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INTRODUCTION: WHY "ACROSS
FIVE APRILS" STILL MATTERS IN
THE MODERN CLASSROOM

In the landscape of young adult historical
fiction, few novels capture the raw,
human cost of the American Civil War
with the quiet dignity of Irene Hunt's
classic, Across Five Aprils. First published
in 1964, this Newbery Honor book tells
the story of Jethro Creighton, a young
boy growing up on a farm in southern

[llinois, as he navigates the brutal years
of a nation divided. For educators, the
novel offers a rich tapestry of moral
complexity, historical accuracy, and
emotional depth. However, in today's
standards-driven educational
environment, teaching a classic novel
requires more than passion; it demands
alignment with rigorous academic
benchmarks. This is where a well-
designed Across Five Aprils Study
Guide Ccss becomes indispensable. A
comprehensive study guide that is
explicitly tied to the Common Core State
Standards (CCSS) helps teachers bridge
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the gap between timeless literature and
modern assessment requirements,
ensuring students not only enjoy the
story but also develop critical reading,
writing, and analytical skills.

UNDERSTANDING THE
HISTORICAL AND LITERARY
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE NOVEL

Before diving into instructional
strategies, it is essential to appreciate
why Across Five Aprils remains a staple
in middle school and high school
curricula. Irene Hunt based her story on
the oral histories and letters of her
grandfather, who lived through the Civil
War. This authentic foundation gives the
novel a palpable sense of realism. Unlike
many war stories that glorify battle, Hunt
focuses on the home front, exploring

how conflict tears apart families,
communities, and individual
consciences. The protagonist, Jethro, is
only nine years old when the war begins
in April 1861 and fourteen when it ends
in April 1865. Through his eyes, readers
witness the struggles of a family divided
by loyalty to the Union and sympathy for
the South, the agony of waiting for news
from the front, and the painful transition
from childhood to adulthood in a time of
national crisis.

The novel also introduces students to
key historical figures like Abraham
Lincoln and Ulysses S. Grant in a
personal, accessible context. This blend
of fiction and history makes it an ideal
text for interdisciplinary learning. When
using an Across Five Aprils Study
Guide Ccss, teachers can
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simultaneously address literature
standards and history/social studies
standards, creating a cohesive learning
experience that saves instructional time
while deepening student comprehension.

KEY CHARACTERS AND THEIR
DEVELOPMENT: A FOUNDATION
FOR ANALYSIS

A strong study guide begins with
character analysis, as the CCSS
emphasize the ability to analyze how
complex characters develop over the
course of a text. Jethro Creighton is a
classic coming-of-age protagonist. At the
start of the novel, he is a playful,
somewhat naive boy. By the end, he has
shouldered adult responsibilities:
managing the farm after his father's
stroke, grappling with the desertion of

his beloved brother Bill to the
Confederate cause, and enduring the
deaths of other family members. An
effective Across Five Aprils Study
Guide Ccss will guide students to track
Jethro's transformation through specific
textual evidence, such as his changing
tone in letters, his decisions regarding
the farm, and his interactions with adults
like his teacher, Shadrach Yale, and his
sister, Jenny.

Other characters also merit deep
analysis. Bill Creighton, Jethro's older
brother, represents the moral ambiguity
of the war. He is neither villain nor hero;
he follows his conscience, even when it
alienates him from his family. Shadrach
Yale, the local schoolmaster, embodies
the ideals of education, patience, and
measured thought. Ellen Creighton,



Jethro's mother, demonstrates quiet
resilience and faith. By examining these
characters, students practice the CCSS
skill of analyzing how authors use
dialogue, action, and description to
develop personalities and themes. A
comprehensive study guide will provide
graphic organizers, character maps, and
discussion prompts specifically designed
to meet these analytical standards.

