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Each of the three activities includes: 
 
• NCTE standards covered 
• An estimate of the time needed 
• A complete list of materials needed 
• Step-by-step instructions 
• Questions to help you evaluate the results 
 
This curriculum guide and many other curriculum guides for Enriched Classics and 
Folger Shakespeare Library editions are available on our website, 
www.simonsaysteach.com. 
 
 
The Enriched Classic Edition of My Antonia includes: 
 
• A concise introduction that gives the reader important background information 
• A chronology of the author’s life and work 
• A timeline of significant events that provides the book’s historical context 
• An outline of key themes and plot points to help readers form their own 

interpretations 
• Detailed explanatory notes 
• Critical analysis, including contemporary and modern perspectives on the work 
• Discussion questions to promote lively classroom discussion 
• A list of recommended related books and films to broaden the reader’s experience 

http://www.simonsaysteach.com/


Also Available: 
 
 
More than fifty classic works are now available in the new Enriched Classic format.   
 
Each edition features: 
 
• A concise introduction that gives the reader important background information 
• A chronology of the author’s life and work 
• A timeline of significant events that provides the book’s historical context 
• An outline of key themes and plot points to help readers form their own 

interpretations 
• Detailed explanatory notes 
• Critical analysis, including contemporary and modern perspectives on the work 
• Discussion questions to promote lively classroom discussion 
• A list of recommended related books and films to broaden the reader’s experience 
 
 
Recent additions to the Enriched Classic series include: 
 
• The Importance of Being Earnest and Other Plays, Oscar Wilde, ISBN 1416500421, 

$4.95 
• The Woman in White, Wilkie Collins, ISBN 1416509798, $5.99 
• The Red Badge of Courage, Stephen Crane, ISBN 1416500251, $3.95 
• The Story of My Life, Helen Keller, ISBN 1416500324, $4.95 
 
 
To receive a complete list of Enriched Classics, email your request to 
EnrichedClassics.marketing@simonandschuster.com. 



Activity #1 
“Timeline” 

(A Lesson in Structure as a Storytelling Device) 
 

By Robert Marantz 
 
 
My Antonia is a memoir of growing up on the Nebraska plains. The recollections of Jim, 
our narrator, are recounted in episodic form—a narrative structure that reveals Jim’s 
character through his memories. My Antonia is broken down into five parts, each 
focusing on a different period in Jim’s life:  
 

• Book One: 13 years old on his grandparents’ farm.  
• Book Two: 15 years old in Black Hawk.  
• Book Three: 19 years old at the University of Nebraska.  
• Book Four: 21 years old and home on summer vacation from Harvard graduate 

school.  
• Book Five: 35 years old and he seeks out Antonia in Nebraska to see how she has 

fared.  
 
A dominant theme of My Antonia is how memory can sustain us through inevitable loss 
and ultimately define our perspective. Why is it that Jim remembers more about his time 
on his grandparents’ farm than he does about his university days, even though the latter is 
a more recent life experience? In this activity we will explore the power of memories and 
what they tell us about ourselves. 
 
This lesson will take two class periods and incorporate one homework assignment. 
 
 
NCTE Standards Covered: 
 
1. Students read a wide range of print and nonprint texts to build an understanding of 
texts, of themselves, and of the cultures of the United States and the world; to acquire 
new information; to respond to the needs and demands of society and the workplace; and 
for personal fulfillment. Among these texts are fiction and nonfiction, classic and 
contemporary works. 
 
3. Students apply a wide range of strategies to comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and 
appreciate texts. They draw on their prior experience, their interactions with other readers 
and writers, their knowledge of word meaning and of other texts, their words 
identification strategies, and their understanding of textual features (e.g., sound-letter 
correspondence, sentence structure, context, graphics). 
 
5. Students employ a wide range of strategies as they write and use different writing 
process elements appropriately to communicate with different audiences for a variety of 
purposes. 



 
7. Students conduct research on issues and interests by generating ideas and questions, 
and by posing problems. They gather, evaluate, and synthesize data from a variety of 
sources (e.g., print and nonprint texts, artifacts, people) to communicate their discoveries 
in ways that suit their purpose and audience. 
 
11. Students participate as knowledgeable, reflective, creative, and critical members of a 
variety of literary communities. 
 
12. Students use spoken, written, and visual language to accomplish their own purposes 
(e.g., for learning, enjoyment, persuasion, and the exchange of information). 
 
 
What To Do: 
 
1. Start the lesson with the following questions: Why do you think Book 1 (“The 
Shimerdas”) is twice as long as Book 2 (“The Hired Girls”)? Why is Book 2 twice as 
long as Book 3 (“Lena Linard”)? Give the students 20 minutes to write down their 
answers. 
 
2. Call on several students to read their responses aloud. What is the common thread 
among the responses, if any?  
 
3. Use the rest of the class time to have students chronicle the important events of their 
lives in timeline form. Allow the students to finish their timelines for homework. 
 
