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TO KILL A MOCKINGBIRD 
Harper Lee (1926-2016) 
Grade Level: 8th or 9th grade 
373 pages 
ISBN:  0-446-31078-6 
Recommended hours: 8 hours of reading for the students / 20 hours of discussion 

BIOGRAPHY 

Nelle Harper Lee, the youngest of four children, was born on April 28, 1926, in 
Monroeville, Alabama. Her mother was a homemaker, and her father practiced law and  
served as a state legislator. She attended Huntingdon College for one year before 
transferring to the University of Alabama in Tuscaloosa, where she studied law. Though 
a student for several years, Lee did not complete a degree. Moving to New York City in 
1949, she worked as an airline agent and wrote during her free time. 

Originally entitled Go Set A Watchman, the manuscript delivered to her publisher 
underwent many editorial revisions before publication in 1960. The novel won the 1961 
Pulitzer Prize. 

INTRODUCTION 

Because the action of the story begins in 1932, it would be helpful for students to know 
something about the stock market crash and the depression that followed. Living in the 
deep South state of Alabama, all of the characters in the novel experience the economic 
hardships that resulted from widespread unemployment.  

Alabama’s economy never fully recovered from the devastations of the Civil War. In a 
cotton-producing state like Alabama, the end of slavery spelled the end of decades of 
wealth that had depended upon a slave-economy. With the stock market crash, 
thousands were plummeted into extreme poverty.   

The narrator, speaking semi-autobiographically, uses geography and regional history to 
fill out a picture of life in the depression-era South. Students should understand that it 
was still a largely agricultural society but a poor one. Furthermore, in this agricultural 
setting, school and what could be learned there were of low priority to many of the 
country folk, widening the separation between the poor in the country and those of any 
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wealth living in towns. Students likely have not seen the kind of poverty in which 
families like the Ewells lived. Pictures found online can be helpful. 

GLOSSARY 

Set during a time remote to most students, this story contains references that will be 
largely unknown to the students. Some are linked to the narrator’s dry sense of humor, 
which will be lost on the students if they do not understand the references. Pictures will 
help students visualize Scout and Jem’s world. Teachers could introduce students to 
these references before they begin, but we recommend waiting until the references come 
up in their reading. 

Students will likely encounter other unfamiliar words. They should be encouraged to 
look them up and make a note of the definitions in their books. 

Pocket Merlin (10) 
Reference to the magician Merlin, member of the legendary King Arthur’s court at 
Camelot.  
Used to refer to Dill, highlighting Dill’s fanciful imagination. 

Johnson grass (10) 
An extremely invasive species of weed 
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Rabbit tobacco (10) 
Used medicinally, it grows throughout the South. 

Flivver (12) 
Slang term for a car 

Beadle (12) 
An officer authorized to handle minor offenses 

Dewey Decimal System (24) 
First utilized in the late 1800’s, a system of classification to organize library holdings 

Hookworms (25) 
Parasite particularly affecting the intestines 
Contracted through skin contact with feces 

Entailment (27) 
A restriction on inheritance prohibiting the sale or inheritance of property to anyone 
outside the family 
Also indebtedness 

Smilax (27) 
Decorative plant 

Crokersack (27) 
Sack made of burlap or other rough material 

WPA (27) 
Works Progress Administration (WPA)—a response to stock market crash 
unemployment during the Great Depression  
Provided labor for public works projects 

Haint (31) 
Spirit of the dead, usually restless 

Cootie (34) 
Lice 

Crackling bread (38) 
A Southern specialty, cornbread with fried pork skins added 
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Scuppernong (47) 
Indigenous to the South 
Resembles in taste and texture a white grape but 
much larger 

Rover Boys (48) 
Frequently mischievous and adventuresome boys 
from a popular book series of the late 1800’s and 
early 1900’s 

Catwalk (106) 
Narrow walkway 

Widow’s walk (106) 
Uppermost deck on houses near the sea enabling those left behind to watch for a loved 
one’s return 

Jew’s Harp (120) 
Mouth instrument played with one finger 

African M.E. (157) 
African Methodist Episcopal church 

Lining (161) 
Technique for leading a group without the aid 
of songbooks  
Used when the price of songbooks is prohibitive 

Shinny (171) 
Short for moonshine, homemade whiskey 

Hoover cart (180) 
Stripped down car pulled by a horse 

Henry W. Grady (195) 
Southern Democratic politician who worked on reintegration of the South into the 
Union following the Civil War 
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Pot liquor (303) 
Not alcoholic, the liquid remaining after cooking a piece of meat or vegetables 

Elmer Davis (329) 
Reporter, director of the United States Office of War Information during World War II 

Dog Victrola (337) 
Record player 
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BEFORE YOU BEGIN 

Narrated by the adult Scout, To Kill a Mockingbird follows the lives of three young 
children over the course of three years. Scout, her brother Jem, and their friend Dill 
move through the idyllic adventures of imaginative youth to the mature events that will 
shape their lives and attitudes as they grow into adulthood. 

