The Old Willis Place
by
Mary Downing Hahn
TENNESSEE STANDARDS
Reading

Content Standard: 1.0 
The student will develop the reading and listening skills necessary for word recognition, comprehension, interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and appreciation of print and non-print text. 
Learning Expectations:
1.01 Continue to develop oral language and listening skills.
1.02 Develop an understanding of the concepts of print.

1.04 Use decoding strategies to read unfamiliar words.
1.05 Read to develop fluency, expression, accuracy, and confidence.
1.06 Expand reading vocabulary.
1.07 Employ pre-reading strategies to facilitate comprehension.
1.08 Use active comprehension strategies to derive meaning while reading and to check for understanding after reading.
1.09 Refine study skills and develop methods of research to enhance learning.
1.11 Read independently for a variety of purposes.
1.12 Experience and explore the elements of various literary and media genres.
1.13 Develop and sustain a motivation for reading.
SOMETHING ABOUT THE AUTHOR
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from the Houghton Mifflin Co.: 

http://www.houghtonmifflinbooks.com/catalog/authordetail.cfm?authorID=3273
Mary Downing Hahn, a former children’s librarian, is the author of over 20 acclaimed novels for children, most recently THE OLD WILLIS PLACE. She received the Scott O’Dell award for her World War II novel STEPPING ON THE CRACKS. She lives in Columbia, Maryland.

from The Children’s Book Guild:

http://www.childrensbookguild.org/hahn.html
I grew up in a small shingled house down at the end of Guilford Road in College Park, Maryland. Our block was loaded with kids my age. We spent hours outdoors playing "Kick the Can" and "Mother, May I" as well as cowboy and outlaw games that usually ended in quarrels about who shot whom. In the summer, we went on day long expeditions into forbidden territory -- the woods on the other side of the train tracks, the creek that wound its way through College Park, and the experimental farm run by the University of Maryland. 

In elementary school, I was known as the class artist. I loved to read and draw but I hated writing reports. Requirements such as outlines, perfect penmanship, and following directions killed my interest in putting words on paper. All those facts -- who cared what the principal products of Chile were? To me, writing reports was almost as boring as math. 


Despite my dislike of writing, I loved to make up stories. Instead of telling them in words, I told them in pictures. My stories were usually about orphans who ran away and had the sort of exciting adventures I would have enjoyed if my mother hadn't always interfered. 

When I was in junior high school, I developed an interest in more complex stories. I wanted to show how people felt, what they thought, what they said. For this, I needed words. Although I wasn't sure I was smart enough, I decided to write and illustrate children's books when I grew up. Consequently, at the age of thirteen, I began my first book. Small Town Life was about a girl named Susan, as tall and skinny and freckle faced as I was. Unlike her shy, self conscious creator, however, Susan was a leader who lived the life I wanted to live -- my ideal self, in other words. Although I never finished Small Town Life, it marked the start of a lifelong interest in writing. 

In high school, I kept a diary. In college, I wrote poetry and short stories and dreamed of being published in The New Yorker. Unfortunately, I didn't have the courage or the confidence to send anything there.  By the time my first novel was published, I was 41 years old. That's how long it took me to get serious about writing. The Sara Summer took me a year to write, another year to find a publisher, and yet another year of revisions before Clarion accepted it. 

Since Sara appeared in 1979, I've written an average of one book a year. If I have a plot firmly in mind when I begin, the writing goes fairly quickly. More typically, I start with a character or a situation and only a vague idea of what's going to happen. Therefore, I spend a lot of time revising and thinking things out. If I'd paid more attention to the craft of outlining back in elementary school, I might be a faster writer, but, on the other hand, if I knew everything that was going to happen in a story, I might be too bored to write it down. Writing is a journey of discovery. That's what makes it so exciting.

BOOKTALKS
from Nancy Keane’s Booktalks Quick and Simple:  

http://www.nancykeane.com/booktalks/hahn_old.htm
Dianna and her younger brother, Georgie, roam the grounds of the  Old Willis Place. Bound by strict rules, the two never dare to leave the premises or reveal themselves to anyone. As they watch from the shadows of the woods, another caretaker moves into the caretaker’s house.  Many have come and gone, but this time it’s different.  This one has a daughter Dianna’s age.  As Dianna longs for the companionship of a girl her own age, she struggles with taking care of her younger brother and knowing the rules. They must never reveal themselves.  What are they afraid of? What harm could it really do?
from Booktalking Colorado:  