4. The next day, spend the first half of class having students read segments of their 
timelines aloud. Ask the students to expand a bit on the most important events. Then ask 
the class to observe if some events were described in more detail than others. Why do 
they think that is? Why does the author think that is? How does that relate to the 
memories described in My Antonia?  
 
5. Student should spend the second half of the period writing about what they learned 
about themselves from their timeline and the class discussion.  
 
Extra credit: Students select one entry from their timeline and expand upon it in a 
descriptive essay, a la My Antonia. In their essays, the students should explain what 
happened in detail, and why that event was important to them.  
 
 
What You Need: 
A copy of the Enriched Classic edition of My Antonia (ISBN: 0743487699) for each 
student. 
Writing materials for timelines 
 
 



How Did It Go?  
 
Do the students now understand how the theme of a story can be expressed not only 
through language, but through structure as well? Did they see any parallels between how 
they recalled their own memories and how Jim remembered his? 



Activity #2 
“There Was Nothing But Land” 

(A Lesson on Setting) 
 

By Robert Marantz 
 
 
My Antonia was published in 1918, a very progressive time in American history. Cars 
dotted the roads, and people turned to radios and movies for entertainment. Despite the 
progressive era in which she lived, Willa Cather chose to set her story in the late 
nineteenth century on a rural prairie.  
 
Indeed, the pastoral setting of My Antonia calls to mind a simpler time. Although Jim 
spends his adult life traveling the world, witnessing the full spectrum of the human 
experience, no matter where he goes, he cannot shake the images and feelings that he 
associates with his childhood on the Nebraska plains. 
 
Why is the setting so important in My Antonia? How does it affect the characters? What 
images and feelings does it evoke in the reader? In this lesson we will explore pastoral 
settings in a variety of art forms.  
 
This lesson will take one class period and one homework assignment. 
 
 
NCTE Standards Covered: 
 
1. Students read a wide range of print and nonprint texts to build an understanding of 
texts, of themselves, and of the cultures of the United States and the world; to acquire 
new information; to respond to the needs and demands of society and the workplace; and 
for personal fulfillment. Among these texts are fiction and nonfiction, classic and 
contemporary works. 
 
2. Students read a wide range of literature from many periods in many genres to build an 
understanding of the many dimensions (e.g., philosophical, ethical, aesthetic) of human 
experience. 
 
8. Students use a variety of technological and informational resources (e.g., libraries, 
databases, computer networks, video) to gather and synthesize information and to create 
and communicate knowledge. 
 
11. Students participate as knowledgeable, reflective, creative, and critical members of a 
variety of literary communities. 
 
12. Students use spoken, written, and visual language to accomplish their own purposes 
(e.g., for learning, enjoyment, persuasion, and the exchange of information). 
 



 
What to Do: 
 
1. Define the term “pastoral” for the class. The American Heritage Dictionary defines 
“pastoral” as “being a literary or other artistic work that portrays or evokes rural life, 
usually in an idealized way.” Some synonyms are: rustic, idyllic, and tranquil.  

 
2. Start the lesson by playing the first movement of Beethoven’s Sixth Symphony. Ask the 
students to jot down images that the music evokes in their minds. Divide the board into 
three columns, and write some of their words in the first column.  
 
3. Inform the class that the Sixth Symphony is subtitled “The Pastoral,” and that 
Beethoven composed the piece to conjure up images of the country—of farms, pastures, 
summer storms, and so on. Does the class think he was successful? 
 
4. Now show the opening scene from Field of Dreams (1989). Ask the students to jot 
down images that the scene evokes in their minds. Write some of their words in the 
second column. How do they think this scene a good example of the pastoral?   
 
5. Ask the class to consider this statement: “My Antonia is a pastoral novel.” Give the 
students a couple of minutes to agree or disagree with the statement. What images or 
feelings did the book conjure up for students? Write some of these words on the board in 
the third column.  
 
6. Read the following excerpt from page 21of My Antonia:  
 
“I was entirely happy. Perhaps we feel like that when we die and become part of 
something entire, whether it is the sun and air, or goodness and knowledge. At any rate, 
that is happiness; to be dissolved into something complete and great.”  
 
This excerpt conveys that the pastoral setting inspires in Jim a feeling of unity and 
kinship with the land around him. What other excerpts or paragraphs from My Antonia 
can students think of that reinforce the concept of the pastoral?  
 
6. Now have the students consider the words that are written in the three columns. How 
are they similar or different? How does reading about a place differ from listening to 
music that is inspired by a similar place? Or differ from watching it in a movie? Are there 
more nouns in one column than the other? If so, this might suggest that one medium is 
more visually evocative than the other. Ask the class to draw other comparisons and 
conclusions.  
 
7. For homework, have each student name five works of art that are pastoral. These 
works can be books, paintings, songs, plays, films, ballets, or sculptures. For each work, 
the students must justify why they consider it pastoral. 
 