The narrator draws upon her memories as a young child, making the narrative both 
childlike and reflective. It is important for the students to hear the voice of the narrator 
correctly; at times, it is the adult Scout speaking about the events of the past; at other 
times, it is the adult Scout speaking the thoughts and feelings of her younger self. 
Furthermore, recalled dialogue fills out the narrative account. Lee seamlessly weaves 
these several voices together, but it is important for students to pay attention to the 
shifts. 

Students will rightly bristle at the use of the words “nigger” and “darkie.” In this story, 
the words are intentionally used by specific characters to be derogatory. Their use is, as 
Atticus says, “common,” meaning unacceptable or low-class (99). To Atticus, Miss 
Maudie or Judge Taylor, the words are offensive, and they never use them. Calpurnia, 
the Finches’ black maid and nanny, uses the word “nigger” when speaking of 
uneducated black people. Atticus uses the  equivalent insult, “white trash,” for white 
people who take advantage of black people. These words are never used by Lee to 
identify a character; in other words, she shares the opinion of Atticus and others that the 
use of such language is offensive. Students should be alerted to these facts so that they 
do not get confused. These words and the realities they point to are very much a part of 
Scout’s world and, as such, Lee includes them in her narration. 

Another important element of young Scout’s world is geography. In fact, Part One 
almost exclusively takes place within the narrow confines of her block and school with 
the exception of a brief visit to Finch’s Landing. Part Two introduces the reader to the 
town of Maycomb, the dump where the poor white live, and the Quarters, the black 
neighborhood. Mapping these locations and the widening circle into which Scout and 
Jem roam is instructive; the students will feel, along with the other characters, the slow 
widening of their world. 

History also plays this role as we are treated to short accounts of the settling of both 
Maycomb and Finch’s Landing. Unpacking these passages with careful attention to 
detail furnishes the imaginations of the students with a better sense of the culture in 
which the story is immersed. 
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We are told early on that “Being Southerners, it was a source of shame to some members 
of the family that we had no recorded ancestors on either side of the Battle of 
Hastings” (3-4). The depth of family roots was considered evidence of assumed nobility. 
Many Southerners could trace their lineage back to England: some on the British side, 
some on the Norman side of that famous battle. Furthermore, family history and family 
“streaks,” as Aunt Alexandra later claims, largely determine the lives of family 
members. Students should be directed to pay attention to these references for further 
consideration.  

Students should note the multitude of complicated family relationships and 
arrangements. Dill, desperately lacking the attention of his biological father, is later 
neglected by his mother and her new husband. Atticus and Bob Ewell, both widowers, 
relate to their children in ways that play a crucial role in the unfolding of events. While 
Calpurnia acts as a surrogate mother for Jem and Scout, Mayella Ewell lacks any 
motherly care. When Aunt Alexandra comes to care for the children, she argues with 
Atticus about Calpurnia’s continued presence. Miss Maudie and Aunt Alexandra, with 
different degrees of success, provide counsel to Scout. Uncle Jack takes an astonishing 
degree of responsibility for Scout as well. Boo’s tragic story is largely one of a father’s 
stern and unmerciful punishment of his son.   

Despite much written to the contrary, this is not a story about racism in the South. 
Racism is not a word that appears in the text. Rather, it is the issue of prejudice, of 
holding negative or dismissive opinions about another without full knowledge, that is 
at stake in several of the interactions, not just those between whites and blacks. Though 
the unjust verdict delivered in the case of Tom Robinson plays a pivotal role in the story, 
it is not the only example of prejudice, nor necessarily the climax of the narrative. 
Students should be directed to note all the instances of prejudice throughout the story. 
Baptists attack Miss Maudie, a Methodist, for her love of a beautiful garden. Gossip 
circulates about Boo and his activities. The moderately well-off hold assumptions about 
the poor white, both those living in the country and those living at the dump. Negative 
opinions about the North and Republicans are voiced. Character failings of individuals 
are accounted for by reference to “family streaks” (172). The young judge their elders 
even as the vitriol of Mrs. Dubose singes the Finch children every time they pass her 
porch. When Scout and Jem attend her church, they watch Calpurnia engage the 
prejudicial judgment of Lula on Calpurnia’s hospitality.   

