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Introduction

How to Use This Literature Guide
Today’s standards demand rigor and relevance in the reading of complex texts.  The 
units in this series guide teachers in a rich and deep exploration of worthwhile works 
of literature for classroom study.  The most rigorous instruction can also be interesting 
and engaging!

Many current strategies for effective literacy instruction have been incorporated 
into these instructional guides for literature.  Throughout the units, text-dependent 
questions are used to determine comprehension of the book as well as student 
interpretation of the vocabulary words.  The books chosen for the series are complex 
exemplars of carefully crafted works of literature.  Close reading is used throughout 
the units to guide students toward revisiting the text and using textual evidence to 
respond to prompts orally and in writing.  Students must analyze the story elements 
in multiple assignments for each section of the book.  All of these strategies work 
together to rigorously guide students through their study of literature.

The next few pages will make clear how to use this guide for a purposeful and 
meaningful literature study.  Each section of this guide is set up in the same way to 
make it easier for you to implement the instruction in your classroom.

Theme Thoughts
The great works of literature used throughout this series have important themes that 
have been relevant to people for many years.  Many of the themes will be discussed 
during the various sections of this instructional guide.  However, it would also benefit 
students to have independent time to think about the key themes of the novel.

Before students begin reading, have them complete Pre-Reading Theme Thoughts  
(page 13).  This graphic organizer will allow students to think about the themes 
outside the context of the story.  They’ll have the opportunity to evaluate statements 
based on important themes and defend their opinions.  Be sure to have students 
keep their papers for comparison to the Post-Reading Theme Thoughts (page 64).  This 
graphic organizer is similar to the pre-reading activity.  However, this time, students 
will be answering the questions from the point of view of one of the characters in the 
novel.  They have to think about how the character would feel about each statement 
and defend their thoughts.  To conclude the activity, have students compare what 
they thought about the themes before they read the novel to what the characters 
discovered during the story.



5© Shell Education� #40306—Instructional Guide:  Their Eyes Were Watching God

Introduction

How to Use This Literature Guide (cont.)

Vocabulary
Each teacher overview page has definitions and sentences about how key vocabulary 
words are used in the section.  These words should be introduced and discussed 
with students.  There are two student vocabulary activity pages in each section.  On 
the first page, students are asked to define the ten words chosen by the author of 
this unit.  On the second page in most sections, each student will select at least eight 
words that he or she finds interesting or difficult.  For each section, choose one of 
these pages for your students to complete.  With either assignment, you may want 
to have students get into pairs to discuss the meanings of the words.  Allow students 
to use reference guides to define the words.  Monitor students to make sure the 
definitions they have found are accurate and relate to how the words are used in  
the text.

On some of the vocabulary student pages, students are asked to answer text-related 
questions about the vocabulary words.  The following question stems will help you 
create your own vocabulary questions if you’d like to extend the discussion.

	 •	 How does this word describe _____’s character?

	 •	 In what ways does this word relate to the problem in this story?

	 •	 How does this word help you understand the setting?

	 •	 In what ways is this word related to the story’s solution?

	 •	 Describe how this word supports the novel’s theme of . . . .

	 •	What visual images does this word bring to your mind?

	 •	 For what reasons might the author have chosen to use this particular word?

At times, more work with the words will help students understand their meanings.  
The following quick vocabulary activities are a good way to further study the words.

	 •	 Have students practice their vocabulary and writing skills by creating sentences 
and/or paragraphs in which multiple vocabulary words are used correctly and 
with evidence of understanding.  

	 •	 Students can play vocabulary concentration.  Students make a set of cards with 
the words and a separate set of cards with the definitions.  Then, students lay 
the cards out on the table and play concentration.  The goal of the game is to 
match vocabulary words with their definitions.

	 •	 Students can create word journal entries about the words.  Students choose 
words they think are important and then describe why they think each word is 
important within the novel. 
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Introduction

How to Use This Literature Guide (cont.)

Analyzing the Literature
After students have read each section, hold small-group or whole-class discussions.  
Questions are written at two levels of complexity to allow you to decide which 
questions best meet the needs of your students.  The Level 1 questions are typically 
less abstract than the Level 2 questions.  Level 1 is indicated by a square, while 
Level 2 is indicated by a triangle. These questions focus on the various story elements, 
such as character, setting, and plot.  Student pages are provided if you want to assign 
these questions for individual student work before your group discussion.  Be sure 
to add further questions as your students discuss what they’ve read.  For each 
question, a few key points are provided for your reference as you discuss the novel 
with students.

