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7 Summer School 

Close Reading and Analysis of How an Author 
Develops Theme Through Characterization, Setting 

and Plot 
Texts Texts: Al Capone Does My Shirts-Gennifer Choldenko 

           “ Alcatraz was a Unique Home for Staff Families”  

 

Number of Days  

in Module 
20 (including Module Performance Assessment) 

Overview 

This unit focuses on Al Capone Does My Shirts. Set in 1935, it tells the story of a teenage boy, who 

because of his father’s job, moves to the island of Alcatraz. Moose not only deals with the challenges of 

fitting in with the new kids he meets on the island that is inhabited by some of the nation’s most 

dangerous criminals, but must also wrestle with the challenges of taking care of his autistic older sister. 

This unit builds on students’ examination of how the literary elements of plot, setting, and character 

interact (RL.7.3) and how one or more of these elements contribute to the development of a theme 

(RL.7.2).  The unit also centers on standard (RL.7.9), which requires students to examine how Gennifer 

Choldenko uses primary source information to create her fictional account. 

Literacy Skills & Habits 

 Read closely for textual details 

 Annotate texts to support comprehension and analysis 

 Engage in productive, evidence-based conversations about text 

 Craft a literary analysis essay 

 Revise writing 
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Assessed Standards  

CCS Standards: Reading—Literature 

RL.7.1 Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says 

explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the text. 

RL.7.2 Determine a theme or central idea of a text and analyze its development over the 

course of the text; provide an objective summary of the text. 

RL.7.3 Analyze how particular elements of a story or drama interact (e.g., how setting shapes 

the characters or plot). 

RL.7.9 Compare and contrast a fictional portrayal of a time, place, or character and a 

historical account of the same period of time as a means of understanding how 

authors of fiction use or alter history. 

CCS Standards: Reading – Informational Text  

RI.7.1 Cite several pieces of textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says 

explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the text. 

 

CCS Standards: Writing 

W.7.2 Write informative/explanatory text to examine a topic and convey ideas, concepts, and 

information through the selection, organization, and analysis of relevant content. 

A. Introduce a topic clearly, previewing what is to follow; organize ideas, concepts, 

and information, using strategies such as definition, classification, 

comparison/contrast, and cause/effect. 

B. Develop the topic with relevant facts, definitions, concrete details, quotations, or 

other information and examples. 

C. Use appropriate transitions to create cohesion and clarify the relationships 

among   ideas and concepts. 

W.7.9 Draw evidence from literary or informational texts to support analysis, reflection, and 

research. 

Apply grade 7 Reading standards to literature (eg., “Compare and contrast a fictional 

portrayal of a time, place, or character and a historical account of the same period as a 

means of understanding how authors of fiction use or alter history. 

W.7.4 Produce clear and coherent writing in which the development, organization, and style 

are appropriate to task, purpose, and audience. 

CCS Standards: Language 

L.7.1 Demonstrate command of the conventions of standard English grammar and usage 
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when writing or speaking. 

L.7.2 Demonstrate command of the conventions of standard English capitalization, 

punctuation, and spelling when writing. 

Addressed Standards 

These standards will be addressed at the unit or module level, and may be considered in assessment, 

but will not be the focus of extended instruction in this module.  

CCS Standards: Reading – Informational Text 

RI.7.4 Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including 

figurative, connotative, and technical meanings; analyze the impact of specific word 

choice on meaning and tone. 

CCS Standards: Writing 

W.7.5 With some guidance and support from peers and adults, develop and strengthen 

writing as needed by planning, revising, editing, rewriting, or trying a new approach, 

focusing on how well purpose and audience have been addressed. 
 

CCS Standards: Speaking & Listening 

SL.7.1. Engage effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups, and 

teacher-led) with diverse partners on grade 7 topics, texts, and issues, building on 

others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly. 

CCS Standards: Language 

L.7.3 Use knowledge of language and its conventions when writing, speaking, reading, or 

listening 

A. Choose language that expresses ideas precisely, recognizing and eliminating 

wordiness and redundancy. 