It is the town “drunk,” Dolphus Raymond, who perhaps sheds the most light on this 
issue in his complex and subtle statement to Scout and Dill:  “Some folks don’t—like the 
way I live. Now I could say the hell with ‘em, I don’t care if they don’t like it. I do say I 
don’t care if they don’t like it, right enough—but I don’t say the hell with ‘em, see?” He 
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regrets that when they grow up, children no longer “[c]ry about the simple hell people 
give other people—without thinking,” (268-269). And throughout the narrative the 
young Scout carries with her Atticus’ encouragement that she “climb into [another’s] 
skin and walk around it,” a “trick” he initially teaches to help her get along with her 
teacher Miss Caroline (39). As Scout stands on Boo’s porch at the story’s end, it is with 
the eyes of Boo that she looks out upon her street and her own life.   

Finally, this is a coming-of-age story, a story of children slowly entering into the adult 
world and learning to manage the complexities of relationships, to accept in some 
measure the failings of others without becoming bitter. The different reactions of Scout 
and Jem to what happens to Tom can be traced back to how well they have learned to 
walk in another’s shoes. While Scout opines that “There’s just one kind of folks. Folks,”  
Jem wrestles with a growing pessimism engendered by the same experiences she has 
had. He ends their conversation on the subject thusly: “If there’s just one kind of folks, 
why can’t they get along with each other? If they’re all alike, why do they go out of their 
way to despise each other? Scout, I think I’m beginning to understand something. I 
think I’m beginning to understand why Boo Radley’s stayed shut up in the house all 
this time...it’s because he wants to stay inside” (304). 

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE 

Depending on their age and skill, most students can read twenty to twenty-five pages in 
20-30 minutes. We have included assignments and questions for each reading 
assignment in the chronological order of the chapters. The questions are not meant to be 
comprehension questions, and students should not be quizzed or tested on them. 
Students should not read the questions prior to or during their reading. They are 
discussion questions to aid the teacher as she guides the students deeper into the world 
that Lee has recreated. Even questions about geography and historical details are meant 
to build the specific scaffolding upon which the events hang. Some questions will lead 
them back to earlier considerations, while others will anticipate a fuller treatment of 
repeated details or references.  

Both the narrator and Atticus possess a dry sense of humor that may be lost on the 
students. We encourage teachers to read sections or chapters aloud to help the students 
hear the humor and the story-telling feel of the narration 

Teachers need not lead a discussion after every chapter or even after each assignment as 
we have divided them here. After discussion of the first two chapters, it may be more 
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effective for the students to read larger chunks of the text before the teacher holds a 
discussion. This may provide greater momentum and engagement. 

Students will need training on how to effectively mark up their books as they read. 
They will also need to keep an index of the characters. Finally, the teacher should 
encourage her students to make a map of the neighborhood, adding to it as they get 
more details in subsequent chapters. (Please see the Cana Academy Guide Teaching 
Fiction from the Inside Out for a more detailed explanation of this approach.) 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

Part I 
Chapters 1 and 2 
(26 pages; students read Chapter 1 independently; teacher reads Chapter 2 aloud) 
1 - 1 ½ hours discussion 

To Kill a Mockingbird is divided into two parts and begins with a quotation from Charles 
Lamb: “Lawyers, I suppose, were children once.” No discussion is needed of either the 
division or the epigraph until later in the story, but students should note the epigraph 
and keep track of the events of each part for later consideration. 

1. Who is the narrator? How can we tell when the narrator is speaking as an adult and 
when she is giving voice to her thoughts and feelings as a child? 

2. To whom does the narrator introduce us in the first two chapters? Let’s make a note 
of them. 

3. With what event does the narrator open? When did the background to that event 
start? What are the answers provided by Jem, Scout, and Atticus? 

4. What information does the narrator provide about the Finch family? 

5. Describe the town. Describe Scout and Jem’s neighborhood, including the location 
and description of each residence. Can we tell what year it is? Have students keep 
track of these details as they are added over the course of the story. 

6. The narrator begins the story of this book on page seven. With what does she start? 
How old were Jem and Scout? 

7. Describe Dill and the details of his life revealed thus far. 

8. What happened to Arthur Radley? 

9. Describe Mr. Radley, Arthur’s father. 

10. Why does Miss Caroline’s story fall flat? (21-22) 

11. What do we learn about the poor of Maycomb county? 
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Chapters 3 and 4 
(34 pages; teacher reads Chapter 3 aloud, students read Chapter 4 independently) 
1 hour discussion 

1. Characterize the relationship between Calpurnia and Scout. (24, 32-33, 38-39, 45) 

2. Describe Miss Caroline and her interactions with Scout. What does she look like? 
How old is she? What is she trying to accomplish? 

3. Using the descriptions of Scout, Chuck Little, Burris Ewell, and Walter Cunningham, 
try to imagine the scene in the classroom. What happens when Miss Caroline reads 
to them, for example? 

