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General Introduction

I. What Is Your Child Learning in School?

I recently received a letter from a parent of identical twins. She wrote to express her dismay that her children, who are in the same grade in the same school, are learning completely different things. How can this be? Because they are in different classrooms; because the teachers in these classrooms have only the vaguest guidelines to follow; in short, because the school, like most in the United States, lacks a definite, specific curriculum.

Many parents would be surprised if they were to examine the curriculum of their child’s elementary school. I urge you to ask to see your school’s curriculum. Does it say just what specific core of content each child at a particular grade level is expected to learn by the end of the year? Most curricula speak in vague terms of general skills, processes, and attitudes. This vagueness is no virtue. It places unreasonable demands upon teachers and often results in years of schooling marred by repetitions and gaps. Yet another unit on dinosaurs. Charlotte’s Web for the third time. “You’ve never heard of the Bill of Rights?” “You’ve never been taught how to add two fractions with unlike denominators?”

When identical twins in two classrooms of the same school have few academic experiences in common, that is a sign of trouble. When teachers in that school do not know what children in other classrooms are learning on the same grade level, much less in earlier and later grades, they cannot reliably predict that children will come prepared with a shared core of knowledge and skills. The result of this curricular incoherence is that many schools fall far short of developing the full potential of our children.

To address this problem, I started the Core Knowledge Foundation in 1986. This book and its companion volumes in the Core Knowledge Series are designed to give parents, teachers, and through them, children, a carefully sequenced body of knowledge based upon the model curriculum guidelines developed by the Core Knowledge Foundation.

The Core Knowledge curriculum is an attempt to define, in a coherent and sequential way, a body of widely used knowledge taken for granted by competent writers and speakers in the United States. Because this knowledge is taken for granted rather than being explained when it is used, it forms a necessary foundation for the higher-order reading, writing, and thinking skills that children need for academic and vocational success. The universal attainment of such knowledge should be a central aim of curricula in our elementary schools, just as it is currently the aim in all world-class educational systems.

For reasons explained in the next section, making sure that all young children in the United States possess a core of shared knowledge is a necessary step in developing a first-rate educational system.

II. Why Core Knowledge Is Needed

Learning builds on learning: children (and adults) gain new knowledge only by building on what they already know. It is essential to begin building solid foundations of knowledge in the early grades when children are most receptive because research has shown that, for the vast majority of children, academic deficiencies from the first six grades permanently impair the success of later learning. Poor performance of American students in middle and high school can be traced directly to shortcomings inherited from elementary schools that have not imparted to children the knowledge they need for further learning.

All of the highest-achieving and most egalitarian elementary school systems in the world (such as those in Sweden, France, and Japan) teach their children a specific core of knowledge in each of the first six grades, thus enabling all children to enter each new grade with a secure foundation for further learning. It is time American schools did so as well, for the following reasons:

(1) Commonly shared knowledge makes schooling more effective. We know that the one-on-one tutorial is the most effective form of schooling, in part because a parent or teacher can provide tailor-made instruction for the individual child. But in a nontutorial situation—in, for example, a typical classroom with twenty-five or more students—the instructor cannot effectively impart new knowledge to all the students unless each one shares the background knowledge that the lesson is being built upon. When all the students in a class do share that relevant background knowledge, a classroom can begin to approach the effectiveness of a tutorial. Even when some children in a class don’t have elements of the knowledge they were supposed to acquire in previous grades, the existence of a specifically defined core makes it possible for the teacher or parent to identify and fill the gaps, thus giving all students a chance to fulfill their potentials in later grades.

(2) Commonly shared knowledge makes schooling more fair and democratic. When all the children who enter a grade can be assumed to share some of the same building blocks of knowledge, and when the teacher knows exactly what those building blocks are, then all the students are empowered to learn. In our current system, disadvantaged children too often suffer from unmerited low expectations that translate into watered-down curricula. But if we specify the core of knowledge that all children should share, then we can guarantee equal access to that knowledge, and compensate for the academic advantages some students are offered at home. In a Core Knowledge school, disadvantaged children, like all children, enjoy the benefits of important, challenging knowledge that will provide the foundation for successful later learning.

(3) Commonly shared knowledge helps create cooperation and solidarity in our schools and nation. Diversity is a hallmark and strength of our nation. American classrooms are usually made up of students from a variety of cultural backgrounds, and those different cultures should be honored and understood by all students. Education should create a school-based culture that is common and welcoming to all because it includes knowledge of many cultures, and gives all students, no matter what their background, a common foundation for understanding our cultural diversity.

In the next section I will describe the steps taken by the Core Knowledge Foundation to develop a model of the commonly shared knowledge our children need (which forms the basis for this series of books).

III. The Consensus Behind the Core Knowledge Sequence

The content in this and other volumes in the Core Knowledge Series is based on a document called the Core Knowledge Sequence, a grade-by-grade sequence of specific content guidelines in history, geography, mathematics, science, language arts, and the fine arts. The Sequence is not meant to outline the whole of the school curriculum; rather, it offers specific guidelines to knowledge that can reasonably be expected to make up about half of any school’s curriculum, thus leaving ample room for local requirements and emphases. Teaching a common core of knowledge, such as that articulated in the Core Knowledge Sequence, is compatible with a variety of instructional methods and additional subject matters.

The Core Knowledge Sequence is the result of a long process of research and consensus-building undertaken by the nonprofit Core Knowledge Foundation. Here is how we achieved the consensus behind the Core Knowledge Sequence.

First we analyzed the many reports issued by state departments of education and by professional organizations—such as the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics and the American Association for the Advancement of Science—which recommend general outcomes for elementary and secondary education. We also tabulated the knowledge and skills through grade six specified in the successful educational systems of several other countries, including France, Japan, Sweden, and West Germany.

In addition, we formed an advisory board on multiculturalism that proposed specific knowledge of diverse cultural traditions that American children should all share as part of their school-based common culture. We sent the resulting materials to three independent groups of teachers, scholars, and scientists around the country, asking them to create a master list of the knowledge children should have by the end of grade six. About 150 teachers (including college professors, scientists, and administrators) were involved in this initial step.