 

Module Performance Assessment 

  

Prompt  
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Literary Analysis—Writing about the author’s development of a chosen theme. 
This assessment has two parts. Students respond to the following prompt “How has Gennifer 
Choldenko used character, setting, and plot to develop a theme in the novel, Al Capone Does My 
Shirts? After reading the novel and the article, “Alcatraz was a Unique Home for Staff Families”, write 
an essay that addresses the development of a chosen theme. Support your discussion with evidence 
from the text you have read. Part 1 is students’ best on-demand draft, and centers on RL.7.1, RL.7.2, 
W.7.2, W.7.4, W.7.9, and L.7.6. This draft will be assessed before students receive peer or teacher 
feedback so that their individual understanding of the texts and their writing skills can be observed. 
Part 2 is the students’ final draft, revised after peer and teacher feedback. Part 2 adds standards L.7.1, 
L.7.2, and W.7.8. 

 

 

 

Pre-Assessment 

Independently read chapters one and two of Al Capone Does My Shirts.  Students will answer a short 
constructed response. 
Choose one literary element (character, setting, etc.) and how it sets up the main character’s struggle.  
Use textual evidence to support your claim. 

Close Reading Questions/Suggestions 

 Questions for “Alcatraz Was a Unique Home for Staff Families” and for pairing with Al Capone Does 

My Shirts. 

1. What evidence does the article give to prove Ernest B. Lageson’s point that the children “did 

the same things you would do as in the city”? 

2. How does the author support the idea that the children living on the island were “oblivious to 

their reality” 

3. What evidence from this article would support Gennifer Choldenko’s depiction of the 

relationship between the inmates and the children of the island? 

4. After describing the tradition of Christmas caroling, Don Hurley states, “[E]ach year I thought 

that our happiest night must have been one of their saddest”. Why would this be the case? 

5. The author begins and ends the article with a depiction of the natural surroundings of the 

island, closing the article by calling it “paradise”. Why does the author contrast that with the 

description of the prison? 

 

 

 

 



NYS Common Core ELA & Literacy Curriculum D R A F T Grade 7 • Summer School 

 

 

© 2014 Public Consulting Group. This work is licensed under a  

Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 3.0 Unported License 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/ 

5 

 

 

Questions for Al Capone Does My Shirts 

1. Chapter one focuses heavily on the setting.  What mood does Gennifer Choldenko create through 

the imagery she uses to describe the island?  How might the setting impact the main character? 

 

2. Each day Moose asks Natalie, “Hey, Natalie, the sun get up okay this morning?”  What is the 

significance of this question?  What does it reveal about their relationship? 

 

3. Close reading suggestions pp.23-34: Choldenko reveals much about character and the family 

dynamic during the boat ride to The Esther P. Marinoff School.  Questions might focus on the family’s 

response to Natalie’s outburst, the mother’s blinking away of tears while she stares at the toddler on 

the boat, or the insight we get into Moose’s character when he thinks, “Good Moose, obedient Moose. 

I always do what I am supposed to do.” 

 

4. What purpose might Choldenko have had for including chapter 6?  Think about this in terms of what 

Moose learns from and about the Warden? 

 

5. In what ways is chapter 8 different from the previous chapters?  Use evidence from the chapter to 

support your claim. 

 

6. Close reading suggestions pp.60-70: The reader learns about the family’s struggles in coping with 

Natalie’s autism.  Questions might focus on Moose’s protective nature towards his mother/family 

when he says, “I want to go back to Santa Monica, but not this way-if it means giving this news to my 

mom. My feet feel suddenly too heavy.  The stairs too steep.”, the understanding and perception of 

autism in 1935, as described by Choldenko and the effect the condition has on each family member. 

 

7. How has Mrs. Kelly’s work impacted Natalie and the relationship she has with Moose? Her family?  

 

8. Close reading suggestions pp.165-175: Moose is frightened about the possibility of an inappropriate 

relationship between Natalie and #105 and is dealing with the guilt he feels about not keeping Natalie 

safe.  His family is also in crisis over how to properly care for Natalie. Questions might focus on the 

effect of Natalie’s outburst, what we learn about Moose when he states, “My father rarely drinks and 

never with me.  I had a few sips once at Pete’s house, but I didn’t like it much.  That doesn’t matter. 

What matters is he seems to understand.”, and what Moose come to understand after overhearing his 

parents conversation. 

 

9. Why is it so important for Mrs. Flanagan to keep celebrating Natalie’s tenth birthday?  What does 
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Moose think about this practice?  What events in the novel cause Moose to question the idea of 

pretending Natalie is younger than she is?   

 

10. Analyze what Moose means when he shares, “Natalie is holding hands with a man convicted of 

some awful crime. It is so strange and so…normal. Natalie doesn’t look weird.  She’s my older sister. A 

sixteen-year-old girl holding hands with a man not much older than she is. This is terrible. This is good.” 