4. What happens in the schoolyard at lunchtime? Why?   

5. When Walter goes home with Scout and Jem for lunch, what do Atticus and he talk 
about? How does Scout react to Walter’s eating habits? What is revealed about each 
of the characters: Jem, Walter, Atticus, Calpurnia, and Scout? 

6. How are the Ewells different from the other poor families that Scout encounters in 
school? 

7. Describe little Chuck Little. What does he do for Miss Caroline? 

8. Why does Atticus respond to Scout’s recounting of the woes of the day with: “You 
never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of 
view” (39). What does this have to do with the kind of day she has had? 

9. How does Atticus talk to Scout? Characterize his relationship with Scout.  

10. What does his attitude to the Ewells tell us about Atticus? 

11. What agreement does Atticus suggest? Why is he willing to make this compromise?   

12. What does Scout find in the knothole of the tree? What is Jem’s reaction? 

13. Dill arrives back in Maycomb “in a blaze of glory,” (47). To what does this 
description refer? What story does he tell?  Do Scout and Jem believe him?  How can 
we tell? 

14. What happened when Scout’s tire ride takes her right up to the Radley house? 

15. What game do the children invent? 

16. Describe the relationship between Scout and Jem. 
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Chapters 5 and 6 
(21 pages; students read independently) 
1 hour discussion 

1. The narrator shares with the reader some anecdotes about Miss Maudie. What do 
we learn of her and what can we tell about her personality? 

2. It is through Miss Maudie that we learn more about Boo. What does she reveal to 
Scout about his life? 

3. Miss Maudie muses, “The things that happen to people we never really know. What 
happens in houses behind closed doors, what secrets—” (61). What does she mean? 
Does it sound familiar to anything else we have heard? 

4. Scout says of Atticus that he “[d]on’t do anything to Jem and me in the house that he 
don’t do in the yard,” an assessment with which Miss Maudie agrees (61).  What 
does it mean? 

5. What is changing in the relationship between Jem and Scout? What is the evidence 
of this change? 

6. What is the plan Jem and Dill have hatched? How well do they execute the plan? 

7. Describe Atticus’ reaction to the children’s efforts to communicate with Boo? How 
does he trick Jem into revealing the truth? What is Jem’s reaction to having been 
tricked? 

8. What further details of Dill’s personality are we given? What are some of the lies he 
tells? 

9. Describe Mr. Avery. Where does he live? 

10. Look at the passage where Jem gives his reasons to Scout for why they waited until 
tonight to visit Boo. Whose voice do we hear? What does it sound like? 

11. What is the plan this time? Describe in detail what happens. 

12. What story does Dill tell to explain Jem’s lack of pants? Why are “cards fatal”? 

13. Why does Jem feel compelled to go back for his pants? What does this tell us about 
his relationship with his father? 

14. The adult Scout says that this “was when, I suppose, that Jem and I first began to 
part company” (75). Why? Keep track of these changes as the story unfolds. 
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Chapters 7 and 8 
(20 pages; students read independently) 
1 hour discussion 

1. How has Scout decided to relate to Jem? Why? 

2. On their way home from school, what does Jem share with Scout? 

3. Jem asks, “Can’t anybody tell what I’m gonna do lest they know me, can they, 
Scout?” (78). Does this sound like anything else we have heard? What is Jem 
puzzling over? 

4. What do they find in the tree hole? What do they decide to do about it the first time?   

5. What is the weather like in Alabama? 

6. What is significant about what they find in the tree hole the second time? What else 
do they find in the following days? 

7. Jem again is puzzled: “I don’t get it, I just don’t get it—I don’t know why, 
Scout…” (82). What doesn’t he know? 

8. What happens to the knot hole? What is Jem’s initial reaction? What does he ask Mr. 
Nathan and then Atticus? What is Atticus’ response? 

9. What upsets Jem? 

10. By what unlikely occurrence is Scout frightened? How does Mr. Avery account for 
the snow? When was the last time it snowed? 

11. How do Jem and Scout make a snowman? Who does it look like? 

12. Describe the scene of Miss Maudie’s house on fire? What do all the neighbors do? 
What does Mr. Avery do? 

13. Jem echoes his father when Scout is frightened saying, “It ain’t time to worry 
yet” (94). To what is he referring? 

14. What appears on Scout’s shoulders? Who put it there? When Atticus wants to return 
the blanket, what is Jem’s response? Why does he frantically spill all their secrets? 

15. What is Miss Maudie’s reaction to her troubles? What does Scout find surprising 
about her response? 
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Chapter 9  
(19 pages; students read independently) 
1 hour discussion 

1. The narrator says that a “rather thin time” began for her and Jem (99). What does 
that mean? To what is she referring? 