These items were amalgamated into a master plan, and further groups of teachers and specialists were asked to agree on a grade-by-grade sequence of the items. That sequence was then sent to some one hundred educators and specialists who participated in a national conference that was called to hammer out a working agreement on core knowledge for the first six grades.

This important meeting took place in March 1990. The conferees were elementary school teachers, curriculum specialists, scientists, science writers, officers of national organizations, representatives of ethnic groups, district superintendents, and school principals from across the country. A total of twenty-four working groups decided on revisions in the sequence. The resulting provisional sequence was further fine-tuned during a year of implementation at a pioneering school, Three Oaks Elementary in Lee County, Florida. The result is the Core Knowledge Sequence that forms the basis for this series. The Core Knowledge Sequence may be ordered from the Core Knowledge Foundation (please see the end of this introduction for the address).

IV. The Nature of This Series

The books in this series are designed to be useful tools for parents and teachers, both at home and in school. They are called “resources” to signal that they do not replace the regular local school curriculum, but rather serve as aids to help children gain some of the important knowledge they will need to make progress in school and be effective in society.

Each book in the Core Knowledge Series presents knowledge upon which later books will build. Our writers have tried their best to make the content interesting, clear, and challenging. We have not used discredited grade-level formulas regarding vocabulary and sentence length. Drafts of some materials have been revised on the basis of teachers’ experience with children.

Although we have made these books as accessible and useful as we can, parents and teachers should understand that they are not the only means by which the Core Knowledge Sequence can be imparted. The books represent a single version of the possibilities inherent in the Core Knowledge Sequence, and a first step in the Core Knowledge reform effort. We hope that publishers will be stimulated to offer educational videos, computer software, games, alternative books, and other imaginative vehicles based on the Core Knowledge Sequence.

V. What You Can Do to Help Improve American Education

The first step for parents and teachers who are committed to reform is to be skeptical about oversimplified slogans like “critical thinking” and “learning to learn.” Such slogans are everywhere, and, unfortunately for our schools, their partial insights have been elevated to the level of universal truths. For example, “What students learn is not important; rather, we must teach students to learn how to learn.” “The child, not the academic subject, is the true focus of education.” “Do not impose knowledge on children before they are developmentally ready to receive it.” “Do not bog children down in mere facts, but rather, teach critical-thinking skills.”

Who has not heard these sentiments, so admirable and humane, and—up to a point—so true? But these positive sentiments in favor of skills and understanding have been turned into negative sentiments against the teaching of important knowledge. Those who have entered the teaching profession over the past forty years have been taught to scorn important knowledge as “mere facts,” and to see the imparting of this knowledge as somehow injurious to children. Thus it has come about that many educators, armed with partially true slogans, have seemingly taken leave of common sense.

Many parents and teachers have come to the conclusion that elementary education must strike a better balance between the development of the whole child and the more limited but fundamental duty of the school to ensure that all children master a core of knowledge essential to their competence as learners in later grades. But these parents and teachers cannot act on their convictions without access to an agreed-upon, concrete sequence of knowledge. Our main motivation in developing the Core Knowledge Sequence and this book series has been to give parents and teachers something concrete to work with.

It has been encouraging to see how many teachers, since the first volume in this series was published, have responded to the Core Knowledge reform effort. A small but growing number of schools around the country—over fifty as of this writing, in diverse regions serving diverse populations—are working to integrate the Core Knowledge Sequence into their curricula.

Parents and teachers are urged to join in a grass-roots effort to strengthen our elementary schools. The place to start is in your own school and district. Insist that your school clearly state the core of specific knowledge that each child in a grade must learn. Whether your school’s core corresponds to the Core Knowledge model is less important than the existence of some core—which, we hope, will be as solid, coherent, and challenging as the Core Knowledge Sequence has proven to be. Inform members of your community about the need for such a specific curriculum, and help make sure that the people who are elected or appointed to your local school board are independent-minded people who will insist that our children have the benefit of a solid, specific, world-class curriculum in each grade.

You are invited to become a member of the Core Knowledge Network by writing the Core Knowledge Foundation, 2012-B Morton Drive, Charlottesville, VA 22901.

Share the knowledge!

E. D. Hirsch, Jr.

Charlottesville, Virginia


How to Use This Book

FOR PARENTS AND TEACHERS

The book you are holding in your hands is an unusual one. It is a collection made for children, but it is not limited to the usual treasury of best-loved stories and poems. In addition to those, it offers engaging accounts of language, literature, history, geography, science, fine arts, and math—the core academic subjects that our children need in the new age of global information. It also contains knowledge that may help them become fulfilled and productive people. Yet it is not a textbook or a workbook filled with exercises. It offers the academic core—the sort of knowledge that the best educational systems are providing children all over the world—written in a lively and effective manner, with tips for making those knowledge domains come alive. But such a book must leave much to you and to the child in the way of additional conversation and practice.

Each book in the Core Knowledge Series builds upon knowledge presented in previous books. We know from learning theory that we learn best by building upon what we already know. Hence, this sixth-grade book refers back to previous books. Moreover, the sections of the sixth-grade book also refer you to other sections of the same book. Because subjects and interests cut across disciplines, we encourage you to continue this practice by helping your child see connections between art and math, history and literature, physical sciences and language, just as we have tried to do. And you should also feel free, using the table of contents or the indexes, to make your own connections between the books of the series.

We have tried to make this book attractive and engaging by using an interactive, storybook format. We address the child directly as reader, asking questions and suggesting projects that he or she might do. You can help your child read more actively both by conversing while you are reading and by bringing the subjects up at a later time when connections occur to you. You and your child can read the sections of this book in any order. You do not need to begin at the beginning and work your way through to the end. In fact, we suggest that you skip from section to section, and that you reread as much as the child likes.

To help your child use this book, you might think of it as a guidebook that tries to be as informative and suggestive as possible in a concise format. We encourage you to help your child find ways to open out from this book, exploring further what she or he reads. If possible, take your child to plays, museums, and concerts; help your child find related books (some are suggested here). In short, this guidebook recommends places to visit and describes what is important in those places, but only you and your child can make the actual visit, travel the streets, and climb the steps.

Bon voyage!



I.

