Speak Corcept Av\Q\ys‘\s
Literary Text: peak \o\f Laurie Halse Anderson

Organizational Pattems

This novel is divided into Four main sections divided \ox/ gmd‘m% PQY"\OdS at the
narvrator’s school. Within @ach of these Four main sections +here are smaller
chapters ranging From less than a poge to Four poges. The title of each of these
chopters is reloted closely to the content within and is Formatted in all caps. These
chopters breok down Melinda’s doys in classes, at school, oand ot home. Each of +he
larger sections ends with Melinda's gvo\des For the gvod‘mg P@r‘\od, both for school and
social aspects (e.g. lunch, clothes, ond attitude). 1+ is irportant to notice these
gmdes) whether +¥\e\/ 0P up or down, and what has \nQP\)ened in these sections thot
oy have had an impact on Melinda's %Y‘O\d@S. There are no gmdes For the Fourth
W\Qrk‘mg Pev’\od, when Melinda has reached o very irmportant point in her healing
process.

We con assume b\/ the organizational pattern that the events in the novel
occur c\nvono\o%’\ccx\\\/. Specia\ attention should be PQ'\d to the ports of the rovel that
occur before Melinda reveals what \nQ\)\)ened +o cause her current state-what

+v‘\c3c3@vs her bad P@e\‘mgs.

Related Tssues

Theme: There are several Hhemes in this lbook which are
all interrclated. 1+ is First and Foremost a book about rope
and its conseauences. Melinda crashes a summer PQ‘(‘W \ox/
calling the police and runs and hides when +\r\@\/ aet there. She
called the police because she had been mped b\/ a \oox/ naned
Av\d\f Evans (whom she refers to as “"IT" For a large portion of
the novel). After bus‘r’mg +he PO\Y“F\,, Melinda spends the vrest of
the summer and her First year in high school alone because

her Friends will not +alk to her. She rarely speaks, and her

%md@s suffer along with her social lite.
C\eor\\/, Melinda. Foces severe depvess‘\on as a conseauence of rope. She does
not tell Anyone what Y‘@Q\\\/ \r\QPPened at the PQM«, because +hat would reauire her to
speok of something she is +W‘m<3 to erase. In +Y\7"\Y\(3 to deal with +hese thinas alone,
she loses motivation in school and has vwo apals Anymore. She says she used to be like
her friend Heather: \r\Q\)\)\/, driven, Qero\o'\ca\\\/ fit” (24). Now she has no desive to do

her homework or make Friends or Join o club. She apes to school because she has +o,
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and she S\)ends +ime alone in a closet ot school +\’\/‘\r\<3 to create a safe space For
herselF.

The theme of be‘\r\g a social outcost is an importont part of +this vovel. I+'s
one of the very First thinas the narrator tells us: "1 am Outcast” (W, This theme
could lead to '\m\)oY“Pchr discussions albout mcxk'mg judgm@nﬂ or cxssumpﬁons about
people and \oer-r*'\er\d'mg or undev*sﬂmd‘mg others. Melinda is an outcost For \o\,\sﬁr\% a
Poxﬂ\f, but even her best Friend would not ask W\r\\, Melinda. did i+. Melinda is an

ocutcast becouse of +he stumpﬁons and lock of \md@hskmd'm% of others.

Setding? 1n the larger scheme of +hings, the story takes
place in central New YorK, S\fv\o\cuse area. Students should
\)Y*o\oa‘o\\/ be aware of the weather tendencies in this areaq,
since much of Melinda's devel loprnent or lack thereof coincides

with the progression of the weather.

Most of the novel’s events (and most of Melinda’s r\cxrmhon) occur while
Melinda is at school-M err\/wem%er High
School. O\O\/‘\ous\\/ students know a thing or
+wo about high school at +his point, so Hwe\f
can use this Know\@dg@ to decide whether
Melinda’s S+OY\/ is an accurate
representation or not. MosH\/ students
reed to understond how \)o+en+%0\\\/ \one\\/
and tHhreatening this environment can be

so thot H\e\/ understand Melinda’s social

. Posiﬁon.

Other significant settings include Melinda’s closet within the school and ot
home, the art room, Heother's house, and Melinda’s house. These smaller scenes are
ploces where Melinda either feels comfortable or uncomfortable and where she
faces much growth. As she describes Hhem, the students will be able o understand

wh\/ .