2. What is Scout’s particular struggle? When does it first show up during this “thin 
time”? 

3. Why has Atticus taken this case? What does he say about what this case means for 
him? Does he believe he can successfully defend Tom Robinson? How is taking this 
case going to affect Atticus and his children? 

4. Why doesn’t Scout fight Cecil Jacobs the next day when he insults Atticus? 

5. We are introduced to Atticus’ sister and brother. Describe Uncle Jack and Aunt 
Alexandra. Describe Francis, his appearance and personality. 

6. What habit is Scout trying out, and how does her Uncle Jack react? What do you find 
interesting about the relationship between Uncle Jack and Scout? 

7. Describe Finch’s Landing, its history and the house itself. 

8. Where does Scout sit for Christmas dinner? How does Scout respond to this 
treatment? 

9. Francis begins his assault on Scout with a verbal attack of Dill. What does he say 
about Dill? Then he insults Atticus. How does Scout react? 

10. How does Uncle Jack respond to Scout’s actions? Again, do you find anything 
interesting about this relationship between uncle and niece? 

11. Describe the conversation between Scout and Uncle Jack once they return home. 
How does Scout assess the punishment she received at his hands? What does Uncle 
Jack conclude from this conversation? 

12. What child-rearing wisdom does Atticus share with Uncle Jack? Is this consistent 
with what we have seen in his relationships with Jem and Scout? 

13. What is his worry for Scout and Jem? 

14. What are his hopes for the trial? 
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15. What does Atticus mean when he refers to “Maycomb’s usual disease?” (117) 

16. What does Atticus want Scout to hear? Why? 

Chapters 10 and 11 
(31 pages; teacher reads Chapter 10 aloud, students read Chapter 11 independently) 
1 hour discussion 

Chapters 10 and 11 are important chapters, connecting Parts One and Two. Teachers 
should be sure to have students carefully read the descriptions of the sick dog’s 
movements, the street, Atticus’ actions, and what happens between Jem and Mrs. 
Dubose. 

1. What assessment of Atticus, based upon his age, do Scout and Jem make? What is 
their evidence? 

2. According to Miss Maudie, why does Atticus tell the children it is a “sin to kill a 
mockingbird”? 

3. We have read many examples of Atticus’ dry sense of humor. Give some examples, 
referring to previous chapters too. 

4. Who is Tim Johnson, and what is he doing? Be specific in your description, 
including the various passages throughout the chapter. There is a great deal of 
anxiety expressed about his movements. Why? What would have made his 
movements less frightening? 

5. On page 125, the narrator gives a description beginning with, “Nothing is more 
deadly than a deserted, waiting street.” Imagine the scene, and describe the feeling 
evoked by this description. 

6. How does the narrator characterize the movements of Atticus as he shoots the mad 
dog? 

7. Jem, clearly impressed by his father’s marksmanship, shouts, “Atticus is a 
gentleman, just like me!” What does he mean? Why does he use the word  
“gentleman” to describe Atticus? 

8. What is the mark of growing up alluded to at the beginning of Chapter 11? 

9. Using all your senses, describe Mrs. Dubose’s appearance, room, and viciousness. 

10. Why does Jem behave as he does?  What explanation does Scout give? 
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11. Describe Mrs. Dubose’s behavior during Jem and Scout’s visits. What does Atticus 
reveal to them after their last day with Mrs. Dubose? 

12. What does Atticus want Jem and Scout to see in their encounter with Mrs. Dubose? 
How does this relate to what has been said about Atticus’ defense of Tom Robinson? 

Part II 
Chapters 12 and 13 
(26 pages; students read independently) 
2 hour discussion 

Chapter 12 begins Part Two. Teachers should have students together summarize the 
events of Part One before beginning Part Two. This summary should include any 
watershed moments and lasting impressions. 

1. How much time has passed since the beginning of this story? How has Jem 
changed? What are the marks of this change? How old are Jem and Scout? 

2. Where is Dill at the beginning of this summer? Where is Atticus? 

3. Describe Calpurnia’s preparation of the children for church on Sunday. Why does 
she take such care? 

4. Using all your senses, describe First Purchase African M.E.  

5. Who leads the music, and how is it done? Why is the singing led in this way? 

6. What makes the preaching of Reverend Sykes unusual? 

7. What details about Calpurnia do we find out in this chapter? 

8. How is the collection for Helen Robinson’s family taken? 

9. Why has Aunt Alexandra come to stay?   

10. We get a fuller description of Aunt Alexandra in Chapter 13. What do we learn of 
her personality? What are her assessments of Maycomb and its residents? 