 



What You Need: 
 
A copy of the Enriched Classic edition of My Antonia (ISBN: 0743487699) for each 
student 
A recording of Beethoven’s Sixth Symphony (The Pastoral) 
A video or DVD of Field of Dreams (1989) 
 
 
How Did It Go?  
 
In the three examples of the pastoral you present in class, do the students recognize that 
the setting in each work becomes a character in and of itself? As a follow-up, what other 
(non-pastoral) settings achieve this? Examples include the sea in Melville’s Moby Dick 
(Enriched Classics edition ISBN: 0671028359), the jungle in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness 
(Enriched Classics edition ISBN: 0743487656), and the house in Poe’s “The Fall of the 
House of Usher,” found in The Great Tales and Poems of Edgar Allan Poe (Enriched 
Classics edition ISBN: 0743467469). 



Activity #3 
“The New World” 

(A Lesson on Cultural Diversity) 
 

By Robert Marantz 
 
 
In My Antonia, Willa Cather explores the hardships faced by immigrants by relating the 
experiences of the Shimerda family and the “hired girls.” They both confront challenges 
that are still faced by immigrants today: language barriers, prejudice, and harsh 
conditions to name a few. Some of the immigrants overcome these hardships (Lena 
Lingard), while others are not as fortunate (Antonia).  
 
In this lesson we will delve into the immigrant experience first-hand by having the 
students research their own families to learn about the challenges their ancestors faced 
when they came to America and how they dealt with them.  
 
This lesson will take two class periods plus a week for outside research. 
 
 
NCTE Standards Covered: 
 
1. Students read a wide range of print and nonprint texts to build an understanding of 
texts, of themselves, and of the cultures of the United States and the world; to acquire 
new information; to respond to the needs and demands of society and the workplace; and 
for personal fulfillment. Among these texts are fiction and nonfiction, classic and 
contemporary works. 
 
3. Students apply a wide range of strategies to comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and 
appreciate texts. They draw on their prior experience, their interactions with other readers 
and writers, their knowledge of word meaning and of other texts, their words 
identification strategies, and their understanding of textual features (e.g., sound-letter 
correspondence, sentence structure, context, graphics). 
 
4. Students adjust their use of spoken, written, and visual language (e.g., conventions, 
style, vocabulary) to communicate effectively with a variety of audiences and for 
different purposes. 
 
7. Students conduct research on issues and interests by generating ideas and questions, 
and by posing problems. They gather, evaluate, and synthesize data from a variety of 
sources (e.g., print and nonprint texts, artifacts, people) to communicate their discoveries 
in ways that suit their purpose and audience. 
 
8. Students use a variety of technological and informational resources (e.g., libraries, 
databases, computer networks, video) to gather and synthesize information and to create 
and communicate knowledge. 



 
9. Students develop an understanding of and respect for diversity in language use, 
patterns, and dialects across cultures, ethnic groups, geographic regions, and social roles. 
 
10. Students whose first language is not English make use of their first language to 
develop competency in the English language arts and to develop understanding of content 
across the curriculum. 
 
11. Students participate as knowledgeable, reflective, creative, and critical members of a 
variety of literary communities. 
 
12. Students use spoken, written, and visual language to accomplish their own purposes 
(e.g., for learning, enjoyment, persuasion, and the exchange of information). 
 
 
What to Do: 
 
1. Ask the students to describe the various hardships endured by Antonia and the other 
immigrants. How many of the challenges they faced are true for immigrants today? Write 
their responses on the board.  
 
2. Ask if any students know their own family’s story about coming to America (or in the 
case of Native Americans, living in America when the Europeans came). Have those 
students share their stories with the class.  
 
3. Give the students a week to research their own family immigration history and prepare 
a presentation for the class. Spend the remainder of class time helping students develop a 
list of questions that they will use to “interview” their family members. For example: 
How was the family dynamic changed by the new environment? 
 
4. Have each student present his or her family’s story to the class. Many classes will have 
a nice cross-section of first-, second-, and third-generation Americans. Take 10 minutes 
at the end of class to summarize what students have learned. Although their relatives 
emigrated at different points in history, ask the class to name some similarities among the 
stories. What are the differences? How many of these experiences does My Antonia 
capture? 
 
Extra credit: Ask the students to imagine what it would be like for them to suddenly 
move to a new country. How would they handle the language barrier? What other 
obstacles would they encounter? Have the students write a 1-2 page essay on this topic. 
 
 
What You Need: 
 
A copy of the Enriched Classic edition of My Antonia (ISBN: 0743487699) for each 
student 



Access to resources for research, such as the Internet or library 
 
How Did It Go?  
 
This activity is an excellent opportunity for students who are recent immigrants to relate 
their experiences to their classmates and vice-versa. Such an activity could also help to 
foster improved relations among different ethnic groups in multicultural classrooms. If 
possible, plan this activity to coincide with a unit on immigration in your students’ Social 
Studies classes. 


