
Author Study: Shel Silverstein
Essential Question: According to Shel Silverstein, how should we live our lives?

Overview:
Suggested Grades: 5th-6th Grade
Estimated Length: 1 - 2 weeks

In this unit, students will read 6 poems by Shel Silverstein that speak to the theme of how we should live our lives. Students will revisit the essential
question “According to Shel Silverstein, how should we live our lives?” throughout the unit. Students will read thematically-paired poems from
CommonLit and complete a graphic organizer that will help them track their own understanding of this question to prepare for a literary analysis
essay.

Vision of Mastery Skills to Teach & Reinforce

By the end of this unit, students will analyze 6 Shel Silverstein poems
that share a common theme. Students will write a literary analysis
essay that uses evidence from multiple poems to answer the question:
According to Shel Silverstein, how should we live our lives?

• Citing evidence from the text to support claims
• Analyzing the development of themes across multiple texts
• Writing a literary analysis essay
• Writing fluid explanations
• Identifying poetic devices
• Analyzing how a poet conveys meaning through poetic devices

Final Assessment: Synthesis Essay

Over the course of this unit, you have gathered details from Shel Silverstein poems about how we should live our lives. Use the evidence you have
gathered to answer the question: According to Shel Silverstein, how should we live our lives? Support your answer using reasons and evidence
from a variety of the poems covered in this unit.

Alternative Assessment: Alternative Activity

Over the course of this unit, you have seen how Shel Silverstein uses poetic devices to convey meaning. Create your own poem that expresses a way
we should live our lives. Be sure to use some of the devices you have learned and include an illustration. Include a 1-2 paragraph summary with your
poem that describes the devices you chose and how you used them within your work.

Assignment Relationship to Theme
How does this text answer the

Essential Question?:
How to assign
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According to Shel Silverstein, how
should we live our lives?

Reading &
Questions

"Where the Sidewalk
Ends" (5th-6th
Grade)

The speaker in the poem tells the
reader to go where the sidewalk ends,
which is a magical place not governed
by normal rules known to all children,
but presumably not by adults.

We should all seek out places where
our imaginations can run free from
the rules of everyday life.

From the text page, click the “Assign
Text” button or download the PDF.
Have students read the text and
answer the accompanying questions,
then update their graphic organizers.

Reading &
Questions

"Growing
Down" (5th-6th
Grade)

Mr. Brown was very grumpy and was
always telling kids to be more mature.
Then the kids challenged him to be
more like a kid. He began doing kid
things and enjoyed life more.

We should live our lives like children
by doing fun things and enjoying life.

From the text page, click the “Assign
Text” button or download the PDF.
Have students read the text and
answer the accompanying questions,
then update their graphic organizers.

Pairing Questions
for "Where the

Sidewalk Ends" and
"Growing Down"

A. the value in acting like an adult
B. the value in thinking and acting like a child
C. how exciting an imaginary world can be
D. how children should act

Answers will vary; students should explain that in both poems Shel
Silverstein contrasts adults and children to show that adults should try to
keep their childhood imagination and enthusiasm. In “Where the
Sidewalk Ends,” the adult’s world is “where the smoke blows black / and
the dark street winds and bends” (Lines 7-8). It’s a realistic but

After students read each text and
answer the accompanying questions,
have them use their annotations and
graphic organizer to answer the
pairing question set.

Multiple Choice Question: Which statement best describes a shared idea
within the poems “Where the Sidewalk Ends,” and “Growing Down”? [RL.2, RL.9]

Open Response Question: What message does Shel Silverstein convey by
contrasting (juxtaposing) children and adults in “Where the Sidewalk Ends” and
“Growing Down”? [RL.9]
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unpleasant description of the world. The child’s world, on the other
hand, is where “the moon-bird rests from his flight / to cool in the
peppermint wind” (Lines 5-6). This is a pleasant and interesting place,
and clearly better than the adult world. Silverstein is suggesting that a
childlike imagination is better than focusing only on dreary reality. In
“Growing Down,” Mr. Brown is “the crabbiest man in our whole darn
town” (Line 3) and focuses only on how kids should be more mature.
Then the kids challenge him to act more like a kid, and he accepts their
challenge. He explores and does childlike, silly things. It makes him
happy to act like a kid. At the end he says, “‘It’s much more fun, this
growin’ down’” (Line 80).

Reading &
Questions

"The Clock
Man" (5th-6th
Grade)

A child is not willing to pay anything
for an extra day. As an adult, he’s
willing to pay a dollar. As an old man
who is about to die, he will pay
anything for one more day.

We should value time because one
day it will run out.

From the text page, click the “Assign
Text” button or download the PDF.
Have students read the text and
answer the accompanying questions,
then update their graphic organizers.