11. What is happening in the exchange between Atticus, Jem, and Scout at the end of 
Chapter 13? Why does Atticus speak sharply to Scout, regret it, and then almost 
slam the door on his way out? Describe his relationship with his children. How 
would you characterize it up to this point? Is it changing?  
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12. Scout says at the end of the chapter, “I know what he was trying to do, but Atticus 
was only a man. It takes a woman to do that kind of work” (179). What does she 
mean? 

Chapters 14 and 15 
(27 pages; students read independently) 
1 hour discussion 

1. How does Atticus respond to Aunt Alexandra’s opinions about Scout, Jem, and 
Calpurnia? 

2. How has the relationship between Jem and Scout further changed? What are some 
examples of this change? 

3. Who shows up under Scout’s bed? Describe his appearance. What is his story? Dill 
has been known to tell tales; do Scout and Jem believe him? Why? 

4. Dill describes his relationship with his mother and step-father. Compare it to 
Atticus’ relationship with his children. What is it that troubles Dill most? Does Scout 
understand? 

5. As Dill spins a fairytale of “beautiful things,” Scout finds herself thinking about Boo. 
Why is she reminded of him? And why does Dill think Boo never ran away? 

6. How does the narrator describe the weeks that follow Dill’s arrival? With what 
event does this nightmare begin? 

7. Who comes to visit Atticus on his front porch and why? Describe what Jem sees and 
hears as he peeks out the window. What is Jem’s reaction to what he sees and hears? 
What is Scout’s reaction? 

8. What is Atticus’ dangerous question? Why is it a dangerous question? 

9. What is the definition given for “Fine Folks”? 

10. Who is Mr. Underwood? What kind of man is he? 

11. What happens at the jail? Describe the scene as the children see it. When does Scout 
run to her father? Her demeanor changes. Is she afraid now; or is she confused, 
embarrassed or something else? Why? 

12. What does Scout say, and why does she say it? Why do the men give up and leave? 
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13. What battle of wills takes place between Atticus and Jem? Describe their stand-off. 

14. Was Atticus frightened by the men? What does the text indicate?  

15. Who else was present but unseen throughout this episode? 

Chapter 16  
(13 pages; students read independently) 
1 hour discussion 

1. About what is Scout dreaming? Who consoles her? 

2. What change in Atticus does Scout notice? What is her evidence? 

3. What does Atticus say to explain what happened at the jail? 

4. Describe the scene on their street and in town. 

5. Who is Dolphus Raymond? What does Jem say about him and his children? 

6. Describe the exterior and interior of the courthouse and the children’s attempts to 
find a seat. 

7. Describe Judge Taylor’s appearance. What do the children know of him and his 
courtroom habits? 
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Chapters 17-20 
(53 pages)  
3 hours for reading and discussion 

We recommend reading aloud these chapters that recount the testimony of the 
witnesses at the trial. Students should be directed to pay attention to not only what is 
said, but also the witness’s demeanor and the reactions in the courtroom. The teacher 
may want to stop and ask questions as she reads or wait until the end of the four 
chapters. We have listed the questions under the testimony to which they apply. 

Heck Tate’s Testimony 

1. Describe Mr. Gilmer. What is interesting about his eyes? 

2. How is Heck Tate attired for this occasion?   

3. On cross examination, what facts does Atticus bring to light? Why is it relevant that 
no doctor was called for Mayella? Jem understands something that eludes Scout. 
What is it? 

4. Tate “blinked again, as if something had suddenly been made plain to him” when 
Atticus asks him to confirm that it was Mayella’s right side that was most beat up 
(225). What has Tate realized? 

5. Atticus interrupts Tate as the sheriff begins, “Yes, sir, she had a small throat, 
anybody could’a reached around it with—” (226). What was Tate going to say? Why 
does Atticus interrupt him? 

Bob Ewell’s Testimony 

1. Describe Robert E. Lee Ewell. 

2. Where do the Ewells live? Describe their home. How does it compare to those of the 
blacks living in the Quarters? 

3. How does Ewell respond on the witness stand to the inquiry about his relationship 
with Mayella? How do those in attendance respond to Ewell’s vulgarity? How does 
Judge Taylor react to both? 

4. After Ewell is scolded for a second time, the narrator describes his expression:  
“Smugness faded from it, replaced by a dogged earnestness that fooled Judge Taylor 
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not at all” (233). What does “dogged earnestness” look like? What does it mean, and 
why is Judge Taylor not fooled? 

