Learning Guide for Bridge to Tarabithia

SUBJECTS: I see none on your list of subjects!
SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL LEARNING: Family, friendship;
MORAL-ETHICAL EMPHASIS:
Age: 10+; MPAA Rating: PG; Drama; 2007; 96 Minutes; Color; Available from Amazon.com.
This film is an excellent adaptation of the fabulous children’s novel by Katherine Patterson.  The book has become an important part of elementary school curriculum since is publication in 1977.  The film remains faithful to the characterization and themes in the novel. As almost always, the movie should be watched only <u> after</u> the book has been read. 
Description:  Fifth grader Jesse Aarons is an artistic loner who is the only boy in a family economically stressed and culturally deprived family living in rural Virginia.  He loves to draw and he loves to run.  When Jesse meets a newcomer, Leslie, he learns about how other families operate, how friendship draws out the best in each individual and how tragedy can be overcome.  The film uses visuals to show the fantasies Leslie and Jesse develop in Tarabithia, their imagined kingdom, which are less imagined in the novel, but otherwise remains true to the art and ideas in Patterson’s book.   
Benefits o the Movie:  Students who have read the novel will enjoy seeing the images that Patterson creates in her writing appear on screen and from this they can learn about how ideas are shown rather than told. Although the visuals in the fantasy world the two friends create in the story are important, the tragedy that separates them and the subsequent grieving are of great value to any young people who have experienced the death of someone close to them. 
Possible Problems:  Some viewers are troubled by the scenes in which kids in school are bullied and they are ill prepared for the death that separates Jesse and Leslie. These issues, however, are presented realistically and handled wisely.
Parenting Points:  Before your child sees Bridge to Tarabithia make sure that they have already read the book.   Once the book has been read, there will be no need to prepare for child for Leslie’s death.  The death is disturbing, even to adults, when it is unexpected; the foreshadowing is better in the book than in the film. 
Featured Actors: John Hutcherson, Anna Sophia Robb, Zooey Deschanel;
Director: Gabor Csupo


Helpful Background:  JIM:  

Young people can suffer terribly from the death of a loved one or even from a death of someone they know only on a superficial level.  A celebrity’s death or the death of a character in a film, human or animal, can trigger a grief response in a child who cares deeply about the individual who has died or who harbors fear of losing someone he or she loves.  Grieving is a part of the human experience; if one lives long enough or well enough, eventually grief will be a part of his or her life experience.  For children, grief can be especially disturbing, the consequences of which can last a lifetime.

Jim: you need to consider putting the work you have done in regards to Fly Away Home here; the subject matches perfectly. If not, let me know and I will develop some more points on death in association with children.  So far, neither the Palisades nor the Brentwood library have been especially helpful; the best stuff is on line.



Artie Dyregrov, in a book titled Grief in Children, enumerates the stages children experience in grieving in the same way that Kubler-Ross writes about the experience in her work.  He notes that children seek to be closer to the deceased individual in their lives by a process he calls identification.  He writes that the children “build a kind of bridge to the deceased that eases the loss.”  In the film, this building of a bridge is shown at the end and the metaphorical meaning of the bridge matches perfectly the intent of Dyregrov’s words. He suggests that the shock and disbelief that follows sudden death of a loved one will be met by refusal to accept the news, a fierce protest against the possibility that the loved one is gone forever, anger at the fates, anger at the person who has died and very often a strong sense of guilt for not having prevented the death.  Sadness is straightforward; the rest of the responses can often befuddle a child and the adult caretakers who must help him or her through the experience of loss. The film addresses each of these feelings, without being didactic, and thus can illuminate the process of grief for both those who have suffered a loss and for those who care about someone who is grieving.
A book entitled Lifetimes, by Bryan Mellonie, can be found in the children’s section of the library.  It addresses death on a level that can be understood by those children of an age who have been assigned to read The Bridge to Tarabithia or to children who are seeing the film.



