seat on the bus smelled bad. 

· I tasted the ice cream cone.

· I looked out of the penthouse window. 

Activity: Simile, Adjectives and Imagery Jigsaw  (55 minutes with homework)
Students will refer to the text to create complete descriptions of each of the characters, using the jigsaw method.  They will then write a letter AS one of the characters to another character. 

Materials: 
One worksheet for each student in the class



A copy of the text for each student in the class

Divide the class into five groups.  Give each group one of the main characters and give them time to use the text to complete the worksheet for their person.  They should be looking for any physical descriptors of the character (there may be few), the relationship between their character and all others, and any actions taken with other characters.   Students should also try to infer motive for the actions.  Encourage them to use quotes from the text as evidence.  (20 minutes)

Number off the members of each group.  Have all the ones meet together, twos together, etc.  The new groups should include one member from each of the previous groups.  Have them share the insights they found in the text with their group.  Walk around the room to make sure they are sharing information and not just copying from each other’s papers.  They should use the information from others to complete their worksheet.  (30 minutes)

The homework assignment is for students to write a letter as one of the characters from the story.  Encourage them to think not only of content, what they would say; but tone, how they would say it.  Students can choose to write a personal letter or a professional letter.  
American Horse Character Comparison

Name ____________________________
Part I: Using evidence from the text, complete the table.  

	Character
	Physical Description
	Relationship with other Characters 
	Actions and Motives

	Uncle Lawrence 
	Wearing a thick white corset
Missing an eye

	
	

	Buddy
	
	
	

	Vicki
	
	
	

	Albertine
	
	
	

	Harmony
	
	
	


Part II: Choose one of the characters and write a letter to another character.  Think not only about content but tone. How would your character feel about the other person? The letter can be personal or professional.  
________________________
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