Reader Response
In today’s classrooms, there are often great readers who are below-average writers.  
So much time and energy is spent in classrooms getting students to read on grade level 
that little time is left to focus on writing skills.  To help teachers include more writing in 
their daily literacy instruction, each section of this guide has a literature-based reader 
response prompt.  Each of the three genres of writing is used in the reader responses 
within this guide: narrative, informative/explanatory, and argument.  Students have a 
choice between two prompts for each reader response.  One response requires students 
to make connections between the reading and their own lives.  The other prompt 
requires students to determine text-to-text connections or connections within the text.  

Close Reading the Literature
Within each section, students are asked to closely reread a short section of text.  Since 
some versions of the novels have different page numbers, the selections are described 
by chapter and location, along with quotations to guide the readers.  After each close 
reading, there are text-dependent questions to be answered by students.  

Encourage students to read each question one at a time and then go back to the text 
and discover the answer.  Work with students to ensure that they use the text to 
determine their answers rather than making unsupported inferences.  Once students 
have answered the questions, discuss what they discovered.  Suggested answers are 
provided in the answer key.
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Introduction

How to Use This Literature Guide (cont.)

Close Reading the Literature (cont.)

The generic, open-ended stems below can be used to write your own text-dependent 
questions if you would like to give students more practice.

	 •	 Give evidence from the text to support . . . .

	 •	 Justify your thinking using text evidence about . . . .

	 •	 Find evidence to support your conclusions about . . . .

	 •	What text evidence helps the reader understand . . . ?

	 •	 Use the book to tell why _____ happens.

	 •	 Based on events in the story, . . . .

	 •	 Use text evidence to describe why . . . .

Making Connections
The activities in this section help students make cross-curricular connections to 
writing, mathematics, science, social studies, or the fine arts.  Each of these types of 
activities requires higher-order thinking skills from students.

Creating with the Story Elements
It is important to spend time discussing the common story elements in literature.  
Understanding the characters, setting, and plot can increase students’ comprehension 
and appreciation of the story.  If teachers discuss these elements daily, students will 
more likely internalize the concepts and look for the elements in their independent 
reading.  Another important reason for focusing on the story elements is that students 
will be better writers if they think about how the stories they read are constructed.

Students are given three options for working with the story elements.  They are asked 
to create something related to the characters, setting, or plot of the novel.  Students 
are given a choice in this activity so that they can decide to complete the activity that 
most appeals to them.  Different multiple intelligences are used so that the activities 
are diverse and interesting to all students.
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Analyzing the Literature
Provided below are discussion questions you can use in small groups, with the whole 
class, or for written assignments.  Each question is given at two levels so you can choose 
the right question for each group of students.  Activity sheets with these questions are 
provided (pages 18–19) if you want students to write their responses.  For each question, 
a few key discussion points are provided for your reference.

Story 
Element ■  Level 1 ▲  Level 2 Key Discussion Points

Setting

How does young 
Janie see herself 
as similar to the 
pear tree she is 
lying under?

What does 
the pear tree 
symbolize to 
Janie?  What 
feelings does it 
bring out in her?

Janie feels that she is in bloom, just like 
the tree.  Students may note that the 
activity of the bees in the blossoms is a 
metaphor for sexual maturity.  The vision 
of blossoming springtime makes Janie 
feel dreamy and almost under a spell.  
She wishes to share in the bliss that she 
associates with the blooming tree.

Character

Is Nanny doing 
a good or bad 
thing when she 
pushes Janie 
into marriage 
with Logan 
Killicks?  Explain 
your answer.

What motivates 
Nanny to 
pressure Janie 
into the marriage 
with Logan 
Killicks?  Do you 
sympathize with 
her desire to see 
Janie married?

Nanny sees this marriage as “protection.” 
Her primary goal is to see Janie “safe in 
life,” in a situation where no man will 
“make a spit cup” out of her.  Students 
may say that while they sympathize with 
Nanny’s fears, forcing a young person 
into an empty marriage is unfair.  Janie 
deserves the chance to experience love.