LANGUAGE ARTS




Introduction to Stories and Speeches

FOR PARENTS AND TEACHERS

The selections in this section range from speeches that present the ringing words of admirable real-life heroes to stories that convey the joy and agony of young love. They will appeal to sixth-grade children because the subject matter relates to world events or to the emotions that are beginning to engross young adolescents. While the selections presented here stand on their own, it is likely that children’s appreciation of the literature will deepen when they read related sections in this book. For example, Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech is even more stirring when it is understood in the context of the struggle for civil rights, described in the American Civilization section of this book. And children who appreciate the artistry of Romeo and Juliet may enjoy reading about its famous author, William Shakespeare, in the About Language and Literature section of Book Five, or reading our adaptation of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, also in Book Five.

In this book we continue to present excerpted works of great literature, including historically significant speeches. Although it is not within the scope of this series to offer novels in their entirety, we hope that children will be encouraged by the samples they find here to read the full works. Parents and teachers can gauge a child’s ability and desire to read complete novels and steer him or her in that direction when the time comes.


Stories and Speeches

Romeo and Juliet

(adapted and retold from the play by William Shakespeare)

Like most of William Shakespeare’s plays, Romeo and Juliet is based on earlier sources, which in this case go back to some stories popular in Italy in the late 1400s. These stories were transformed into a poem in English by a poet named Brooke. Today Brooke’s poem has been forgotten, but Shakespeare’s play lives on. What makes Shakespeare’s play live is its dramatic power and its remarkable language. That language, beautiful as it is, may seem strange to modern readers, especially to young readers encountering the play for the first time. Thus, we have chosen to retell the story here in prose and to weave into it some lines from the original play, with the hope that in time, you will enjoy reading the complete play in Shakespeare’s own wonderful words, and perhaps even have the chance to see it acted on stage. You might also enjoy watching the movie of Romeo and Juliet directed by Franco Zeffirelli.



Two households, both alike in dignity,




    In fair Verona, where we lay our scene,

From ancient grudge break to new mutiny,

    Where civil blood makes civil hands unclean.

From forth the fatal loins of these two foes

    A pair of star-crossed lovers take their life;

Whose misadventured piteous overthrows

    Doth with their death bury their parents’ strife.





Long ago in Italy, in the city of Verona, there dwelled two noble families, the Capulets and the Montagues. For as long as anyone could remember, a feud had raged between these families. They fought with the least provocation: a servant of Capulet would insult a servant of Montague, and this small spark would kindle a blaze of bloodshed and hatred. At last the prince of Verona grew so tired of this feuding that he angrily addressed the heads of the two households. “Old Capulet and Montague,” he said, “if ever you disturb our streets again, your lives shall pay the forfeit of the peace.”

The two families were then forced to control their mutual hatred. There was no one among them more eager to make peace than Romeo, the son of old Montague, for Romeo was infatuated with a girl named Rosaline, who happened to be Capulet’s niece.

One day as Romeo sat pining away with love, he heard that there was to be a feast that night at the house of Capulet. When he learned that Rosaline would be there, Romeo vowed to attend, but in a mask so that no one would recognize him as a Montague. His friends Benvolio and Mercutio agreed to don masks and accompany him.

With their masks in place, they arrived at the Capulets’ home just as the dancing began. Romeo looked around the room, hoping to catch sight of Rosaline, but suddenly his eyes fell upon a girl so beautiful that all thoughts of Rosaline flew from his brain forever. “O, she doth teach the torches to burn bright!” he murmured. “Did my heart love till now? Forswear it, sight, for I ne’er saw true beauty till this night.”

Capulet’s nephew, Tybalt, was standing nearby, and when he heard Romeo’s voice, he recognized an enemy behind the mask. Filled with fury, he moved to attack Romeo, but old Capulet restrained him and urged him not to disrupt the feast. Tybalt went away, vowing to take revenge upon Romeo later.

Meanwhile Romeo watched for an opportunity to speak to the unknown girl, and when the next dance had ended, he went forward and took her by the hand. He was so awed by her presence that he felt like a pilgrim, also called a palmer, who had come to pray at a holy shrine. “If I profane with my unworthiest hand this holy shrine,” he said, “the gentle fine is this: my lips, two blushing pilgrims, ready stand to smooth that rough touch with a tender kiss.”

“Palm to palm is holy palmers’ kiss,” the girl reminded him.

“O then, dear saint, let lips do what hands do,” said Romeo, and he kissed her gently.

Just then a woman summoned the girl to speak with her mother. “Who is her mother?” Romeo asked.

“The lady of the house,” said the woman. “I nursed her daughter, that you talked withal.”

Romeo was stunned. He, a Montague, had fallen hopelessly in love with Juliet, the daughter of old Capulet himself! He left the feast in a state of confusion.

Juliet saw him leaving and sent her nurse to find out his name. When the nurse returned with the news that he was Romeo, the only son of old Montague, Juliet could hardly believe her misfortune. “My only love sprung from my only hate!” she lamented. “Too early seen unknown, and known too late!”
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Romeo kept to himself as he walked home past the Capulets’ orchard. Suddenly he stopped. “Can I go forward when my heart is here?” he said. In an instant he had climbed over the orchard wall. He heard his friends Benvolio and Mercutio calling him in the lane, but he did not answer them, and at last they went on. Now Romeo, hidden in the darkness, looked up at the Capulets’ house, hoping to glimpse his love. Suddenly he saw her. “What light through yonder window breaks?” he whispered. “It is the east, and Juliet is the sun.” He watched as Juliet stood at the balcony, leaning her cheek upon her hand. “O, that I were a glove upon that hand,” murmured Romeo, “that I might touch that cheek!”

Juliet sighed longingly. “Romeo, Romeo!” she said aloud, musing to herself. “Wherefore art thou Romeo? Deny thy father, and refuse thy name; or, if thou wilt not, be but sworn my love, and I’ll no longer be a Capulet.” Romeo listened with happiness as she went on. “ ’Tis but thy name that is my enemy,” she reflected. “O, be some other name! What’s in a name? That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet. Romeo, doff thy name, and for thy name which is no part of thee take all myself.”

