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Al Capone Does My Shirts: Lesson Plans and
Educational Applications
Al Capone Does My Shirts, a captivating middle-grade novel by Gennifer Choldenko, offers a rich tapestry of
historical context, social commentary, and compelling characters. This article delves into effective lesson plans
for educators seeking to leverage the book's potential for enriching classroom discussions and fostering critical
thinking skills. We'll explore various thematic approaches, practical applications, and pedagogical strategies
for successfully incorporating *Al Capone Does My Shirts* into your curriculum.

Introduction: Exploring Themes and Opportunities
Gennifer Choldenko’s *Al Capone Does My Shirts* isn't just a captivating story; it's a springboard for exploring
numerous educational themes. The novel, set on Alcatraz Island in the 1930s, introduces readers to the
complex lives of those incarcerated and their families, particularly focusing on the family of the narrator, Piper.
Through Piper’s eyes, we witness the harsh realities of life during the Great Depression, the impact of
incarceration on families, and the complexities of morality. Developing effective lesson plans around this novel
requires understanding these core themes and aligning them with relevant curriculum objectives.

Benefits of Using "Al Capone Does My Shirts" in the Classroom
Using *Al Capone Does My Shirts* in the classroom provides numerous benefits across various learning areas.
It facilitates:

Historical Contextualization: Students gain a deeper understanding of the Great Depression, the
social climate of the 1930s, and the history of Alcatraz Island. They learn about the lives of ordinary
people during extraordinary times. This aligns with history and social studies curriculum.

Character Development and Analysis: The novel features a diverse range of characters, each with
unique motivations and perspectives. Students can practice analyzing character motivations,
relationships, and transformations throughout the story. This is crucial for developing literary analysis
skills.

Social and Emotional Learning (SEL): *Al Capone Does My Shirts* tackles difficult themes such as
poverty, prejudice, family dynamics, and the challenges faced by those dealing with incarceration.
Analyzing these themes fosters empathy, compassion, and critical thinking about social justice issues.

Vocabulary Expansion: The novel introduces a rich vocabulary that enriches students' language skills.
Targeted vocabulary instruction and activities can significantly improve comprehension and
communication skills.

Creative Writing and Expression: The compelling narrative style of the novel inspires creativity.
Students can engage in creative writing projects, such as writing from different character perspectives
or creating alternative endings.

Implementing Lesson Plans: Activities and Strategies
Effective lesson plans for *Al Capone Does My Shirts* should incorporate a variety of teaching strategies to
cater to different learning styles. Consider these activities:

Pre-reading Activities: Engage students with primary source materials related to the Great
Depression and Alcatraz Island. Discuss the historical context and introduce key vocabulary.

During Reading Activities: Utilize think-pair-share activities, journal prompts, and character maps to
encourage active reading and comprehension.

Post-reading Activities: Facilitate class discussions focusing on key themes, character analysis, and
historical context. Engage students in debates, role-playing activities, or creative writing assignments.

Cross-Curricular Connections: Integrate the novel with art projects depicting life on Alcatraz,
research projects on the Great Depression, or creative writing assignments exploring themes of family
and resilience. This strengthens connections between different subjects.

Specific Lesson Plan Example: Exploring Prejudice and Social Justice

This lesson could focus on the prejudice faced by various characters in the novel due to their socioeconomic
status, their relation to prisoners, or their family situation. Students could research similar types of
discrimination in history and analyze the consequences. A culminating activity could be a persuasive essay
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arguing for social justice or a presentation on the impact of prejudice on individuals and society. This lesson
directly addresses the social justice theme inherent in the narrative.

Addressing the Challenges: Sensitive Content and Diverse
Learners
*Al Capone Does My Shirts* touches on mature themes that require careful handling. It’s crucial to provide
age-appropriate guidance and support for students who might find certain aspects challenging. This includes
open discussions about the complexities of the themes and providing space for emotional processing.
Differentiation is crucial to ensure all learners engage with the text effectively. This could involve providing
adapted reading materials, graphic organizers, or alternative assessment methods.