Character

What do you 
think Janie’s 
future with 
Logan would 
have been like 
based on his 
decision to 
purchase the 
new mule?

How does 
Logan’s decision 
to purchase 
a new mule 
represent a 
turning point in 
his relationship 
with Janie?

The purchase of the mule suggests that 
in the future Janie would be forced to do 
hard labor.  Logan has become frustrated 
and angry with Janie because she does 
not love, respect, or desire him.  His pride 
is hurt because he sees that the marriage 
is unequal, and he now wishes to make 
Janie suffer for that inequality.  

Plot

Should Janie 
have run off with 
Joe Starks?  Why 
or why not?

How do you 
predict things 
will go for Joe 
and Janie?  Has 
she made a good 
or bad choice?  
What makes you 
think so?

Students may sympathize with Janie’s 
decision to get away before she is forced 
into hard labor.  Because Joe seems 
ambitious, students may feel that Janie 
will have a bright future with him.  Others 
may note that Joe does “not represent sun-
up and pollen and blooming trees,” and 
they may predict that Janie will still feel 
unfulfilled with him.

Teacher PlansÑSection 1Chapters 1Ñ4
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Chapters 1Ñ4 Name 

Date 

  Analyzing the Literature
Directions: Think about the section you just read.  Read each question and state 
your response with textual evidence.

	 1.	How does young Janie see herself as similar to the pear tree she is lying under?

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________
	 2.	Is Nanny doing a good or bad thing when she pushes Janie into marriage with 

Logan Killicks?  Explain your answer.

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________
	 3.	What do you think Janie’s future with Logan would have been like based on 

his decision to purchase the new mule?

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________
	 4.	Should Janie have run off with Joe Starks?  Why or why not?

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________
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Chapters 1Ñ4Name 

Date 

  Analyzing the Literature
Directions: Think about the section you just read.  Read each question and state 
your response with textual evidence.

	 1.	What does the pear tree symbolize to Janie?  What feelings does it bring out 
in her?

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________
	 2.	What motivates Nanny to pressure Janie into the marriage with Logan Killicks?  

Do you sympathize with her desire to see Janie married?

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________
	 3.	How does Logan’s decision to purchase a new mule represent a turning point 

in his relationship with Janie?

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________
	 4.	How do you predict things will go for Joe and Janie?  Has she made a good or 

bad choice?  What makes you think so?

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________
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Chapters 1Ñ4Name 

Date 

Close Reading the Literature
Directions: Closely reread the pages in chapter 4 where Joe Starks is introduced.  
Stop with, “. . . to rest a week or two.”  Read each question and then revisit the text 
to find evidence that supports your answer.

	 1.	List at least three specific details about Joe Starks’s clothing and appearance.  
Why are these details significant?  What do they tell Janie (and the reader) 
about Joe?  

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________
	 2.	Where is Joe going and what does he hope to do when he gets there?  Support 

your answer with evidence from the text.

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________
	 3.	What doesn’t Joe “represent” to Janie, according to the text?  What does he 

“speak for” instead?  

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________
	 4.	Based on what has happened so far, why is Janie drawn to Joe Starks?

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________

		  ____________________________________________________________
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Chapters 1Ñ4Name 

Date 

Creating with the Story Elements
Directions: Thinking about the story elements of character, setting, and plot in a 
novel is very important to understanding what is happening and why.  Complete 
one of the following activities based on what you’ve read so far.  Be creative and 
have fun!

Characters
Pretend that you have been given 
the task of turning Their Eyes Were 
Watching God into a musical or a 
movie with a soundtrack.  Assign a 
signature song to each of the major 
characters featured in the first four 
chapters of the novel.  Write an 
explanation of why you selected 
each song.

Setting
The pear tree and the road 
are physical elements that 
play an important role in the 
first four chapters of Their 
Eyes Were Watching God.  
Create a painting, drawing, 
or collage that explores the 
significance and symbolism 
of either the tree or the 
road.  Be ready to present 
your artwork to the class, 
explaining why you included 
specific images and elements.

Plot
Write each important event that happens (or that we learn about) in 
the first four chapters on an index card or slip of paper.  On a larger 
piece of paper or poster board, assemble the index cards or slips of 
paper into a flow chart, using arrows to show cause and effect.  Then, 
use your chart to make predictions about what might happen next.