Juliet was startled to hear a man’s voice answer from the darkness: “Call me but love, and I’ll be new baptized; henceforth I never will be Romeo.” Though startled, Juliet was not at all displeased to see Romeo. She asked how he had made his way into the walled garden. “With love’s light wings did I o’erperch these walls,” he said, “for stony limits cannot hold love out.”

The young lovers knew the danger they faced if they were found together, but so strong were their feelings for each other that they talked on and on, confessing their devotion. They vowed to belong to each other forever, and made plans to be married in secret the very next day by Friar Laurence, the priest. Juliet’s nurse began calling from within, telling her to come to bed, but the girl could not bear to say goodnight. Again and again she returned to the balcony for one last word. “Parting is such sweet sorrow,” she said, “that I shall say goodnight till it be morrow.”

The next day, Romeo and Juliet stole to Friar Laurence’s rooms. The old friar was surprised at their request. But perhaps, he thought, this bond of love between a Capulet and a Montague would bring an end to the long years of bloody feuding. And so Romeo and Juliet were married in secret.

In the meantime, Juliet’s cousin Tybalt, who was still furious with Romeo, had sent him a formal challenge to fight. As Romeo was returning from the secret marriage ceremony, he came upon Tybalt, who had been arguing with Benvolio and Mercutio in the public square.

“Romeo,” said Tybalt when he saw him, “thou art a villain.”

Romeo had no desire to quarrel with his wife’s cousin. “Tybalt, I do protest, I never injured thee,” he said, “but love thee better than thou canst devise till thou shalt know the reason of my love.”

Mercutio could hardly believe his ears. Could this be his brave friend Romeo, replying so submissively to an insult from a Capulet? Well, he, Mercutio, would respond as the insult deserved. “Tybalt,” Mercutio said, “you rat-catcher, will you walk? Good king of cats, I’ll have nothing but one of your nine lives.”

“I am for you,” said Tybalt, drawing his sword.

“Gentle Mercutio, put thy rapier up,” pleaded Romeo. But the two hotheads were determined to fight. As they brandished their weapons, Romeo tried to stand between them. Suddenly, with one quick thrust, Tybalt pierced Mercutio’s side.

Mercutio sank down, gravely injured. “Why the devil came you between us?” he panted. “I was hurt under your arm.”

“I thought all for the best,” said Romeo.

Mercutio had grown pale and weak. He was dying. With a last gasp he cried out, “A plague on both your houses!”

When Romeo saw his best friend lying dead, he was filled with rage. “Tybalt,” he cried, “Mercutio’s soul is but a little way above our heads, staying for thine to keep him company. Either thou, or I, or both, must go with him.” He grabbed a sword and plunged at Tybalt. His opponent thrust back. A crowd gathered. The hard clang of sword upon sword split the air. Then Romeo’s steel met Tybalt’s flesh, and Tybalt fell dead.

At Benvolio’s urging, Romeo fled for his life. When the prince of Verona arrived on the scene, Benvolio explained all that had happened. The angry Capulets wanted Romeo put to death, but the prince decreed that since Tybalt shared some guilt in the matter, Romeo would be banished from Verona instead.

Juliet’s nurse, who knew the secret of Juliet’s marriage, told her the terrible news that Romeo had slain her kinsman Tybalt and been banished from Verona. Juliet was overcome with confused feelings: grief for her cousin, anger at her husband, and most of all sorrow that Romeo had to go away. The tender-hearted nurse promised to bring Romeo from his hiding place at Friar Laurence’s, so that the young couple could have one last night together.

Early the next morning, before the rest of the household was awake, Romeo took sorrowful leave of Juliet, promising that they would someday be reunited. Scarcely had he set off for Mantua when Juliet’s parents visited her chamber. They had news that they hoped would cause their daughter to cease mourning for Tybalt. It seemed that Juliet’s father had arranged for her to marry the prosperous young Count Paris, who had long adored her. The ceremony was to take place in just a few days.

When Juliet heard this, she felt as if she had been struck. “I will not marry yet,” she said firmly. Lady Capulet threw up her hands. The father was furious. And though Juliet begged him on her knees to listen to her, he would not. “Hang thee, young baggage, disobedient wretch!” he shouted. “I tell thee what: get thee to church on Thursday, or never after look me in the face.”

Filled with despair, Juliet went to Friar Laurence to seek advice. She told him that she had resolved to kill herself rather than marry Paris. But Friar Laurence, who knew a great deal about the mysterious powers of herbs, proposed another solution. He gave her a vial containing a sleeping potion. Juliet was to drink it before retiring that night. Then she would fall into such a deep sleep, for forty hours, that the next morning she would appear to be dead, and the grieving Capulets would inter her in the family vault. Meanwhile the friar would send for Romeo. When Juliet awakened from her feigned death, Romeo would be there at her side to take her away with him.

The desperate plan filled Juliet with fear, but she agreed. She returned home, pretending that she had done penance for her disobedience, and dutifully agreed to marry Paris. Then she went to bed, drank the vial’s contents, and fell into a deathlike sleep.

The next morning Juliet’s father was up early to begin the wedding preparations, but his joy soon gave way to horror and grief, for Juliet was found lifeless. Her nurse and her mother were inconsolable, and Count Paris could hardly believe his eyes. All must now prepare not for a wedding, but for a funeral.

When Benvolio heard the sad news of Juliet’s “death,” he rushed to Mantua to tell Romeo. By an unfortunate accident, the friar’s message had never reached Romeo, so he knew nothing about the sleeping potion. When he heard that his beloved Juliet was dead, he cried out, “Is it even so? Then I defy you, stars!” Without Juliet, life seemed empty of meaning; he cared for nothing now, and wanted only to die next to Juliet.

Romeo made his way to an apothecary and purchased a deadly poison. Then he took pen and paper and wrote down all the circumstances of his tragedy, for he wished the truth to be known. Taking these things with him, he rode back to Verona to find the tomb of the Capulets.