5. What is the significant piece of information about Ewell uncovered during cross-
examination? 

Mayella Ewell’s Testimony 

1. Describe Mayella’s appearance and demeanor. 

2. Why does Mayella “burst into tears”? What is she doing according to Jem? Does it 
work? 

3. Describe Mayella’s confidence? How is it different from her father’s? 

4. Scout knew that her father “was trying to come to a decision about 
something” (242). What is he trying to decide? 

5. When Mayella responds with anger at being treated with politeness, what does 
Scout wonder?  

6. At this early stage of questioning, what is Atticus trying to establish? 

7. How does Mayella respond when Atticus asks if she has any friends? 

8. What begins to happen to Mayella’s testimony on pages 246-251? How does Atticus 
respond to her lack of certainty and her contradictions? How does Mayella bring her 
testimony to an end? 

9. The narrator says, “Somehow, Atticus had hit her hard in a way that was not clear to 
me, but it gave him no pleasure to do so” (252). How has he hit Mayella hard 
through his line of questioning? 
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Tom Robinson’s Testimony 

1. Describe Tom’s appearance and demeanor. What happens when he pledges to tell 
the truth? 

2. During Tom’s testimony, Scout reflects on what must have been the extreme 
loneliness of Mayella. Why? What in Tom’s testimony calls forth this response from 
Scout? What does it tell us about Scout? 

3. What is Tom’s account of the events of November 21? Be detailed in your narration. 
Does his testimony in any way resemble that of the Ewells’? 

4. What is Mr. Gilmer’s tone as he cross-examines Tom? Why does he take this tone? Is 
there anything in the text to support your answer? 

5. What is the key “mistake” that Tom makes during cross-examination? 

6. Why does Dill cry? What is he crying about? 

7. What do we learn about Dolphus Raymond? What does he smell like to Scout? Why 
does he behave as he does? 

Atticus’ Closing Statement 

1. What does Atticus do before beginning his closing statement? Why does Atticus do 
this? How does Scout react?  

2. What are the main points of his statement? 

3. In what does Atticus place his trust? What does he mean when he says he is “no 
idealist”? (274). 
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Chapters 21 and 22 
(14 pages; students read independently) 
1 hour discussion 

1. What is Jem’s sense of how the jury will decide? Why? 

2. How does Calpurnia treat Jem on the walk home? Why does that make Scout 
happy? 

3. Why does it “hurt” Aunt Alexandra that Atticus gave permission to the children to 
return to the courthouse after supper? 

4. How long did the jury take to return a verdict? 

5. The feeling in the courtroom reminds Scout of another event? Describe her memory. 
Why do you think that particular memory comes to mind now? 

6. When his sister scolds Atticus for exposing the children to the trial, Atticus says, 
“This is their home, sister. We’ve made it this way for them, they might as well learn 
to cope with it.” To what is he referring when he says “this way”? What do you 
think he means by “cope” (285)? Has he said other things like this? Have other 
characters? 

7. In Jem’s distress, he asks “How could they do it?” (285). What is Atticus’ response? 
Have we heard this before? What does it mean? 

8. Atticus also says, “It’s not time to worry yet,” (285). When else did he say that? Why 
does he say it now? Is there anything similar about the two situations in which he 
has used this phrase? 

9. Why does Aunt Alexandra call Dill cynical? What did he say that evokes that 
response from her? What is Dill’s reply?  

10. What does Miss Maudie do for the children? What does she tell them about Atticus? 

11. What is the surprise the next morning in the Finch’s kitchen? Describe what has 
arrived. 

12. What is gnawing at Jem? What does Miss Maudie say to try to assuage his pain? 

13. What does Dill say he wants to do when he “gets grown” (289)? What is the context 
in which he reveals this desire? 

14. What is “all over town,” according to Miss Stephanie? 
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Chapters 23 and 24 
(28 pages; students read independently) 
1 hour discussion 

1. What was Atticus’ response to Bob Ewell’s taunting? What was the only thing 
Atticus would say about the incident? 

2. When the children express their fear to Atticus, how does he explain Ewell’s actions? 
Why is he not worried? 

3. What is the subject of the discussion between Jem and Atticus? Be specific. What are 
Jem’s arguments and how does Atticus respond to them? 

4. Who does Atticus call “white trash”? 

5. The conversation between Atticus and Jem is followed by another about “folks.” 
What point is Aunt Alexandra trying to make? How do Jem and Scout respond?   

6. At the end of the chapter, Jem and Scout further discuss people. What does each say 
about human beings? 

Chapters 25 and 26 
(18 pages; students read independently) 
1 hour discussion 

1. The narrator says, “Aunt Alexandra and her missionary circle were fighting the 
good fight all over the house,” (305). To what is she referring? 

2. Describe the tea party and the guests. What kind of ladies are these? Why have they 
gathered? What is the feel of the conversation? 

3. Why do “[l]adies in bunches always [fill Scout] with vague apprehension” (307)? 

4. How does Miss Maudie care for Scout during this party? Provide specific examples. 

5. The conversation turns to the case and its aftermath. Characterize the attitude of the 
ladies. Who do they criticize? Why do they find fault; what “trouble” has it caused 
them? 