 

11. While Al Capone never actually interacts with any of the other characters, what role does he play in 

this novel?  In other words, what purpose did Gennifer Choldenko have for including him in her book? 

 

Resources:  The following resources should be used with this module and can be found on the BPS 

website under the Grade 7 Summer School tab. 

 resource material for the novel/chapter summaries 

 graphic organizer 

 rubrics 

 “Alcatraz Was a Unique Home for Staff Families” 

 

 

7 Summer School Module-at-a-Glance Calendar 

Week Objectives/ 

Standards 

Activities/ Skills/ 
Strategies/Vocabulary 

Materials/ 
Text 

Assessment: 

1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

RI.7.1 

W.7.9 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Read closely for textual details 

Annotate texts to support 

comprehension and analysis 

Engage in productive, evidence-

based conversations about text 

Craft a literary analysis essay 

Revise writing 

 

 

“Alcatraz was 
a Unique 
Home for 
Staff 
Families” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Exit tickets should be 
utilized at the end of 
each lesson to assess 
student learning and 
be aligned to the final 
performance 
assessment.  They can 
take the form of short 
responses related to 
reading/discussion, 

graphic organizers to 
gather evidence and 
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RL.7.1 

RL.7.2 

RL.7.3 

RL.7.9 

L.7.1 

L.7.2 

L.7.3 

SL.7.1 

W.7.2 

W.7.9 

W.7.4 

W.7.5 

 

See close reading suggestions for pp. 
1-47,  questions #1,#2,#4,#5 

For “Alcatraz was a Unique Home for 
Staff Families” and questions 
#1,#2,#4,#5 for Al Capone Does my 
Shirts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Possible Vocabulary 

guard tower p.4, Al Capone p.4,        
icebox p.5, peculiar p.23, ashen p.29,  

heinous p.37, pen/inkwell p.44 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Al Capone 
Does My 
Shirts(1-47) 

organize thinking, or 
oral responses related 
to reading/discussion 
of the lesson.  

 

*For week one, exit 
tickets might be 
related to close read 
questions 1-4(for Al 
Capone…) and 
questions 1,2,4,5 for 
the information 
article. 

 

Sample Exit Ticket: 

What events in ch.4 
lead Moose to state, 
“Good Moose. 
Obedient Moose.  I 
always do what I am 
supposed to do.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2 RL.7.1 

RL.7.2 

RL.7.3 

RL.7.9 

L.7.1 

L.7.2 

L.7.3 

SL.7.1 

W.7.2 

W.7.9 

W.7.4 

Possible Vocabulary 

wallop p.51,asylum p.66,replicate p.67 

skirmish p.68, shiv p.75, nutty as a 

fruitcake p.87, ‘taking someone to the 

cleaners’ p.102 

See close read suggestions for pp.50-

102, questions #5 and #6 

 

Al Capone 
Does My 
Shirts(50-102) 

*For week two, exit 
tickets might be 
related close read 
questions 5-6. 
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W.7.5 

3 RL.7.1 

RL.7.2 

RL.7.3 

RL.7.9 

L.7.1 

L.7.2 

L.7.3 

SL.7.1 

W.7.2 

W.7.9 

W.7.4 

W.7.5 

Possible Vocabulary 
stewing p.104, swichback road,buoy 
clangs p.111, deliberate p.112, 
shenanigans p.112, procuring p.120, 
snitch box p.133, ‘has a catch in it’ 
p.155 

See close read question for pp.103-

164, # 7 

Al Capone 
Does My 
Shirts(103-
164) 

*For week three, exit 
tickets might be 
related to close read 
question 7. 

 

4 RL.7.1 

RL.7.2 

RL.7.3 

RL.7.9 

W.7.2 

W.7.9 

W.7.4 

W.7.5 

L.7.1 

L.7.2 

L.7.3 

SL.7.1 

Possible Vocabulary 
flailing p.169, earnest p.181,bias 

p.200, setting a precedent p.203, 
preferential treatment p.203, 
saving face p.208  
 
 
See close read suggestions for pp. 
165-215, questions #8-#11 for Al 
Capone Does My Shirts and question 
#3 for “Alcatraz was a Unique Home 
for Staff Families” 

Al Capone 
Does My 
Shirts(165-
215) 

*For week four, exit 
tickets might be 
related to close read 
questions 8-11 (Al 
Capone…) and 
question 3 from 
“Alcatraz Was a 
Unique Home for Staff 
Families” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Performance 
Assessment 
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