Point o€ View; Narrative Voice: Mclinda. Sordino, o
ninth gmde airl ot M@N\/W@Q*Hr\er H’\g\r\) t+alls the
story. The rovel is all in the First person, present

D P 3
form. The reader’s point of view is limited to her
perspective, but i+ is hard to view this as o

dis&d\/Qv\+Q<3e as Melinda Pr@semLs an o\ojechN@_

view as on outsider of the social environment ot her \r\'\%\"\ school.



Literary Temms

Symbolt There are several \)Y*o@ound s\/m\oo\s that parallel Melinda's growth
throughout the novel. In her art closs, she must find some WOry to d@_P’\ch a tree as
a representation of herself and her Fealinas. She
struggles to create o tree Full ofF life; she
struggles to create a tree that is dcxmcxged. She
apes through various steps in her process to create
Q good and representative tree. A+ +the end of +he
rovel, her Father wants to +rim the sick and dead
part of the +ree in their Front \/de. This is a
S\/m\oo\‘\c representation of Melinda's recognition
i that she needs to trim off the bad port of
herself so she can Flourish like the tree.

&

Also on@oxmd is the &/m\oo\ of the closet. Melinda S\)@nds a lot of tHime in the
closet at her school as well as her closet at home. 1t is a safe and semall space which
o one invades. At the end, she is confronted with her ropist \hVQd\h% her safe space,
and it is there where she aains the strength to SOy something and defend herself.
She S\)eoks.

A less obovious S\/mbo\ is that of seeds and growth Melinda. learns about in her
\o‘\o\og\]r closs. She unearths struggling plants in her Front \/th, and she asks her dad

for seeds to P\Qn+. She must start small and brave Hwoug\f\ +he surfoce.

Imagery: This vovel is Full of \)ow@v\lu\ and beautitul \mgg@\'\/. The wost s’ugni@'\CQmL
and vepe0+ed rotif s animal imagery. Melinda. First ‘o\"‘mgs i+ Up in the initial
stew\\o\\/ scene where she compares herself +o a wounded 2ebra. There are several
other times where she compares herself +o a rabbit +‘r\/'\‘r\(3 to escape a PY‘@dQWLOY\,
wost often Andy Evans. She essentially uses aninal imagery to paint herself as either
prey or os the outsider (12.8).

Voice: Poss'\\o\\/ one of the most noticeable aspects of +his novel is Melinda’s
powertul and authentic voice. She offers an isclated perspective which evokes 5\/W\PQ+¥\\/
and undevs+0ndinc3) but she also has o dQ\"k\\/ @n‘re\"JrQ‘m'mg Voice. Simce she does vot
sPeQK ‘o Anyone else, the reader %e+s +o hear her innermost voice, and this mokes

For an ex+mox~c§’mm~‘\\\/ genuine and relotable novel.



AfLecHive Tssues Related 4o the Work

There are a Few WONS i which students can relate to this work. T\r\e\/ will either
feeal like Melinda in her exclusion, or recognize +haot +\ne\f \)QM-‘\Q‘\PQ‘FQ N do'm% t+he
exc\ud’mg of certain pecple. 1 +hink all of +hem can relote on some level +o Melinda’s
loneliness sense of not \oe\or\g‘mg. Even those who are part of porticular groups con
foel \ike ‘H{\@\/ don'+ \o@\ong, +hot kawovdn@ss of adolescence. IF so Oy Feel +his
WOy, wh\/ are we not more undem%—cmd‘mg and Qcce\ﬁ-'m% of others?

Melinda hos a severe case of
de\)\"ess‘\on as a result of whot has
\wQ\)\)ened to her. This will inFluence
discussion in a direction toward whot
depress‘\on is and whether it is “veal.”

There oy be a discussion on what to

do to stop it or minimize it as well.
Several students, @sp@c‘\cx\\\f in Hheir
tough stage of odolescerce, will be able to connect to her sadness and lack of
rotivation.

Students can relate to the more acodemic aspects as well-having stranae
teachers and learning thinas +\f\e\/ do vot care about or connect with. School hours
are the worst of most students’ doxfs. IF +he wales can’t relate to Melinda’s
emotions, +\ne\/ con ot least connect to her P@e\‘mgs toword school. Al students con
also connect to the popular idea. of pcmﬂ'mg and porties getting busted \0\/ +he police
as well. What is i+ about school +hot students dislike so much?

