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Section Summary:

We are introduced to the narrator, Aven – a middle schooler who is a person that was born 
without arms. These opening chapters use humor to show the audience how Aven deals with 
peers and/or strangers reacting to her not having arms. It also sees Aven’s life impacted by some 
big changes; family relocation to a new state, Aven moving into a theme park, and Aven starting 
at a new middle school. Aven also writes her first of six public blog posts about her life.

Teacher Considerations:
Section 1 includes 8 chapters that vary in length from 4 to 9 pages.

Things to consider as we plan for successful student engagement with the resource:
1. Aven shares how when she was younger, she would lie by telling extreme stories about how 

she ‘lost’ her arms to her peers when they asked (includes stories about burns, animal attacks 
etc.) (pg. 4-5 )

2. Aven mentions conspiracy theories and anti-government sentiments (pg. 11 )
3. Aven tours her audience around the theme park including a ‘fake jail’ to pretend incarceration 

(pg. 26)
4. Aven encounters social isolation at her new school, eating in the bathroom, having peer 

interactions that reflect lack of belonging/acceptance (pg. 22, 40, etc.)

Learning Intentions:

Grade 6/7:
- I can Interpret and communicate ideas using symbols and elements to express meaning through the arts. (Art)
- I can explore and describe how personal identities adapt and change in different settings and situations. (PHE)

Grade 8
- I can think critically, creatively, and reflectively to explore ideas within, between, and beyond text. (ELA)
- I can propose strategies for responding to discrimination, stereotyping, and bullying. (PHE)

ENGAGE
(Learning that activates or hooks student engagement and targets instruction about context.)

ELL Consideration:
Scan the Section Summary for content that requires context. Look-up images that can provide visual cues 
that will benefit all learners. Project these images as you read.

Possible suggestions for visual context building:
Place: Kansas vs. Arizona
Concept: Western Theme Park

Talking Circle Prompts:
- What makes you unique?
- What are your gifts? (gift here used not as a present or materialistic item but as a 

quality, trait or personal strength)
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REPRESENTATION 
(Learning that checks-in on student understanding(s) and builds comprehension and knowledge.)

Before students can apply what they have learned, take time to check if they’ve learned it. This 
guide has compiled Vocabulary and Comprehension Strategies to support building and 
checking student understandings. These strategies were selected to be universal (used across 
subject areas) and to be chunked and/or broken down into pieces.

These strategies are meant to build student skills and encourage overall literacy.

Below is a selection of suggested Vocabulary – at the end of this guide are additional vocabulary 
supports organized by section.

ACTION & EXPRESSION 
(Learning that supports student application of understanding and knowledge.)

Saguaro Cactus Close Reading
In pairs or small groups, invite students to do a close reading of this text excerpt. This page is 
significant because the title of the text is revealed. An option for engagement is an attached 
three questions comprehension strategy support. (Printable quote and strategy page attached)

Or read aloud the excerpt and have students individually or in small groups reflect on the 
following prompts:

What are the teachings in this quote?
What does it mean by ‘insignificant’?

All Around Us
Inspired my Aven’s reflection about her life in relation to the life of a saguaro cactus, have 
students apply this concept to their immediate outdoor environment.

Have students brainstorm the plants and/or animals found locally – these elements are part of 
our community. By prompting students to widen their view of ‘community members’, beyond 
human community members, we are embedding Indigenous worldviews and perspectives into 
our classroom learning. 

Specifically –First Peoples Principles of Learning: Learning is …focused on a sense of place.

Students in this activity can be encouraged to apply a varied, seasonal and/or generational 
perspective.

Varied perspective- vantage point, how/what might this community member witness/see from 
their viewpoint?
Seasonal perspective- how/what might this community member’s perspective change, heighten 
based on seasons?
Generational perspective- how/what might this community have witnessed over time?

pg. 21 self conscious pg. 22 dexterous 

pg. 40 depressing pg. 41 coward 

pg. 41 secluded pg. 42 contagious 

pg. 44 ostracized pg. 45 Saguaro
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ACTION & EXPRESSION CONTINUED…
(Learning that supports student application of understanding and knowledge.)

Examples of local elements that could be used instead of a saguaro cactus for this activity:
• Cedar Tree (Time, seasonal changes, spanning height)
• Canadian Goose (aerial view, seasonal viewpoint coming and going)
• Eagle (aerial view, present for all season, climate changes)
• Salmon (view from below, seasonal etc.)
• Local water way (like a creek/river, or pond)

See attached organizer for students to think about local environment elements creatively and or 
reflectively as witnesses to the world around them.

One-Pager: Ongoing Cumulative Activity
The One-Pager is a cumulative activity that results in a final assignment for the novel on page 88 
of this guide. 

One of the key parts of the one-pager is to respond to quotes chosen from the novel. It is 
advisable that if you intend to use the one-pager as a cumulative activity, that you collect quotes 
as a class throughout your reading of the novel. Then, at the conclusion of the novel, students 
will have a bank of quotes to choose from.

Gathering quotes: pause at the end of Section 1 and identify key moment(s) in the novel and 
pull quote(s) to store as a reminder. This could be an ongoing shareable word document, stored 
on chart paper as you read as a class, or another visible and editable structure to support visible  
ongoing quote analysis. When recording the quote - make note of the page number and if 
relevant – who is speaking.

Grade 8 Extension Text:
Supplementary Text Comparison: Alvin & Me
Read the Short Story: ‘Alvin and Me’ (Printable Copy attached):
Have students do a compare and contrast between Section 1 of the novel and the short story 
Alvin & Me, with specific focus on the theme of belonging.

This could be done individually, in pairs or in small groups. Students should be encouraged to 
go beyond content in their comparison to include perspective, form, etc.
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Saguaro Cactus Close Reading



Right There 
Questions

How old is a saguaro cactus? Respond in full sentence form.

Think & 
Search 

Questions

What are two events that the saguaro has witnessed? Respond in full sentence 
form.

Author & Me 
Questions

What does the author mean by, “I am entirely insignificant event in the life of 
this cactus”? Respond in full sentence form.

Extension: Write your own question below – and record what type of question you are creating.
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Name: ______________________________

Saguaro Cactus Close Reading



Class Brainstorm: What natural elements (animals, plants, trees, rivers, etc) exist in our 
community?

Choose one of the natural elements from your brainstorm and use your imagination.

Personal Brainstorm: How does _____________see 
the world? 

Personal Brainstorm: What does this 
_______________see/notice about your community? 
What historical events, changes, or events has it 
witnessed? (TIP: It might be a good idea to think 
about how old your element is!)

Create an image, comic or short paragraph that communicates a story about your 
community from your chosen unique perspective. Include your best ideas from your 

personal brainstorm.

All Around Us
Name: ______________________________
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Comparison:
Name: ______________________________

Insignificant Events in the Life of a Cactus & Alvin and Me

Differences:

Similarities:

Use the below chart to compare the experiences of Chris (the narrator of Alvin and Me) 
and Aven (the narrator of Insignificant Events…). How do these stories and experiences 
differ and how are they similar? Use the chart below. 

Insignificant Events… Alvin & Me:
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