Now Romeo entered the dark tomb and looked upon Juliet once more. “O my love, my wife!” he said tenderly. “Death, that hath sucked the honey of thy breath, hath had no power yet upon thy beauty. O, here will I set up my everlasting rest. Eyes, look your last! Arms, take your last embrace! And lips, seal with a righteous kiss a dateless bargain to engrossing death.” He raised the cup of poison to his lips, saying, “Here’s to my love!” The poison took quick effect. He struggled to place his lips for one last time on Juliet’s, and gasped his final words: “Thus with a kiss I die.”

When Friar Laurence learned that his letter had never reached Romeo, he hurried to the tomb. What he found there confirmed his worst fears: Romeo was dead, and Juliet was only now beginning to awaken. “A greater power than we hath thwarted our intents,” he told her. He heard someone approaching. “Come, come away,” he said, fleeing.

But Juliet would not leave. She looked around her and slowly understood what had happened. She took the cup from Romeo’s hand. “O churl,” she said gently, “drunk all, and left no friendly drop to help me after? I will kiss thy lips; haply some poison yet doth hang on them.” She kissed his lips, which were still warm. Suddenly she heard the watchman approaching. “Yea, noise? Then I’ll be brief. O happy dagger!” She drew Romeo’s dagger from its sheath and stabbed herself to the heart. The watchman entered to find her dead, nestled against Romeo’s lifeless body.

When the true story of Romeo and Juliet was made known, their families were stunned and grief-stricken. The prince looked upon the scene of tragedy and said, “Capulet, Montague, see what a scourge is laid upon your hate, that heaven finds means to kill your joys with love. And I for winking at your discords too have lost a brace of kinsmen. All are punished.” Then Capulet at last offered Montague his hand, and the two old enemies made a sorrowful pledge of peace. Montague promised to make a gold statue of Juliet, and Capulet promised to place one of Romeo beside it, reminders of the terrible price of their foolish feud.



Go hence, to have more talk of these sad things;



    Some shall be pardoned, and some punished;


For never was a story of more woe

Than this of Juliet and her Romeo.





Oliver Twist

(retold and excerpted from the novel by Charles Dickens)

In England in the 1830s, the poor and homeless were sent to a dismal place known as the workhouse, where they were made to work slavishly for meager rations and ragged clothes. Oliver Twist is the story of a sweet-natured orphan who spends his childhood in such a place, after his mother dies giving birth to him there. He and the other orphans are treated cruelly; while their master, Mr. Bumble, lives in comfort, they are practically starved to death. In the scene below, set in the workhouse, when one desperate boy threatens to turn cannibal if he isn’t given more porridge, the frightened orphans send Oliver to ask for seconds.

The room in which the boys were fed was a large stone hall, with a copper at one end, out of which the master ladled the gruel at meal-times. Of this festive composition each boy had one small bowl and no more. The bowls never wanted washing. The boys polished them with their spoons till they shone; and when they had finished this operation (which never took very long, the spoons being nearly as large as the bowls), they would sit staring at the copper with such eager eyes, as if they could have devoured the very bricks of which it was composed.

Boys have generaly excellent appetites. Oliver Twist and his companions suffered the tortures of slow starvation for three months: at last they got so voracious and wild with hunger, that one boy hinted darkly to his companions that unless he had another basin of gruel each day, he was afraid he might some night happen to eat the boy who slept next to him. He had a wild, hungry eye, and they implicitly believed him. A council was held; lots were cast who should walk up to the master after supper that evening, and ask for more; and it fell to Oliver Twist.

The evening arrived; the boys took their places. The master stationed himself at the copper; the gruel was served out. The gruel disappeared. The boys whispered to each other, and winked at Oliver, while his neighbors nudged him. Child though he was, he was desperate with hunger, and reckless with misery. He rose from the table and advanced to the master, basin and spoon in hand. Somewhat alarmed at his own temerity, he said:

“Please, sir, I want some more.”

The master, Mr. Bumble, was a fat, healthy man, but he turned very pale. He gazed in stupefied astonishment on the small rebel for some seconds, and then clung for support to the table. The assistants were paralyzed with wonder, the boys with fear.

“What!” said the master at length, in a faint voice.

“Please, sir,” replied Oliver, “I want some more.”

The master aimed a blow at Oliver’s head with the ladle. Then he grabbed Oliver tightly by the arms, and shrieked aloud for his own master, the beadle.
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“I beg your pardon, sir! Oliver Twist has asked for more!”

There was a general start. Horror was depicted on every face. An animated discussion took place, and Oliver was ordered into instant confinement. The very next morning a bill was pasted on the outside of the gate, offering a reward to anyone who would take Oliver Twist off the hands of the parish. In other words, five pounds and Oliver Twist were offered to any man or woman who wanted an apprentice to any trade, business, or calling.

Oliver escapes the workhouse only to encounter worse trials. Eventually he is taken in by a band of thieves led by a merry but evil old man named Fagin. Fagin tries to corrupt the unsuspecting Oliver by sending him out for the day with two young pickpockets, Charley Bates and a sly character in a top hat and baggy clothes known as the Artful Dodger. “The Artful” makes off with a gentleman’s silk handkerchief, leaving the innocent Oliver to be cornered by an angry crowd and taken before the authorities. But Mr. Brownlow, the victim of the theft, convinces them of Oliver’s innocence. He treats the boy kindly and even takes him to his home, where Oliver enjoys the loving attention of the motherly housekeeper, Mrs. Bedwin. His newfound happiness ends abruptly one day when, while delivering some books for Mr. Brownlow, Oliver is recaptured by two of Fagin’s gang, the cruel Bill Sikes and his girlfriend, Nancy.

Oliver was walking along thinking how happy and contented he ought to feel, when he was startled by a young woman screaming out very loud, “Oh, my dear brother!” And he was stopped by having a pair of arms thrown tight round his neck.

“Don’t,” cried Oliver, struggling. “Let go of me. Who is it? What are you stopping me for?”

“Oh my gracious!” said the young woman, “I’ve found him! Oh! Oliver! Oliver! Oh, you naughty boy, to make me suffer such distress on your account! Come home, dear, come.” The young woman burst into another fit of crying.

“What’s the matter, ma’am?” inquired a woman standing nearby.

“Oh, ma’am,” replied the young woman, “he ran away, near a month ago, from his parents, who are hard-working and respectable people; and went and joined a set of thieves and bad characters; and almost broke his mother’s heart.”