Conclusion: Unlocking the Educational Power of "Al Capone Does
My Shirts"
*Al Capone Does My Shirts* provides a rich and engaging platform for fostering critical thinking, enhancing
literacy skills, and promoting social-emotional learning. By employing creative and adaptable lesson plans,
educators can unlock the novel's full educational potential and create a meaningful learning experience for
their students. The novel's enduring themes resonate with readers of all ages, making it a valuable addition to
any middle-grade curriculum. The ability to engage students in meaningful discussions about history, social
issues, and human resilience makes this book a powerful teaching tool.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)
Q1: What age group is *Al Capone Does My Shirts* appropriate for?

A1: The book is generally considered appropriate for middle-grade readers, typically ages 9-12. However,
some themes might require discussion and preparation depending on the students' maturity levels.

Q2: How can I adapt the lesson plans for different learning styles?

A2: Utilize a variety of teaching methods. Incorporate visual aids, hands-on activities, group work, and
individual assignments to cater to diverse learning preferences. Provide different modes of assessment, such
as presentations, essays, artwork, or even short videos.

Q3: What are some effective strategies for addressing sensitive themes in the novel?

A3: Create a safe and supportive classroom environment where students feel comfortable sharing their
thoughts and feelings. Begin with open discussions about the themes before reading. Provide age-appropriate
explanations and resources. Offer counseling support if needed.

Q4: How can I integrate technology into my lesson plans?

A4: Utilize online resources related to the Great Depression and Alcatraz. Incorporate interactive maps, virtual
tours of Alcatraz, and digital storytelling projects. Students can create presentations or short videos to present
their learning.

Q5: What are some alternative assessment methods beyond traditional tests?

A5: Consider using creative projects, such as designing a newspaper from the 1930s, writing from a different
character's perspective, creating a timeline of events, or developing a dramatic interpretation of a scene. Oral
presentations, debates, and portfolio assessments are also excellent options.

Q6: How can I connect *Al Capone Does My Shirts* to other subjects in the curriculum?

A6: The book can easily be integrated into social studies, history, language arts, art, and even science
(investigating the geography and environment of Alcatraz).

Q7: Where can I find additional resources for teaching *Al Capone Does My Shirts*?

A7: Search for online teacher resources and lesson plans. Check out educational websites and online book
clubs dedicated to middle-grade literature. Contact your local library or school media center for assistance.

Q8: How can I assess students' understanding of the book's key themes?

A8: Use a combination of formal and informal assessment methods. This includes written assignments (essays,
short answer questions), class discussions, observation of student participation, and creative projects. Focus
on students' ability to analyze characters, interpret themes, and connect the book to broader social and
historical contexts.
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Al Capone Does My Shirts: Lesson Plans – Unpacking a Literary
Classic for the Classroom
Engaging | Captivating | Enthralling students | learners | young minds to the intriguing | fascinating |
compelling world of historical fiction | literary storytelling | narrative exploration isn't always easy | simple |
straightforward. However, with a book like Gennifer Choldenko's "Al Capone Does My Shirts," educators have a
powerful | robust | dynamic tool at their disposal | command | fingertips to ignite | spark | kindle passion |
enthusiasm | curiosity for both reading | literature | storytelling and history | the past | bygone eras. This
article delves into crafting effective | successful | impactful lesson plans that leverage | harness | utilize the
richness | depth | complexity of this remarkable | exceptional | outstanding novel.

The story, set | situated | placed in the 1930s | Depression Era | Great Depression, follows | chronicles | traces
the life | experiences | journey of twelve-year-old Piper, whose family | kin | relatives relocates | moves |
transplants to Alcatraz Island. Piper's father works | serves | employs as a laundryman | cleaner | worker at the
infamous prison, providing | furnishing | supplying services | assistance | aid to the notorious inmates,
including the infamous | notorious | legendary Al Capone himself. This unique | unusual | peculiar setting |
location | environment immediately grabs | captures | seizes the attention | interest | focus of readers |
students | youngsters, offering | presenting | providing a springboard | launchpad | catalyst for exploration |
investigation | inquiry into numerous themes | topics | subjects.

Developing Engaging Lesson Plans:

A successful | effective | productive lesson plan built around "Al Capone Does My Shirts" should address |
tackle | confront several | various | multiple key | essential | critical areas | elements | components:

1. Historical Context: The novel | story | narrative provides a glimpse | peek | view into the social | cultural |
historical climate | atmosphere | context of the Great Depression | 1930s | Depression Era. Activities could
include | entail | involve research | studies | investigations into Alcatraz, life during the Depression, and the
rise and fall of Al Capone. Primary source | original source | first-hand account documents | materials |
evidence – photographs, newspaper clippings, and historical accounts – can enrich | enhance | supplement the
learning | education | instruction.