Discussion Questions:
1.  In both the film and the novel, families are shown.  Delineate the differences between the family of Jesse and the family of Leslie; how do the family differences account for the attributes found in each character? Suggested response:  Jesse’s father is distant but clearly devoted in Jesse’s younger sister.  The family bickers.  The sisters, other than May Belle, tease Jesse and do not value his talents or even his presence.  The atmosphere is worsened as the father is out of work and struggling to support the family. Leslie’s family is financially secure and both parents are writers who have time to spend as a family. There is no television in the home. Leslie calls her parents by their first names.  Leslie is an only child who is clearly adored by her parents.
2.  How did the experience of running bring the friends together?  Suggested  response:  Running is important to Jesse and it the one way he is able to distinguish himself at school. It provides escape from the family and gives him a sense of power. When Leslie enters the race, she outruns every boy in the class, including Jesse and consequently becomes an outsider, just as Jesse is an outsider.  This pulls them together.
3.  Tarabithia is seen more clearly in the film through the visuals than it is seen in the novel through description.  It is the nature of film that this is possible.  What ideas do you get from the visuals that you were not able to get from the reading?  Suggested response: The visuals show imagination, fantasy, aggression and what could be called “the dark side.”  These images reflect the struggle Jesse and Leslie face as young people growing up in a rural town where bullies dominate and appreciation for inner qualities is rare.
4.  The music teacher in both the film and the book offers Jesse a source of support and his affection for her is clear.  What irony can be found in this relationship?  Suggested response:  Before Leslie, Miss Edmunds was the relief from the boredom Jesse experienced at school.  When she takes him to the city to see the art museum he may as well be going into a whole new world.  Ironically, this exploratory experience happens at a time when Leslie is left alone, not having been invited, and is killed when she crosses the creek to Terabithia.  Jesse feels responsible for Leslies’ death; he feels guilty that he wanted to go to the museum alone and did not invite his friend.
5.  What is suggested about the nature of bullies in the scene in which Janice Avery is crying in the bathroom and Leslie is pressured by Jesse to go find out what is wrong with her?  Suggested response: Jesse and Leslie seem to know that bullies are troubled by something.  They are open to Janice even though the girl has been mean to them and they have managed to get even with a bit of cruelty of their own. Jesse and Billy discover that Janice has a terrible home life. The idea here is that the kind of kid who bullies others is usually facing misery at home.
6.  When Jesse helps Leslie and her parents paint the room, her father tells him that “The best prize that life can offer is working hard at work worth doing.” Do you believe this to be true in your life?  Suggested response: Answers will vary.  Should students determine that the work they are doing at school or around the house is not especially worth doing or that it offers no prize, point out to them that school work and chores at home are practice for the work they will on day do out of choices they make. Respect for all work can serve to develop an attitude that will serve them well in the years of work they face ahead of them.
7.  Leslie is open-minded.  Her attitude toward church reveals this mental attitude.  What do you think about her observation that Jesse must go to church and believe what he hears and he hates it while she is not forced to go to church and she loves it?  Suggested response:  Answers will vary.  Point out to the students how having choices in life about abstractions such as the concept of God, can enable individuals to come to beliefs on their own and thus enable them to feel a sense of ownership rather than obligation.
8.  Both in the book and in the film Leslie is shown as brave and Jesse is seen as more temperate. What in the lives of these children could account for these differences?  Suggested response:  Answers will vary.  Leslie grows up with a great deal of confidence.  She is not troubled by being different or embarrassed by her family. She has learned to value herself from parents who clearly value her.  Jesse, however, seems to lack confidence.  His sisters, except for May Belle, ridicule him and his parents do not seem to appreciate his talents.  Other than Miss Edmunds, he is not appreciated at school.  Confidence is an important aspect of bravery.
9.  The book foreshadows Leslie’s death to a greater degree than the film.  What was your response to her sudden death?  Suggested response:  Answers will vary. Ask students how they may have included clearer hints in the film that a tragedy was coming so that the surprise of Leslie’s death was not so dramatic.  Point out how the death itself was sudden and dramatic to Jesse and thus needed to be presented this way in the film.
10.  Jesse feels responsible for Leslie’s death.  He thinks that he could have prevented her death if only he had invited her to the museum.  He feels guilty because he wanted to go alone to the museum with Miss Edmunds. How will he be able to get over these feelings?  Suggested response: Answers will vary. Although his father assures him that he is not responsible, it will take time and maturity for him to realize that he does not have the power over life and death that he may think. It is important for children to know that they can have activities and relationships aside from best friends and that this is not betrayal of friendship but assertion of individuality.
11.  In building the bridge that Jesse and his sister cross to get to the fantasyland he and Leslie shared, Jesse is beginning to accept death and to take the first steps in getting over grief.  How does building the bridge and taking his sister to Terabithia show this?  Suggested response: By building the bridge, using wood from the home that Leslie shared with her parents, Jesse is creating something, making something new as a link from the past rather that focusing on the past as it was.  This is work.  It is worthy work as Leslie’s father had mentioned.  It distracts him from his loss.  By taking his sister to the bridge, Jesse is passing the secret beauty of Terabithia on to someone he loves and keeping the fantasy world he and Leslie shared alive in a new way. 

Assignments:  The following assignments can be differentiated to appeal to the age and skill level of the students in any class. They are focused on values and personal experience rather than analysis of the literature. The empathic reaction to the literature, always an important aspect of reading, triggers each assignment.
To the students:  Select from the following topics one about which you feel you could write freely.  Describe in detail everything you want your reader to see or hear as you make clear everything you feel in the given situation.
1. A special place
2. A fantasy world you have known
3. A bully in your class or school
4. A special friend
5. A friend you lost through any number of reasons such as going to a new school, a change in interests, or possibly a death
6. How you cope with annoying siblings
7. A situation in which you  had to be brave
8. A different sort of classmate, such as one who has no television or is a vegan
9. Any experience you may have had with death 