“Young wretch!” said the woman.

“Go home, you little brute,” said another.

“I am not,” replied Oliver, greatly alarmed. “I don’t know her. I haven’t a sister, or father and mother either. I’m an orphan.”

“Only hear him, how he braves it out!” cried the young woman.

“Why, it’s Nancy!” exclaimed Oliver, who now saw her face for the first time.

“You see, he knows me!” cried Nancy, appealing to the bystanders. “Make him come home, good people, or he’ll break my heart!”

“What the devil’s this?” said a man, bursting out of a beer-shop. It was Bill Sikes. “Young Oliver! Come home to our poor mother, you young dog!”

“I don’t belong to them. I don’t know them. Help! help!” cried Oliver, struggling in the man’s powerful grasp.

“Help!” repeated the man. “Yes, I’ll help out, you young rascal! What books are these? You’ve been stealing 'em, have you? Give ’em here.” With these words, the man tore the volumes from Oliver’s grasp and struck him on the head.

Stupefied by the blows and the suddenness of the attack, terrified by the brutality of the man, what could one poor child do? No help was near; resistance was useless. In another moment, Oliver was dragged into a labyrinth of dark streets.

At length the three turned into a filthy narrow street and stopped before the door of a shop that was in a ruinous condition. Bill Sikes seized the boy by the collar, and all three went quickly inside the house.
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They waited in a dark passage while the person who had let them in chained and barred the door. It was John Dawkins, otherwise known as the Artful Dodger. Holding a candle before him, he led them down a flight of stairs to a low, earth-smelling room, where they were received with a shout of laughter.

“Oh, my wig!” cried Charley Bates. “Here he is! Oh, Fagin, look at him! Look at his togs! Superfine cloth, and the heavy swell cut! Oh, my eye, what a game! And his books, too! Nothing but a gentleman, Fagin! I can’t bear it. Hold me, somebody, while I laugh it out.” He laid himself flat on the floor and kicked in an ecstasy of facetious joy. Then, jumping to his feet, he snatched the candle from the Artful Dodger and, advancing to Oliver, viewed him round and round. Meanwhile Fagin, taking off his nightcap, made a great number of low bows to the bewildered boy.

“Delighted to see you looking so well, my dear,” said Fagin with mock concern. “The Artful shall give you another suit, my dear, for fear you should spoil that Sunday one.”

At that instant the Artful Dodger furthered Fagin’s merriment by searching Oliver’s pockets and drawing forth a five-pound note. “Hallo, what’s that?” inquired Sikes, stepping forward as Fagin seized the note. “That’s mine.”

“No, no, my dear,” said Fagin. “Mine, Bill, mine. You shall have the books.”

“Hand over, I tell you!” retorted Sikes. “Give it here, you avaricious old skeleton, give it here!” Sikes plucked the note from between Fagin’s finger and thumb and, looking the old man coolly in the face, folded it up small and tied it in his neckerchief. “That’s for our share of the trouble,” said Sikes, “and not half enough, neither. You may keep the books, if you’re fond of reading. If you ain’t, sell ’em.”

“They belong to the old gentleman,” said Oliver, wringing his hands, “to the good, kind, old gentleman who took me into his house. Oh, pray send them back; send him back the books and money. Keep me here all my life long; but pray, pray send them back. He’ll think I stole them; the old lady, all of them who were so kind to me, will think I stole them. Oh, do have mercy upon me, and send them back!” With these words, Oliver fell upon his knees at Fagin’s feet and beat his hands together in perfect desperation.

“The boy’s right,” remarked Fagin, looking covertly around and knitting his shaggy eyebrows into a hard knot. “You’re right, Oliver, you’re right; they will think you have stolen ’em. Ha! ha! It couldn’t have happened better, if we had chosen our time!”

Oliver jumped to his feet and tore wildly from the room, uttering shrieks for help. Fagin and his two pupils darted out in pursuit and soon returned, dragging Oliver with them.

“So you wanted to get away, my dear, did you?” said Fagin, taking up a jagged and knotty club which lay in a corner of the fireplace. “Wanted to get assistance, eh? Called for the police, did you? We’ll cure you of that, my young master.”

He inflicted a smart blow on Oliver’s shoulders with the club, and was raising it for a second, when Nancy, rushing forward, wrested it from his hand. She flung the club into the fire, with a force that brought some of the glowing coals whirling out into the room.

“I won’t stand by and see it done, Fagin,” cried the girl. “You’ve got the boy. What more would you have? Let him be—let him be—or I shall put that mark on some of you, that will bring me to the gallows before my time.”

“You’re a nice one,” said Sikes, “to take up the humane and gen-teel side! A pretty subject for the child, as you call him, to make a friend of!”

“God almighty help me, I am!” cried the girl passionately, “and I wish I had been struck dead in the street before I had lent a hand in bringing him here.”

“Come, come,” said Fagin, “we must have civil words.”

“Civil words, you villain! Yes, you deserve ’em from me. I thieved for you when I was a child not half as old as this!” she cried, pointing to Oliver. “I have been in the same trade, and in the same service, for twelve years since. It is my living; and the cold, wet, dirty streets are my home; and you’re the wretch that drove me to them long ago, and that’ll keep me there, day and night, day and night, till I die!”

“I shall do you a mischief worse than that, if you say much more!” Fagin snarled.

The girl made such a rush at Fagin as would probably have left marks of her revenge upon him, had not her wrists been seized roughly by Sikes. She made a few ineffectual struggles, and fainted.

Fagin smiled, relieved to have the disturbance over. Then, retrieving his club from the fire, he said, “Charley, show Oliver to bed.”

“I suppose he’d better not wear his best clothes tomorrow, Fagin, had he?” inquired Charley Bates.

“Certainly not,” replied Fagin, reciprocating the grin with which Charley put the question.

Charley took the candle and led Oliver into an adjacent kitchen, where there were two or three rough beds. Here, with many uncontrollable bursts of laughter, Charley produced the identical old suit of clothes which Oliver had so much congratulated himself upon leaving behind. “Pull off the smart ones,” said Charley, “and I’ll give ’em to Fagin to take care of.”