http://booktalkingcolorado.ppld.org/Scripts/FullRecord.asp?ID=600
The new caretaker arrived at the Old Willis Place, Georgie and I were watching, just as we had for every other caretaker since Mrs. Willis had died. Of course we were hiding, so they couldn’t see us. None of the caretakers ever lasted very long. But this time was different. This caretaker wasn’t lazy, or a drunk, or useless. No, this one was young, sharp and energetic . . . and, he had a daughter who looked about the same age as me. Georgie and I were curious. But, as always we had to be very careful. We couldn’t be seen, we couldn’t make friends, we couldn’t go into the parlor of the house (in fact we avoided the house whenever possible, since there was that nasty ghost of Mrs. Lillian Willis to worry about) and we couldn’t leave the grounds. The first night, we borrowed the girl’s bike and Georgie wrecked it and we threw it in the creek behind a clump of pokeberries. Then another night Georgie slipped into the girl’s room and ‘borrowed’ her teddy bear. It reminded him of Alfie and the bear that Mrs. Willis stole. But, somehow the girl, Lissa, knew we were there watching her. Somehow she knew that we had taken her bike and bear. She didn’t know who or what we were, but she talked to us as if she knew we were listening. She seemed nice enough, and I was so desperate for a friend. So, I broke one of the rules and introduced myself to Lissa. But, I had to be careful of how much I told Lisa, and I sure couldn’t discuss the ‘bad’ thing that had happened to Georgie and me. I just couldn’t tell her all of the rules we had to follow. I was trying to figure all of this out and I noticed that Lissa was afraid of me. What was wrong with her? Wasn’t I a girl like herself? Why should she be so scared? She even sicced her dog on me. I turned and ran into the woods, crying as I hadn’t cried in years. What scared Lissa so much? What secret are Diana and her brother Georgie hiding?

LESSON PLANS / ACTIVITIES
From the William Allen White Children’s Book Awards site:

http://www.emporia.edu/libsv/wawbookaward/masterlists/theoldwillisplace.htm
Discussion Questions: 

Describe Diana, the narrator of the book. What do she and Lissa have in common? 

1. This book is subtitled “a ghost story”. At what point did you realize Diana and her brother are ghosts? What were some clues the author provided? 

2. “The rules kept us where we were, as much a part of the farm now as the trees, more firmly rooted to its earth than the deer and foxes.” (pg. 133) what are therules? How do they change? 

3. Why do you think the author included entries from Lissa’s diary from time to time? 

4. Miss Lilian is described by Diana as “…the snake in the garden, the witch in the gingerbread house, someone to fear, even though she was dead.” (pg. 4) How and why do Diana’s feelings about Miss Lilian change? 

5. What are some things Lissa learns during her time at Oak Hill Manor? 

Activities: 
 1. An illustrator’s idea of the old Willis place can be found on the cover of the book. Draw a picture or make a model of how you imagined the old house to look as you read the book. 

Note: to see photos of the actual house the author used as a model, visit:

http://www.preservationhowardcounty.org/Blandair/index.htm 

 2. Read one of Mary Downing Hahn’s other ghost stories, such as DOLL IN THE GARDEN, and compare it to this book using a Venn Diagram or other graphic organizer. 
3. There are many allusions in this book. Select one or two from the list below and use the internet to find out more about them:

Nero Romulus and Remus Mowgli

MacDuff Alladin Rapunzel

Roy Rogers LASSIE, COME HOME “Moonlight Sonata”

CLEMATIS by Bertha B. and Ernest Cobb (see if you can find out what this out-of-print book could be worth!)

Share what you’ve learned in a final product of your choice. 
4. This book follows a classic plot pattern of rising and falling action followed by resolution. When Lissa moves to the property, it sets a chain of events into motion. Create a timeline of the major events in the book which lead up to the final event. 
Similar books for further reading: 
Bauer, Marion Dane. A TASTE OF SMOKE Houghton Mifflin
Bunting, Eve. THE PRESENCE: A Ghost Story Clarion Books

Conrad, Pam. STONEWORDS: A Ghost Story HarperCollins

DeFelice, Cynthia. GHOST OF FOSSIL GLEN HarperCollins

Griffin, Peni. THE GHOST SITTER Penguin Young Readers

Hahn, Mary Downing. DOLL IN THE GARDEN; TIME FOR ANDREW; WAIT TILL HELEN COMES Clarion Books

Naylor, Phyllis Reynolds. JADE GREEN: A Ghost Story Simon & Schuster

Wright, Betty Ren. THE DOLLHOUSE MURDERS; CHRISTINA’S GHOST; CRANDALL’S CASTLE Holiday House