Some oy relote to S\)@c‘\@'\c charocters d@P@nd'mg on
+he social group with which H\e\]f ‘\denJr‘\R/. However, besides The
Marthos, rone of these are @x\)\Qined in encugh d@P+\r\ For
students to relate. Some may relate to Melinda and others
to Heather the motivated, outqoing Friend. Some Oy relote
to the confident and athletic Nicole. Some might relate to
+he artistic 1\!\/. Whoever +\r\e7 connect to, evaluating them in

their relation to Melinda is where it should all te together.

Whot mokes someone o good person and a good Friend?
Issues of Popu\oﬁﬂ, isolation, loneliness, quwing,judgmenﬂ rope, and Friends\rxap

are just some of +hose +hat con be discussed.

Vocabutary Issues
The \/ocabu\or\/ in Hhis novel is not very complex; the chxfgor Q@_Qd’mg S+m+e<3\/
morKs 5,0@0/( ot a s'\x+\r\~c3mde level of recxd’mg. CemLoim\\/ +he content is not



appropriote For such a yowng gmde. Melinda. is intelligent but understandable ot an
adolescent level. The limited slong Melinda uses is mos+\\/ at the \oeg’mning when she
names Hhe various social Qroups. As a class, we could woke guesses as o class about
whot the pecple in these groups would be like. One slang word 1 come ocross was PDA
(Pu\o\‘\c d‘\sp\cx\/ of offection), and 1 Hhink +hat word has dmppgd out of adolescent
usage, so that could be clarified.

To give specific examples of %ood usage in this novel would be
| d‘\PP‘\cuH, since Anderson has copﬂmed the +@er\0<3e voice ond
thought so well in the novel s er\+'me+\f. The most noticeable
examples of her adolescent usage occur in her interactions with
adults, or in her thoughts about them. In a conversation with her
porents and the principal, she SONS, “Fat chance” about their
Q\o’\\H\/ to listen or believe her (114). In contrasting the student view
with the school Qu+\nor‘\+7 view, Melinda describes how +he Pr’mcipcx\
“stormed in \/eerede\/, senelling pleasure” (7). While these are rot

instonces of comp\@x vocabulary, the narrator uses creative words to \)oH—m\/ a
certain (adolescent) mood and outlooK.

In the creation of her own \/occx\ou\ox\f, Melinda often copitalizes words. She
copitalizes all of the social groups. she has o name For her teacher: "Hairworman.”
She calls Mr. Freeman’s room " Cool Central” (77). These \/oco\ou\m\f words are self-
exp\cmcﬁow but original.

1 \nig‘n\ig\ﬁ@d other words throughout the novel that oy rot be clear, such as
“Ractions,” “indoctrination,” PR, * Eurccentric Potriorchs,” “V@spioxy,“ “wistful,” ete.
There is o unit plan available online wherein a teacher wakes note of other Poss‘\b\e
\/occx\ou\aw words ot

<http://www.sheboyeanfalls.k12.wi.us/cyberenglish9/Speak/speak.htm#Vocabulary:>.

Background Knowledse

In the bock of the novel there is an interview with +the
author. She sowys Hhat PO YoUNG en have enjox/ed this ook
but hove asked her w\n\/ Melinda is so upse+ albout b@ing Y‘QP@d.
Some airls POy rot even understand why this con be such o
+raumatic even fFor a NOUNG Worman. We must scoffold +his novel
with the Facts about and significance of rope. It is ditficult +o
Kow when o do this as +he students \)\Ao\ocﬂo\\/ will not wont +o

Kinow w\r\\/ Melinda is acting +Hhis WOy unhl it is revealed in +Hhe novel.

In Any case, the novel will seem like nothing but o dramatic,

croLy g 'S romn ‘o\'mg.



I+ is also necessary to have a thorough undek*sw“ar\d‘mg of depx‘ess’\on ond its
signs to Pu\\\/ COW\PY‘@\'\ehd +Hhis novel. HoPePu\\\f students will be able to recognize these
+\n‘mc35 either in themseles or in \)@_op\e H\e\f Know and seek \r\@\P or leorn lessons From
Melinda’s WOry of deod‘mg with her pain. The selft e, self idea is a repeating theme in

this work and must be understood through the lens of depv@_ss‘\on.

Implications €or Studerts of Diversity

In terms of race, ethnicity, or culture, this book does not offer o whole lot
of information or P@Yspecﬁxf@. This book does touch on individual ond Familial diversi
in the high school setting. Melinda. and her friend Heather come from ditferent
Familial bcxc:kgvounds. Some students rnight be able to connect to either of +hese
grls, ond PO PO not.