Poor Oliver unwillingly complied. Rolling up the new clothes under his arm, Charley departed from the room, leaving Oliver in the dark and locking the door behind him. Oliver was sick and weary, and he soon fell sound asleep.

Oliver endures even worse trials to come, but in the end all works out well, as you can find out by reading Oliver Twist.

The Secret Garden

(retold with excerpts from the novel by Frances Hodgson Burnett)

The Secret Garden, which tells the story of a young girl named Mary Lennox, describes a kind of place that all of us would like to be able to escape to once in a while.

When the novel begins, Mary is living in India with her parents. A plague of cholera leaves her an orphan. She goes to live with a minister and his family, but the children in this family call her “Mistress Mary Quite Contrary” because she is so stubborn and haughty. Soon she is sent to England to live at Misselthwaite Manor with her eccentric uncle, Mr. Archibald Craven.

The episodes that follow introduce Mary and her early life at Misselthwaite Manor, where her uncle leaves her on her own. At first, Martha, the housemaid, and Ben Weatherstaff, the gardener, are her only acquaintances in the large, quiet house. Arriving as she does in the chill of winter, Mary finds the house and grounds dreary, and does not even want to go outside. But things change when one day she hears of a mysterious garden different from all the rest.

(In the selection below, “Ayah” means nursemaid in India, and “Mem Sahib” is what a servant would call the lady of the house. A “moor” is a kind of English prairie—open, rolling land covered with shrubs and grasses.)

When Mary Lennox was sent to Misselthwaite Manor to live with her uncle, everybody said she was the most disagreeable-looking child ever seen. It was true, too. She had a little thin face and a little thin body, thin light hair and a sour expression. Her hair was yellow, and her face was yellow because she had been born in India and had always been ill in one way or another. Her father had held a position under the English Government and had always been busy and ill himself, and her mother had been a great beauty who cared only to go to parties and amuse herself. She had not wanted a little girl at all, and when Mary was born she handed her over to the care of an Ayah, who was made to understand that if she wanted to please the Mem Sahib she must keep the child out of sight as much as possible. But when the cholera broke out in its most fatal form and people were dying like flies, Mary woke one morning to find that she had neither father nor mother left.

And so, when Mistress Mary arrived at Misselthwaite Manor, she had perhaps never felt quite so contrary in all her life. From the window of her room in the manor, she could see a great climbing stretch of land which seemed to have no trees on it, and to look rather like an endless, dull, purplish sea.

“What is that?” she said to the housemaid, who had come into her room to light the fire.

“That’s th’ moor,” said Martha, in her Yorkshire way of speaking. “Does tha’ like it?” she asked with a good-natured grin.

“No,” answered Mary. “I hate it.”

“That’s because th’art not used to it,” Martha said, “But tha’ will like it.”

“Who is going to dress me?” demanded Mary.

Martha stared. “Can’t you put on your own clothes?”

“No,” answered Mary, quite indignantly. “I never did in my life. My Ayah dressed me, of course.”

“Well,” said Martha, “it’s time tha’ should learn. It’ll do thee good to wait on thyself a bit.”

“It is different in India,” said Mistress Mary disdainfully.

At first each day that passed for Mary was exactly like the others. She pushed away her breakfast and then gazed out of the window across to the huge moor which seemed to spread out and climb up to the sky.

One day Martha said to Mary, “You wrap up warm an’ run out an’ play you. It’ll do you good.”

“Out? Why should I go out on a day like this?” Mary replied in her contrary fashion.

“Well, if tha’ doesn’t go out th’lt have to stay in, an’ what has tha’ got to do?”

Mary glanced about her. Perhaps it would be better to go and see what the gardens were like.

“Who will go with me?” she inquired.

“You’ll go by yourself,” Martha answered. “My brother Dickon goes off on th’ moor by himself an’ plays for hours. That’s how he made friends with th’ pony. He found it on th’ moor with its mother when it was a little one an’ he began to make friends with it an’ give it bits o’ bread an’ pluck young grass for it. And it got to like him so it follows him about an’ it lets him get on its back. Dickon’s a kind lad an’ animals likes him.”

It was really this mention of Dickon which made Mary decide to go out, though she was not aware of it. She began to feel a slight interest in Dickon, and as she had never before been interested in any one but herself, it was the dawning of a healthy sentiment.

“If tha’ goes round that way tha’ll come to th’ gardens,” Martha said, pointing to a gate in a wall of shrubbery. She seemed to hesitate a second before she added, “One of th’ gardens is locked up. No one has been in it for ten years.”

“Why?” asked Mary in spite of herself.

“Mr. Craven had it shut when his wife died so sudden. He won’t let no one go inside. It was her garden. He locked th’ door an’ dug a hole an’ buried th’ key.”

Martha found Mary’s coat and hat for her and showed her the way downstairs. Mary turned down the walk which led to the door in the shrubbery. She could not help thinking about the garden which no one had been into for ten years. She wondered what it would look like and whether there were any flowers still alive in it.

At the end of the path she was following, she saw a long wall with ivy growing over it. She went toward the wall and found that there was a green door in the ivy, and that it stood open. This was not the closed garden, evidently. Mary went down the path and found herself in an orchard. There were walls all round it also and trees trained against them, and there were bare fruit trees growing in the winter-browned grass. She noticed that the wall did not seem to end with the orchard but to extend beyond it as if it enclosed a place at the other side. She could see the tops of trees above the wall, and when she stood still she saw a bird with a bright red breast sitting on the topmost branch of one of them, and suddenly he burst into his winter song—almost as if he had caught sight of her and was calling to her.

She stopped and listened to him and somehow his cheerful, friendly little whistle gave her a pleased feeling—even a disagreeable little girl may be lonely, and the big bare moor and big bare gardens had made this one feel as if there was no one left in the world but herself. The bright-breasted little bird brought a look into Mary’s sour little face which was almost a smile. Perhaps he lived in the mysterious garden and knew all about it.

She thought of the robin and of the way he seemed to sing his song at her, and as she remembered the treetop he perched on she stopped rather suddenly on the path.

“I believe that tree was in the secret garden—I feel sure it was,” she said. “There was a wall round the place and there was no door.”

