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LOCATION
Bullding(s): OSMS
Classes/Grade Level(s): 6th Grade

ABOUT THE BOOK

Selection Title/Author: While | was Away by Waka T. Brown

Genre: Memoir

Lexile Reading Level: Grades 3-7 (Lexile unavailable)

Total number of pages: 320

Book Summary

When twelve-year-old Waka’s parents suspect
she can't understand the baslc Japanese they
speak to her, they make a drastic decislon to
send her to Tokyo to live for several months
with her strict grandmother. Forced to say
goodbye to her friends and what would have
been her summer vacatlon, Waka Is plucked
from her stralght-A-student life in rural Kansas
and flown across the globe, where she faces
the culture shock of a lifetime.

In Japan, Waka struggles with reading and
writing in kanji, doesn't quite mesh with her
complicated and distant Obaasama, and gets
made fun of by the students in her Japanese
public-school classes. Even though this is the
country her parents came from, Waka has
never felt more like an outsider.

If she's always been the “smart Japanese glrl"
In America but Is now the “dumb foreigner” in
Japan, where Is home...and who will Waka be
when she finds it?

Potentlally Objectionable Content (st all
categorles and at least one example, referenced with a page or
chapter number)

Implicit and explicit sexual content and
sexual innuendo
e The maln character's frlend writes her a
letter and references meeting a cute
boy- Ch 17
e The maln character accldentally walks
in on the boys' changing room after
swim class and the boys call her a
pervert and peeper; then the whole
grade starts talking about it and she is
ostracized- Ch 20
e A classmate mentions that she has a
crush on another classmate- Ch 23

Violence
e Main character's grandmother tells her
a story of how her father burned her
with a cattle iron for wetting the bed-
Ch 20

From Kirkus Reviews;

‘Book Reviews {1-2 link(s)) Note: reacher Is not res,oonsfbfe for broken ans

An emotional, contempiatlve {ale of risklng and growing. In 1984, a 12~year-old Kansas girl
spends five months in Japan with the Intimidating grandmother she barely knows,
At school, Waka Is used to beling regarded as a brain—as well as the short kid, At home, her
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Japanese Immigrant parents Worry that In striving so hard to be American, she Is losing touch
‘with her heritage. The solution? Sending her to Japan to live With Obaasama and attend a focal -
‘public school despite her strenuous protests: In her new Japanese schooi. Waka's langlage
struggles and cultural faux pas make her stand out—and not in a gooc! way, On the other hand,
she Is consldered tall and a jock. Breaking Into established soclal clrcles presents another
puzzle: But everything pales In comparison to learning to get along with her taciturn -
grandmother, whose traumatic history and emotlonal cosmplexity come to Ilght as thelr i
relationship deepehs, Waka finds Inner strangth she didn't know she had, cultivates greater
self-awareness, and comes to truly love many aspects of Japan, The author shares her story in’
‘a conversatlonal and accessible tone, Many facets of life In the 1980s will be as surprising as
the U.S,~Japan cultural differences that readers unfamiliar with Japan discover alongside
young Waka. International travel aside, the journey of coming to see 6nheself and others
through more mature eyes is a universally familiar element of the middle school years, adding
additional appeal, An emotional, contemplattve taie of rlsking and growling. (author 5 note)
(Memolr. 10-14) . !

ABOUT THE CLASS

Ratlonale for the Literature Selection (in addition to standards):

This book Is being used In 6th grade ELA as part of a cross-content ELA and soclal studies
project on the 5 themes of geography, culture, and modern countries in the Eastern Hemisphere.
Students will read the novel, and then research the country featured in the novel In preparation
for sharing what they've learned with the class. They will research the elements of the country's
culture and then they will evaluate the presentation of that culture in the novel they read.

This book has been selected because of its setting and genre. First, it is set in a modern day
country In the Eastern Hemisphere, and second, it is a realistic fiction novel that allows students
to learn about a culture by reading a story set in that culture. In addition to the culture of the
country, students will be asked to describe the 5 themes of geography in relation to that specific
country, and to evaluate whether the book’s author accurately and fully portrayed the culture,

The Ohlo Department of Education ELA Standards (list prlority standards only and
abbreviatlons of the main ideas of the priorlty standards) Link to Ohio’s ELA Stendards
e RL.6/1 Cite textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as
inferences drawn from the text.
@ RL.6.2 Analyze literary text development. B, Incorporate a theme and story detalls into an
objective summary of the text,
e RL.6.3 Describe how a particular story's or drama’s plot unfolds in a series of episodes as
well as how the characters respond or change as the plot moves toward a resolution.
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ALTERNATIVE TEXTS

What alternative texts would allow students to meet the same objectives?
1. Middle School: Escape to Australia by James Patterson
2. Rickshaw GIrl by Mitall Perkins
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