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About the Book

Most folksin Harper Louisiana, think that Heirah, NissaBergen'sfree-spirited mother, iscrazy.
Bringing your daughter onto the roof to look at the stars and chasing butterflies at afternoon
picnicsissimply not the way to raise a proper young lady. But Nissaloves her mama. They’ re best
friends, so when Nissa returns home after school to find that all the flowers have been cut from
her mama’s prized purpl e rose bushes, she knows her mamahas left for good. Only Heirah would
do such athing.

Nissa can't understand why her mama would leave, but the gossiping townsfolk have plenty
of ideas. Somethink Heirah ran off with another man. Nissaremembers her mother coming home
on Sundays, smelling of sawdust. Could she have gone away with “The Sawdust Man”? If so,
does it mean she is gone forever? And now that Nissa's papa has begun to see Miss Lara Ross,
Nissafears her family will never be the same again. In this beautifully crafted and evocative debut
novel, A. LaFaye delvesinto the conflicting emotions of ayoung girl struggling to understand
that her mother can leave her yet still love her, yet realizing that she must accept the new shape
her family istaking.

Pre-Reading

What doyou think thetitle could mean? If you had totitleyour own lifenow it

would be“ TheYear of the....” what?

Discussion Guide

1. Thenove openswith Nissa’'smamadisappearing. What cluesdoes Nissahavethat
sheisgonefor good?Why does she not seem particularly surprised? Canyou
imaginehow shemust fed ?

2. Explainthe meaning of each chapter title. Why do you think the author chosethe
titlesthat shedid? Can you find alinethat best represents each chapter? Or a
description that best fitseach character?

3. Describethetown of Harper, Louisiana. What did Mamameanwhen shecalledita
“canned town"?How doesMamafit inthere? How do you think Nissawill fitinas
anadult?Doyouthink shewill stay?

4. Nissathinks, “Adultsare so phony—you'’ d think they wereall auditioning for a
pictureshow.” (p.58) Do you agreeor not? Arekidsmore authentic?

5. Describe Nissa' smother, Heirah. Do you think shewas good for Nissaor not?What
optionswereavailableto most women during thistime period? How doesHeirah
feel?What memorieshaunt Nissaabout lifewith her mother? What dowelearn

about Mamathat makes her more sympathetic? Do you blame Mama?



More Questions to Ponder

6. WhoisMissRoss?How would you feel watching your father court anew woman?
Do you blame Papafor pursuing anew lifeor not?Why? Does Nissaneed anew
mama? Compare MissRossto Heirah. Arethey dikeat al?How arethey
different?

7. WhoisNissa sbest friend?How do their parentsfeel about them being friends?
Do you arguewith your best friend too? Why are some friendships better ableto
handle conflict than others? How do you know if someoneisatruefriend? How
did Mary show that shewas Nissa' struefriend?

8. Nissaactsout in several dramatic waysagainst her frustration and anger at the

Gyeg;,. world and her Mama. What things does she do? How does Miss Rossteach her to

of the
Sawdist”

deal with her anger instead? What do you do when you arevery irritated?

9. “Loveisafedinganditdrivesyou to domany crazy and wonderful things, but it
doesn’'t makeyou loyal. Devotion’swhat makesyou stay.” Do you agreewith
GrandmaDee'sdistinction between love and devotion?Which onedo you think is
moreimportant?1f you had to choose between one of them which onewould you
choose?Why?

10. Nissaseemsto havean old soul inside her young body. Was sheborn likethisor
was shetaught to ask pointed questions? Which do you think ismoreimportant-
heredity (what you are born with) or the environment (how you areraised)? Why?

11. What wastherelationship between people of different racesduring thetime period
of thenovel?How did Heirah ignorethem? Do you think you would have been
brave enough to step outside of socia expectationsof that time period?

12. Describe Nissa srelationshipswith both her father and her GrandmaDee. Do you
think they could makeup for thelossof her mother?How did they try?What family
relationshipsare most important for you?