2. Character Development: Piper's journey | experience | adventure is a central | core | principal focus of
the novel | story | narrative. Lesson plans should encourage | motivate | stimulate students | learners | pupils
to analyze | examine | assess Piper's character | personality | traits, her relationships | bonds | connections
with her family | relatives | kin, and her growth | development | maturation throughout the narrative | story |
tale. Role-playing | acting | dramatization exercises or character sketches | portraits | descriptions can be
highly | extremely | intensely beneficial | advantageous | helpful.

3. Themes and Motifs: The novel | story | narrative explores | examines | investigates multiple | various |
several complex | intricate | involved themes | topics | subjects, including | such as | for example family |
kinship | relationships, loyalty | devotion | allegiance, justice | fairness | equity, and the impact | influence |
effect of historical | past | bygone events | occurrences | incidents on individuals | people | persons. Class
discussions | group work | collaborative activities can foster | cultivate | promote a deeper | more profound |
more significant understanding | grasp | comprehension of these themes | topics | subjects.

4. Writing and Creative Expression: "Al Capone Does My Shirts" lends | offers | provides itself well |
perfectly | seamlessly to various | many | numerous creative writing | expressive writing | narrative writing
activities. Students | learners | pupils can write | compose | draft from Piper's perspective | point of view |
standpoint, create | develop | devise alternative | different | varying endings | conclusions | resolutions, or
explore | investigate | examine related historical | past | bygone events | occurrences | incidents through
creative | imaginative | inventive writing | composition | expression.

Implementation Strategies:

Differentiated Instruction: Cater | Adapt | Tailor activities to meet | satisfy | fulfill the diverse | varied
| different needs | requirements | demands of all | every | each learner | student | pupil.
Technology Integration: Incorporate | Integrate | Utilize technology | digital tools | electronic
resources to enhance | improve | boost learning | education | instruction. Virtual field trips | online
research | interactive simulations can bring | introduce | present the story | narrative | tale to life | reality
| existence.
Assessment: Employ | Use | Implement a variety | range | array of assessment methods | approaches |
techniques, including | such as | for example written | essay | composition assignments, oral
presentations | verbal reports | spoken discussions, and creative projects | innovative undertakings |
artistic ventures.

Conclusion:

"Al Capone Does My Shirts" is more than just a children's | young adult's | juvenile book | novel | story; it's a
powerful | compelling | engaging vehicle | instrument | tool for engaging | involving | capturing students |
learners | pupils in literature | reading | storytelling and history | the past | bygone eras. By carefully |
meticulously | thoroughly crafting | developing | constructing lesson plans that address | explore | investigate
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the novel's | story's | narrative's rich | abundant | plentiful themes | topics | subjects and historical | past |
bygone context | setting | background, educators can create | develop | generate memorable | lasting |
enduring learning | educational | instructional experiences | occasions | moments that inspire | motivate |
encourage a lifelong | lasting | perpetual love | passion | appreciation of reading | literature | books and
learning | knowledge | understanding.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. Q: What age group is this book appropriate for? A: "Al Capone Does My Shirts" is generally considered
appropriate for middle-grade | intermediate | upper elementary readers, typically ages 9-12.

2. Q: How can I adapt the lesson plans for different reading levels? A: Differentiate instruction by
providing | offering | supplying different | varying | alternative activities | tasks | assignments and support |
assistance | aid based on students' | learners' | pupils' individual | personal | unique needs | requirements |
demands.

3. Q: Are there any specific resources available to supplement the book? A: Yes, numerous | many |
several online | digital | electronic resources | materials | sources are available | accessible | at hand, including
historical | past | bygone information | data | facts about Alcatraz and the Great Depression | 1930s |
Depression Era.

4. Q: How can I assess student understanding of the book's themes? A: Utilize | Employ | Implement a
variety | range | array of assessment methods | approaches | techniques, including written | essay |
composition responses, oral presentations | verbal reports | spoken discussions, and creative | innovative |
artistic projects | undertakings | ventures that demonstrate | show | illustrate understanding | comprehension |
grasp of the themes | topics | subjects.
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