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Book Summary and summary citation: (suggested resources include book flap summaries,
review summaries from publisher, book vendors, etc.)
Jeannette Walls grew up with parents whose ideals and stubborn nonconformity were both their
curse and their salvation. Rex and Rose Mary Walls had four children. In the beginning, they lived
like nomads, moving among Southwest desert towns, camping in the mountains. Rex was a
charismatic, brilliant man who, when sober, captured his children’s imagination, teaching them
physics, geology, and above all, how to embrace life fearlessly. Rose Mary, who painted and wrote
and couldn’t stand theresponsibility of providing for her family, called herself an “excitement
addict.” Cooking a meal that would be consumed in fifteen minutes had no appeal when she could
make a painting that might last forever.
Later, when the money ran out, or the romance of the wandering life faded, the Walls retreated to
the dismal West Virginia mining town—and the family—Rex Walls had done everything he could
to escape. He drank. He stole the grocery money and disappeared for days. As the dysfunction of
the family escalated, Jeannette and her brother and sisters had to fend for themselves, supporting
one another as they weathered their parents’ betrayals and, finally, found the resources and will to
leave home.
What is so astonishing about Jeannette Walls is not just that she had the guts and tenacity and
intelligence to get out, but that she describes her parents with such deep affection and generosity.
Hers is a story of triumph against all odds, but also a tender, moving tale of unconditional
love in a family that despite its profound flaws gave her the fiery determination to carve out a
successful life on her own terms.
For two decades, Jeannette Walls hid her roots. Now she tells her own story. A regular contributor
to MSNBC.com, she lives in New York and Long Island and is married to the writer John Taylor.
Nominated for the 2006 Books for a Better Life Award (www.barnesandnoble.com)
Provide an instructional rationale for the use of this title, including specific reference to the
OLSD curriculum map(s): (Curriculum maps may be referenced by grade/course and indicator
number or curriculum maps with indicators highlighted may be attached to this form)
•
Determine two or more central ideas of a text and analyze their development over the
course of the text, including how they interact and build on one another to provide a complex
analysis; provide an objective summary of the text.
•
Analyze how an author’s choices concerning how to structure specific parts of a text (e.g.,
the choice of where to begin or end a story, the choice to provide a comedic or tragic resolution)
contribute to its overall structure and meaning as well as its aesthetic impact.
•
Determine an author’s point of view or purpose in a text in which the rhetoric is particularly
effective, analyzing how style and content

contribute to the power, persuasiveness or beauty of the text.
Include two professional reviews of this title: (a suggested list of resources for identifying
professional reviews is shown below. Reviews may be “cut and pasted” (with citation) into the
form or printed reviews may be attached to the form)
Review #1
Publisher's Weekly
Freelance writer Walls doesn't pull her punches. She opens her memoir by describing looking out
the window of her taxi, wondering if she's "overdressed for the evening" and spotting her mother on
the sidewalk, "rooting through a Dumpster." Walls's parents-just two of the unforgettable characters
in this excellent, unusual book-were a matched pair of eccentrics, and raising four children didn't
conventionalize either of them. Her father was a self-taught man, a would-be inventor who could
stay longer at a poker table than at most jobs and had "a little bit of a drinking situation," as her
mother put it. With a fantastic storytelling knack, Walls describes her artist mom's great gift for
rationalizing. Apartment walls so thin they heard all their neighbors? What a bonus-they'd "pick up
a little Spanish without even studying." Why feed their pets? They'd be helping them "by not
allowing them to become dependent." While Walls's father's version of Christmas presents-walking
each child into the Arizona desert at night and letting each one claim a star-was delightful, he wasn't
so dear when he stole the kids' hard-earned savings to go on a bender. The Walls children learned to
support themselves, eating out of trashcans at school or painting their skin so the holes in their pants
didn't show. Buck-toothed Jeannette even tried making her own braces when she heard what
orthodontia cost. One by one, each child escaped to New York City. Still, it wasn't long before their
parents appeared on their doorsteps. "Why not?" Mom said. "Being homeless is an adventure."
Agent, Jennifer Rudolph Walsh. (Apr.) Copyright 2005 Reed Business Information.
Review #2
Kirkus Review
An account of growing up nomadic, starry-eyed, and dirt poor in the '60s and '70s, by gossip
journalist Walls (Dish, 2000). From her first memory, of catching fire while boiling hotdogs by
herself in the trailer park her family was passing through, to her last glimpse of her mother, picking
through a New York City Dumpster, Walls's detached, direct, and unflinching account of her ragsto-riches life proves a troubling ride. Her parents, Rex Walls, from the poor mining town of Welch,
West Virginia, and Rose Mary, a well-educated artist from Phoenix, love a good adventure and
usually don't take into account the care of the children who keep arriving-Lori, Jeannette, Brian, and
Maureen-leaving them largely to fend for themselves. For entrepreneur and drinker Rex, "Doing the
skedaddle" means getting out of town fast, pursued by creditors. Rex is a dreamer, and someday his
gold-digging tool (the Prospector), or, better, his ingenious ideas for energy-efficiency, will fund the
building of his desert dream house, the Glass Castle. But moving from Las Vegas to San Francisco
to Nevada and back to rock-bottom Welch provides a precarious existence for the kids-on-and-off
schooling, living with exposed wiring and no heat or plumbing, having little or nothing to eat.
Protesting their paranoia toward authority and their insistence on "true values" for their children
("What doesn't kill you will make you stronger," chirps Mom), these parents have some dubious
nurturing practices, such as teaching the children to con and shoplift. The deprivations do sharpen
the wits of the children-leading to the family's collective escape to New York City, where they all
make good, even the parents, who are content tolive homeless. The author's tell-it-like-it-was
memoir is moving because it's unsentimental; she neither demonizes nor idealizes her parents, and
there remains an admirable libertarian quality about them, though it justifiably elicits the children's
exasperation and disgust. Walls's journalistic bare-bones style makes for a chilling, wrenching,
incredible testimony of childhood neglect. A pull-yourself-up-by-the-bootstraps, thoroughly
American story. Agent: Jennifer Rudolph Walsh/William Morris Agency

What alternate text(s) could also fulfill the instructional requirements?
Title: Angela's Ashes Author: Frank McCourt
Title: The Liar's Club Author: Mary Karr
Title:
Author:
Title:
Author:
Title:
Author:
Title:
Author:
Document any potentially controversial content:
Brief strong language. Adult alcohol use and abuse.
Keeping in mind the age, academic level, and maturity of the intended reader, what is the
suggested classroom use: (check all that apply)
Gifted/Accelerated
GRADE LEVEL(S):

Regular
6

At Risk
7

8

9

10

11

12

Reading level of this title (if applicable):
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Suggested Professional Literary Review Sources:
School Library Journal
Horn Book
Bulletin of the Center for Children's Books
VOYA (Voice of Youth Advocates)
Library Journal
Book Links
Publisher's Weekly
Booklist
Kirkus Review
Wilson Library Catalog
English Journal (and other resources of the National Council of Teachers of English)
The Reading Teacher (International Reading Association)
Literature for Today’s Young Adults