Al of +he social qroups (@.%. the Jocks, the
Cheerleaders, the Marthas, the SufFering Artists, the
Thespians) are rmentioned ‘oY\'\e@\\/ ard do not offer an
opportunity for students +o connect with any of them.
However, there is the idea thot Melinda is a middle class
white girl, and her perspective on Hhings Oy raise
opportunities For discussion since she does vot call

ottention to skin color. Perho\)s students of other

cultures and backg\"ounds hove o ditferent WOy of
seeinq people and Qroups in high school +han Melinda.
Rachel Bruin is o middle class white elal seek’\v\g her ‘\denJrH\f in high school which

is an oppomLunH\f For all H\)@s of diverse students to connect. She tries to Find a
ploce with Pore‘\gn exchanaoe students \0\/ aoing bock to her ancestral roots and
learning ancther languaae. She s Frying to define herself like she never has done
before, Qccovd’mg to Melinda. Students of di\/@wer\/ are on\o@‘o\\/ Jr\'\/'\n% to connect
+o both Americans while staying connected to their heritage. Rachel’s search For

identity may provide on opportunity For Hhese students to connect.
Y P PP

Gender Tssues

This is o \o’xg cause For concern in this rovel. I+ is written From a Female
P@\"S\)@C‘H\/@ who is also a rape victim; Hhis su%gesﬂ Women are weak sexual o\oj@cfs. On
+he same rnote, the s+ereo+7\>e of the ox/er\\/ sexual male Predq-kov is reinforced. It is
importont to remember thot Melinda overcomes +his challenge ond ends up on
strong ot the end. Melinda’s %ood friend David Petrakis is a wice, social, vespech@u\,

\r\@\PPu\ ‘007' So the s+e\'*eo+\f\)es oren '+ comp\e+e\\/ and +o+Q\\\/ up\r\@\d.



The cooch and \r\\S+OY\/ teacher is male, the Eng\'\s\r\ teacher is a Female, ond
+he art teacher is male. This reinforces s‘\-ev‘eoﬂ'\)es r*e%omd'mg su\ojec%-s which genders
are gooc\ ot or which H“@\f con teoch.

O\o\/\ous\\,, 1 must approach this su\ojed with openness and sens'\ﬁxf\ﬂ. There
should be open auestion and answer Hnes r@gcxvd‘m% how students of each g@nd@v Feal
v\egm\d‘mg how +he\/ are \oe‘mg Y\epvesevﬁed in the s+ov\,. Males should be able to come

+o an undev‘s+0ndin<3 of the Female perspective and Vice verso.

Central Question or Enduring Issue

Ace we listening?

It is importont to vrecognize Melinda’s silence
throughout the novel. 1t is also important to recognize
+hat no one ever asks her what is wrong or is open to
listen when they do ask. Melinda’s porents, teachers,
school officials, and friends all are not listening to her
silence. Those closest to her do ot even attempt to
understond. Even worse, those around her make

judgm@n+s about her because she called +he Fo\‘\ce rather

+hon st‘mg her W\"\\/ she did i+. She does ot sPer
because no one sts, and no one wants to listen. This is
An important issue to discuss because individuals all suffer from isolation and
depmssion, but the su\:ﬂ:@\"\nc_s increases when +h@\/ hove ro friends to Y\@\\/ on and
when others are cruel. Hope@u\\\f this @uestion will inspire students to be more
und@m+0ndin<3 and less \'\Ke\\/ to jump +o conclusions about others. Anderson is
’maved’\\o\\/ successkul ot st‘mg +Hhis auestion s‘\w\\)\\/ b\/ writing the thoughts ond actions
of Melinda ond +he lock of action +aken \o\/ Hhose arcund her.

What can we do +o stop These Things €rom happening?

1 +hink +he author is s\noxf'm% +his Pm\o\em into the Faces of +he readers. She
suqgests thot we as a soc’\e+\f cannot \)V@Jrend +Hhot these situoations (mPe) ond
conseauences (d@\)r@sg'\on) do rot exist. How con we be aware and sofe From these
situotions? Anderson is successful in presenting the Pro‘o\em, but 1 wonder i it Oy
have been more effective had Melinda’s case been even more dramatic (eg. a
suicide as a result of depmssion). In Qny case, the issue exists throughout the novel
because Melinda never feels safe, and we as a class can discuss how o create +his
SQPQH.

How €ar will we go for acceptance?