Pairing Questions
for "Where the

Sidewalk Ends" ,
"Growing Down"
and "The Clock

Man"

Answers will vary; students should explain that in all three poems, Shel
Silverstein contrasts a child with an adult to show that being a child is
better than being an adult. In “Where the Sidewalk Ends,” the adult’s
world is “where the smoke blows black / and the dark street winds and
bends” (Lines 7-8). It’s a realistic but unpleasant description of the world.
The child’s world, on the other hand, is where “the moon-bird rests from
his flight / to cool in the peppermint wind” (Lines 5-6). This is an
unrealistic, but pleasant and interesting, place. In this case, the child’s

After students read each text and
answer the accompanying questions,
have them use their annotations and
graphic organizer to answer the
pairing question set.

Open Response Question: Now that you’ve read “The Clock Man,” revise your
answer to the previous open response question by considering what message
all three poems convey. What message does Shel Silverstein convey by
contrasting (juxtaposing) children and adults in “Where the Sidewalk Ends,”
“Growing Down,” and “The Clock Man”? [RL.9]
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world is much better than the adult world. The situation is similar in
“Growing Down.” In this poem, “old Mr. Brown, / The crabbiest man in
our whole darn town” (Lines 2-3) is contrasted with fun-loving kids who
do “silly” (Line 46) things. Once Mr. Brown starts acting more like a child,
he begins to feel happy and have “much more fun” (Line 80). Again, being
a child is portrayed as being much better than being an adult. Finally, in
“The Clock Man,” a child’s life is filled with “smiles” (Line 4), whereas an
old person’s life is filled with desperation for one more day to live. Again,
the child’s world is much more pleasant than the adult’s world.

Reading &
Questions

"Masks" (5th-6th
Grade)

The characters in the poem have blue
skin (their true identities), but they
hide it with masks (their false
identities). They therefore don’t
become friends or appreciate their
true selves.

We should be our true selves because
it will probably make us happier than
hiding our true selves.

From the text page, click the “Assign
Text” button or download the PDF.
Have students read the text and
answer the accompanying questions,
then update their graphic organizers.

Reading &
Questions

"Yesees and
Noees" (5th-6th
Grade)

People who say “yes” to everything
overwhelm themselves with too
much. People who say “no” are easily
afraid. People who think for
themselves live the best life.

We should think for ourselves.

From the text page, click the “Assign
Text” button or download the PDF.
Have students read the text and
answer the accompanying questions,
then update their graphic organizers.

Pairing Questions
for "Masks" and

"Yesees and Noees"
A. Both speakers disapprove of people who try to fit in with the
group.
B. Both speakers approve of people who try to fit in with the group.
C. Both speakers approve of people who take risks.

After students read each text and
answer the accompanying questions,
have them use their annotations and
graphic organizer to answer the
pairing question set.

Multiple Choice Question: How are the speakers’ points of view similar in
“Masks” and “Yesees and Noees”? [RL.6, RL.9]
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D. Both speakers disapprove of people who take risks.

Answers will vary; students should explain that both poems express the
message that when you hide who you really are, you end up hurting
yourself. In “Masks,” the two characters hide their blue skin under masks.
They want to find other people with blue skin, but because they’re both
wearing masks, they passed by each other “and never knew” (Line 8). By
hiding who they really are, they missed an opportunity to find someone
like them. Similarly, in “Yesees and Noees,” people who don’t think for
themselves end up dying. People who say “yes” to everything die of
doing too much, and those who say “no” to everything die of fright. But
the people who think for themselves “come out all right” (8). In this
poem, being yourself enough to make your own decisions is the best
way to live.

Reading &
Questions

"Underface" (5th-6th
Grade)

The speaker explains that he acts
happier and more self-assured than
he really is.

We should be comfortable with who
we are on the inside, even if we aren’t
perfect.

From the text page, click the “Assign
Text” button or download the PDF.
Have students read the text and
answer the accompanying questions,
then update their graphic organizers.

Final Assessment

Over the course of this unit, you have gathered details from Shel Silverstein
poems about how we should live our lives. Use the evidence you have gathered
to answer the question: According to Shel Silverstein, how should we live our
lives? Support your answer using reasons and evidence from a variety of the
poems covered in this unit.

After students have completed the
assignments above and updated their
graphic organizers, download and
hand out the final assessment. Allow
students to use their completed
graphic organizers to support their
writing.

Open Response Question: What similar messages do the poems “Masks” and
“Yesees and Noees” reveal about the value of being yourself? [RL.9]
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Alternative
Assessment

Over the course of this unit, you have seen how Shel Silverstein uses poetic
devices to convey meaning. Create your own poem that expresses a way we
should live our lives. Be sure to use some of the devices you have learned and
include an illustration. Include a 1-2 paragraph summary with your poem that
describes the devices you chose and how you used them within your work.

After students have completed the
assignments above and updated their
graphic organizers, download and
hand out the alternative assessment.
Allow students to use their completed
graphic organizers to support their
work.
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