13. By theend of the novel which charactersdo you feel themost sympathy for? Who
areyou rooting for and believing in? How do authorsdevel op areader'sfeglings
toward acharacter? How was L aFaye ableto pull you into thelivesof these
characters?If shewroteasequel to the novel, what would you most liketo know?

14. Intheend, what conclusionsdid Nissacometo about her mother and why sheleft?
Do youthink Nissawill be better off with Miss Rossas aday-to-day mama?Will
Mamafind peace and happiness out in theworld on her own?What do you think
would’ ve happened to Heirah if she' d never left Harper?
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Classroom Projects

History:

Research and expl ore the south beforethe Civil Rights M ovement. Find out about Jim
Crow lawsand the expectations of peoplewho wereAfrican American duringthis
time. Tolearn more, vigit:

http://mww.pbs.org/wnet/jimcrow/stories_events depression.html

Show what you'velearned ina(n) written, il lustrated, audio, or video presentation.

Exploretherightsof women during thetime period of thenovel. CreateaVenn
diagram to compare and contrast the expectations and opportunitiesthat were
availablefor most women. http://mwww.legacy98.org/

Asaclass, discusswhat you learned.

. Readi ng:

Create acause and effect chart asyou read the novel. Be sureto show how one

ri/ﬂ the
5“ w l‘f'S L action leadsto the next. Circleeventswhichyou think changethedirection of the

novel. Inashort journal, explain why you chosethose scenesas most important.

Language Arts:

Writelettersfrom one character to another asyou read the story. Be sureto summarize
important eventsfor the other character and try to write believable responseswithasimilar
voice.

Art:

Create apiece of collage onan old shoe box madefrom any materialsyou like that show
Nissa s perspective of theeventsinthe novel. On theinside of the box tape ashort journal
about why you picked theimagesand colorsthat you did.

Writing:
One of the best waysto become abetter writer isby studying thewriting of published
authors. Find something inthisnovel that you thought waswell written. Wasit the
descriptions? Thedialogue? The character devel opment? Choose one element of writing
(i.e. character or voice) and makealist of what thisauthor doeswell to createthat element.
Providean exampleof each. Likethis:
Details: 1. Unique "spreading them about faster than thistle down in a windstorm"( p. 20)
2. Concrete - ran... like chattering fairies' (p. 203) or "sparks like evil rain" (p. 69)
3. Sensory "His hans were as rough as raw wood" (p. 7)
Andsoon...
Follow that list to create your own e ementsof your own.
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About the Author

A. LaFaye'sfirst nameisAlexandria. When she started school, shewasabit like
Heirah Rae and did things her ownway. Her unusual waysmadeit tough to make
friends, so Alexandriawanted to learn to do something that would make other people
want to be her friend. Shechosewriting. She starting writing when shewaseight years
old and wrote her first novel in sixth grade. And beforeyou say, "I can't do that!" you
should know that Alexandriahasdydexiawhichisalearning disability that makesit
really hardto learnto read and write. If shecandoit, so canyou!

Go out there and make your own dreams come true!

The Year of the Sawdust Man wasAlexandriasfirst published novel. She has several
more novelsavailablethat you might enjoy. Stop by her websiteto learn more about
her books, her life, and her school visits. She'd loveto hear fromyou and evenvisit
your school. Say hello at www.alafaye.com

Do You Live in a Place Like Harper?

In The Year of the Sawdust Man Nissalivesin atown that isnot very accepting of
difference. Istheplacewhereyoulivelikethat? How about your school ?

What can you do to make it a place where everyoneis
accepted?

For mor einfor mation on how to makeadifferencein your community visit:

http://Aww.tolerance.org/index.jsp
http:/Avww.giraffe.org.html

Also check out: The Complete Guide to Service Learning by Cathy Kaye

More About this Guide

Thisguidewascreated by TracieVaughn Zimmer (Www.tracievaughnzimmer.com), a
reading specialist and children’sauthor. Visit her websiteto find hundreds of guidesto
children’sliterature.
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