She walked back to the first garden she had entered and there she found the old gardener, Ben Weatherstaff, digging. He turned about and began to whistle—a low soft whistle. Almost the next moment, she heard a soft little rushing flight through the air—and it was the bird with the red breast flying to them, and he actually alighted on the big clod of earth quite near the gardener’s foot.

“Where has tha’ been, tha’ cheeky little beggar?” chuckled the old man to the bird.

“Will he always come when you call him?” Mary asked almost in a whisper.

“Aye, that he will. I’ve knowed him ever since he was a fledgling.”

The robin hopped about busily pecking the soil. Mary thought his black dewdrop eyes gazed at her with great curiosity. It really seemed as if he were finding out all about her. She went a step nearer to the robin and looked at him very hard.

“I’m lonely,” she said.

She had not known before that this was one of the things which made her feel sour and cross. She seemed to find it out when the robin looked at her and she looked at the robin.

Just that moment the robin gave a little shake of his wings and flew away.

“He has flown over the wall!” Mary cried out, watching him. “He has flown into the orchard—he has flown across the other wall—into the garden where there is no door!”

“He lives there,” said old Ben, “among th’ old rose-trees there.”

“I should like to see them,” said Mary. “There must be a door somewhere.”

Ben drove his spade deep and said, “There was ten year’ ago, but there isn’t now. None as any one can find, an’ none as is any one’s business. Don’t you be a meddlesome wench an’ poke your nose where it’s no cause to go.”

The robin sang loudly. “It’s in the garden no one can go into,” Mary said to herself. “It’s in the garden without a door. He lives in there. How I wish I could see what it is like!”

Mary continued to go out, exploring the grounds of Misselthwaite Manor. The big breaths of rough fresh air blown over the heather filled her lungs with something which was good for her whole thin body and whipped some red color into her cheeks and brightened her dull eyes. After a few days spent almost entirely out of doors, Mary wakened one morning knowing for the first time what it was to be hungry. When she sat down to her breakfast she did not glance disdainfully at her porridge and push it away, but took up her spoon and began to eat it and went on eating it until her bowl was empty.

One day the rain poured down in torrents, and when Mary looked out of her window the moor was almost hidden by gray mist and clouds. There could be no going out today. But Martha told her that her younger brother, Dickon, did not mind the wet. “He goes just th’ same as if th’ sun was shinin’. He once found a little fox cub half drowned in its hole and he brought it home in th’ bosom of his shirt to keep it warm. He’s got it at home now.”

Mary begged Martha to tell her more about Dickon and his animals. “I like Dickon,” said Mary, “even though I’ve never seen him.”

“Well,” said Martha stoutly. “I’ve told thee that th’ very birds likes him an’ th’ rabbits an’ wild sheep an’ ponies, an’ th’ foxes themselves. I wonder,” Martha said, staring at Mary reflectively, “what Dickon would think of thee?”

“He wouldn’t like me,” said Mistress Mary in her stiff, cold little way. “No one does.”

“How does tha’ like thyself?” inquired Martha.

Mary hesitated, and answered, “Not at all, really.”

One day Mary went out into the gardens and there found old Ben Weatherstaff.

“Springtime’s comin’,” the gardener said. “Cannot tha’ smell it?”

Mary sniffed the air and said, “I smell something nice and fresh and damp.”

“That’s th’ good rich earth,” he answered. “It’s in a good humor makin’ ready to grow things. In th’ flower gardens out there things will be stirrin’ down below in th’ dark. Th’ sun’s warmin’ ’em. You’ll see bits o’ green spikes stickin’ out o’ th’ black earth after a bit.”

As they talked the robin flew to them. “Are things stirring down below in the dark in that garden where the robin lives?” Mary asked.

“Ask him,” said Ben Weatherstaff. “He’s the only one as knows. No one else has been inside it for ten years.”

Ten years was a long time, Mary thought. She had been born ten years ago.

The robin let her come very close as he scratched for worms, and she began to think of all the things she now liked—the bird, Martha, the stories about Dickon, and playing out-of-doors. Just then, she saw that the robin was scratching in a hole, and that in the newly turned soil lay something like a ring of rusty iron or brass. She knelt to pick it up, and found herself looking at an old key which looked as if it had been buried a long time.

“Perhaps it has been buried for ten years,” she said in a whisper. “Perhaps it is the key to the garden!”

After she had looked at the key quite a long time, she walked to the wall and looked at the ivy growing on it. She could not see a door beneath the dark green leaves, but she put the key in her pocket and made up her mind to keep it with her always, so that if she ever found the door she would be ready.

That night, Mary offered to go one day and tell Martha’s many brothers and sisters stories about India. “It is quite different from Yorkshire,” said Mary. “I never thought of that before.” She was thinking of so many new things!

Martha gave Mary a skipping rope with striped red and blue handles, and taught the little girl to skip. In the morning, as she counted and skipped all around the garden, the robin appeared and she followed him down the walk with little skips.
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“You showed me where the key was yesterday,” she said. “You ought to show me the door today; but I don’t believe you know!”

Mary Lennox had heard a great deal about magic in her Ayah’s stories, and she always said that what happened almost at that moment was magic.

A gust of wind swept down the walk and swung aside some loose ivy. Mary jumped forward and caught it, because underneath she saw the round knob of a door. Her heart began to thump and her hands to shake a little in excitement. The robin sang and twittered as if he, too, were excited. It was the lock of the door which had been closed ten years. Mary put her hand in her pocket, drew out the key, put it in the lock, and turned it. She took a deep breath and looked to see if anyone was coming. No one was, so she pushed back the door, which opened slowly—slowly.

Then she slipped through it, and shut it behind her, and stood with her back against it, looking about her and breathing quite fast with excitement, and wonder, and delight.

She was standing inside the secret garden.

It was the sweetest, most mysterious-looking place any one could imagine. The high walls which shut it in were covered with the leafless stems of climbing roses. All the ground was covered with grass of a wintry brown and out of it grew clumps of bushes which
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Anne Frank: The Diary of a Young Girl
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Martin Luther King, Jr.: “I Have a Dream”
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