6. What did Miss Maudie mean when she said, “His food doesn’t stick going down, 
does it?” (312). 
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7. Why does Scout feel more at home in her “father’s world”? 

8. What news does Atticus bring? What are the tragic elements of this news?  

9. How does Aunt Alexandra respond? Have we heard this before? From whom? 

10. What does Miss Maudie say in response to Aunt Alexandra’s despair? 

11. How does Scout physically respond to the news of Tom’s death? Why? What is she 
imagining? 

12. Chapter 25 opens with a description of Scout’s activities. What is she doing and how 
does Jem react? Why does he have this reaction? What other description in the 
chapter does this activity of Scout resemble? 

13. What is the subject of Mr. B.B. Underwood’s editorial? 

14. What is the rumored response of Ewell to Tom’s death? 
  

Chapters 26 and 27 
(16 pages; students read independently) 
1 hour discussion 

1. How much time has passed since the beginning of this story? 

2. How does Scout now feel about Boo? What does she imagine? 

3. What does Scout find confusing about people? 

4. Why do assignments to cover current events not work very well in Maycomb? 

5. According to Miss Gates, what does not occur in the United States? 

6. Scout “muses” over Hitler’s ascendancy. What does she find puzzling? 

7. Scout concludes that Miss Gates is a hypocrite. Why? 

8. What is Jem’s reaction to Scout’s reference to the trial? Why? What is he trying to 
forget? 

9. What are the three things “out of the ordinary” that happen in October? Describe 
each event. What do these events suggest about Bob Ewell? 

10. Why would Ewell seek revenge on Judge Taylor? 
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11. Why do the town ladies decide to have a pageant on Halloween? 

12. What is the name of the pageant? What is it meant to celebrate? 

13. Describe Scout’s costume. Of what is it made? 

14. What odd reaction does Aunt Alexandra have as she is going to bed before Scout 
and Jem depart for the school? 

Chapters 28 and 29 
(21 pages; read Chapter 28 aloud; students read Chapter 29 independently) 
1 - 1 ½ hours discussion 

1. How have the children changed since the beginning of the story? What are examples 
of this change? 

2. What is the history of Maycomb County? 

3. Describe Scout’s performance during the pageant? What is Judge Taylor’s response? 

4. Describe in as much detail as possible what happens on the children’s walk home 
including their arrival back home. 

5. What news about the attacker does Heck Tate bring Atticus?  

6. Heck and Atticus disagree about Ewell’s character. How does Heck describe Ewell? 
What image does this judgment recall? 

7. Who carried Jem home? Describe him as he stands to the side in Jem’s room. 
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Chapters 30 and 31 
(13 pages; read both chapters aloud) 
1 hour discussion 

1. What are Atticus and Heck discussing? What is Atticus confused about? 

2. Atticus says, “I can’t live one way in town and another way in my house,” (367). 
Who else has said this about him? What does it mean in the context Heck and 
Atticus are discussing? 

3. What violations of law is Heck urging? Be specific. What do you think of this and 
Atticus’ decision to accept Heck’s decision? 

4. To what does Heck compare exposing Boo? What does Scout conclude? 

5. What are the only words we hear Boo utter? Were Jem and Dill right in their 
assessments of why Boo does not come out of his house? 

6. Why does Scout take Boo’s arm? 

7. What does Scout imagine as she stands on the Radley porch? How does her 
experience of standing on Boo’s porch echo advice she has been given? Why is there 
nothing more for Jem and her  to learn? 
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BROADER QUESTIONS SUITABLE FOR ESSAY ASSIGNMENTS 

1. Why does Scout say there was nothing more for Jem and her to learn? 

2. Scout and Jem seem to react to the trial and its aftermath differently. Contrast their 
responses. How do you account for the differences? 

3. People in this story are complicated. Provide examples of what puzzles Scout about 
the other people she encounters. 

4. Compare and contrast the family relationships represented in this story. 

5. What is the cause of prejudice in this story? Provide at least three examples of 
prejudice at work in the story. 
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license https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en.  

Smilax aspera , photographed by Carsten Niehaus, uploaded by user 
“Lumbar~commonswiki” to English Wikimedia Commons on January 6, 2005. Used 
under license https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en. 

Widow’s walk in Marblehead, Massachusetts, photographed and uploaded to English 
Wikimedia Commons by user “Fletcher6” on November 25, 2009. Used under license 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en. 

Images of Jew’s harp and Hoover cart public domain. 

Victor Talking Machine Company painting by Francis Barraud, 1898, uploaded by user 
“Meidosensei” to English Wikimedia Commons on April 29, 2018. Used under PD-Old. 
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