T\nmug\r\omL +he vrovel, we are P\"@S@Y\‘}’@d with chovracters like Heother and

Rachel who ao to s'\\\\/ extremes to Fit in. Melinda's cutside perspective mokes Anderson



Nery successiul ot criticizing +hese social processes. We Know Melinda to be a ve
W"H\f and intelligent girl who has been hurt; she remains loval o the one Friend she
hos and will not +r\/ very hard to be Qccep+@d. We Know Heather and Rachel +o be
young girls attempting to be sovv\@_Jerg or someone which ‘Hwe\/ are not; +\—\e\/ avre
d‘\s\oxfcx\ and dishonest to themseles. This is an importont auestion to bﬁr\g up with

t+eens as +\me\, de\/e\op Hhemselvas while +Y\,'\Y\<3 to be Qcce\)Jred ot the same time.

Research Issues/Project Tdeas
I. Roape
a. Write a two-page dou\o\e*spoced = ond prepare a Five minute
presentation Y‘@gcmd‘mg rope. 1t should include statistics and other
inFormation as well as P‘(‘O\f\d@ +‘\\>s as to how to s+0\/ safe From these
situations.
2. Substance Abuse
a. Write a two-page doub\e~sp0ced = ond prepare a Five minute
presentation Y“@%O\‘Pd'\h% alcohol abuse. This poper should discuss +he
dongevs of such abuse ‘ma\ud‘m% its legal conseauences and \)oss’\‘o\\f
inFormation Y*@gcmd’mg adolescent dr’mk’mg rotes.
3. Depression
a. Write a WO—PQQS@ doub\e*sp@ced eSS0y ond prepare o Five minute
\)\"esewFQJr‘\on Y\egqv\d‘mg de\)hess‘\on. I+ ghould include information
about d@PY\@ss'\on 's couses, svmpwtoms, and cures.
b. A\+ew~n0+‘\\/e\\/, write a poem in o First-person perspective which
Qcc\mcﬁg\\/ POY\H\Q\/S the thoughts and 9@@\’mc35 of a person SUPP@Y“'\Y‘\C}
From depress‘\on. Use ot least two references From the text.

4. Self-reflection

a. Create some sort of artistic piece (PQ'\mL'mg,
collage, sculpture, ete.) which Nou Feal represents
Nou. Remember that Melinda must use the
o\ojc—zmL of a +ree to portroy her Feelings. You

o

mQ\/ focus your ottention on some sort of %, .
objec+, but Yo do rot have to. d

Journal

o

a. Write in a Journal for a week (a page o dO\\]r) Po\\ow‘mg +he sﬂ\e and
Form of Melinda’s thoughts. The\/ do rot have to be sad or d@Pvess'mg
like hers, but these entries should reflect some \mders+0v\d’m<3 of
scattered and rondom thought processes as well as genuine tHhouaghts

and Pe@\‘m%s .



6. Comparison/Controst Esscx\/

a. Write a com\)cxv“\son/conﬂ‘gs%» eSS0y between 5})@0/( and some other
classic (non\]roung adult) novel in which You compare some aspect of
theme, character, plot, setting, or other. Note that Melinda. often
rakes references to Hawthorne's 7he Scarlet Letter. You Oy wont

+o use this rovel.

Information/Functional Texts
Irterviews. Students Oy read divect interviews with the author to
aQin @ better sense of why she wrote the novel and how. There is
an interview ot the back of +he rovel as well as online. The
vesource is cited below.

Anderson, Laurie Halse. * S\)@Qk‘mg Out.” The Alan Review
27.3 (2000): 35 pars. 28 Oct 2005

<http://scholar.lib.vt.edu/ejournals/ALAN/spring00/anderson.html>.
Tnterview on Teen Reods:

<http://www.teenreads.com/authors/au-anderson-laurie.asp>.

RaPe. Students POy find information online about rope or sexual viclence ot several

welbsites inc\uding +his one: <http://www.cdc.gov/ncipc/factsheets/svfacts.htm>

Depression, Students oy fFind i+ useful to understand de\)vess'\on and its effects in order
to toke the novel seriously. InFormation is available ot

<http://www.teendepression.org/>.

Syracuse. 1+ Oy interest students to Find cut more about the setting (Symcuse, NY).

TnFormotion is availoble online ot <http://www.syracuse.ny.us/>.

Author Website, This site contains information both from teachers and the author
herself about the rovel. 1+ even wakes note of PQ\/'\Y\% attention to characters’ lost
NAMNES . A\\ow’mg students to browse around the site Oy gve them the Q\o'\\'ﬁr\/ to
@Y\jO\f P’md’mg cut uniaue inFormation on their own.

<http://writerlady.com/novelsh/s euide.html>