MAJOR THEMES AND LITERARY
DEVICES: DEEPENING
COMPREHENSION

The themes of Across Five Aprils are
profound and highly relevant to
contemporary discussions about war,
division, and personal integrity. The
most prominent themes include the cost
of war on civilians and families, the

conflict between personal conscience
and societal expectation, the loss of
innocence, and the role of leadership in
times of crisis. A CCSS-aligned study
guide should help students identify these
themes not through summary, but
through analysis of the author's craft.
For instance, Hunt uses the changing
seasons and the passage of time as a
central motif. The title itself refers to the
five Aprils of the war, and each spring
brings new challenges and losses.
Students can be prompted to examine
how the natural world reflects emotional
states, a skill that directly supports CCSS
Reading Literature standard 4
(interpretation of words and phrases,
including figurative language).

Literary devices such as foreshadowing,
symbolism, and imagery are abundant in
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the text. The death of Jethro's father, for
example, is foreshadowed by his
declining health and the increasing
burden on Jethro. The recurring mention
of the "Bible on the shelf" symbolizes the
family's faith and moral grounding. An
Across Five Aprils Study Guide Ccss
should include specific exercises where
students identify these devices, explain
their function, and analyze their impact
on the text's meaning. This type of close
reading practice is at the heart of the
Common Core.

ALIGNING THE NOVEL WITH
COMMON CORE STATE
STANDARDS (CCSS)

The true value of an Across Five Aprils
Study Guide Ccss lies in its explicit
alignment with specific standards. For

middle school and early high school, the
most relevant CCSS anchor standards
include Reading Literature (RL): RL.6.1,
RL.6.2, RL.6.3, RL.7.1, RL.7.3, RL.8.2,
RL.8.3, and RL.9-10.1. These standards
cover citing textual evidence,
determining themes, analyzing character
development, and examining how
authors structure texts. In Writing (W),
standards such as W.6.1, W.7.1, and
W.8.1 (argumentative writing) and
W.6.2, W.7.2, and W.8.2
(informative/explanatory writing) are
naturally addressed through essay
prompts and research projects. Speaking
and Listening (SL) standards are met
through group discussions, debates, and
presentations on topics like states' rights
versus federal authority.

A high-quality study guide will not simply



list the standards, but will embed them
into every activity. For example, a lesson
on Jethro's decision to write to President
Lincoln can be framed as an exercise in
understanding point of view and the
author's purpose (RL.6.6). A research
project on Civil War medical practices
addresses Writing standard W.7.7
(conducting short research projects). By
integrating these standards seamlessly
into the study of the novel, teachers can
confidently document that they are
meeting curriculum requirements while
keeping students engaged with a
powerful story.

EFFECTIVE TEACHING
STRATEGIES FOR "ACROSS FIVE
APRILS"

To maximize the impact of the novel and

the study guide, teachers should employ
a variety of instructional strategies. One
effective approach is the use of historical
simulations. Before reading, students
can research and role-play different
perspectives: a Union soldier, a
Confederate soldier, a farmer in the
border state of Kentucky, an abolitionist,
and a Copperhead (a Northerner
sympathetic to the South). This activity
builds background knowledge and
activates empathy. During reading, a
"character tracking journal" aligned with
the CCSS can help students collect
evidence for later analysis. For each
chapter, students note Jethro's
emotional state, his relationships, and
any decisions he faces. These journals
become the raw material for essays and
discussions.

6 Across Five Aprils Study Guide

2026-03-26



Across Five Aprils Study Guide 7

Another powerful strategy is the use of
primary source documents. Pairing a
passage from the novel with a letter
from a real Civil War soldier or a
newspaper editorial from the 1860s
allows students to compare fictional and
nonfictional accounts of the same event.
This directly supports CCSS Reading
Informational Text standards and helps
students understand the genre of
historical fiction. A well-crafted Across
Five Aprils Study Guide Ccss will
provide links to digitized primary
sources, guiding questions for
comparison, and graphic organizers for
recording similarities and differences.

Differentiation is also critical. For
struggling readers, the study guide
might include vocabulary lists with
definitions and context sentences, as

well as chapter summaries that highlight
key plot points. For advanced students,
extension activities such as writing a
eulogy for a fallen character from a
specific perspective, or composing a
poem in the voice of Jethro at the war's
end, push them to higher levels of
synthesis and creativity. A
comprehensive guide addresses all
learners while maintaining rigor for
every student.

SAMPLE DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
AND WRITING PROMPTS ALIGNED
TO CCSS

Discussion questions are the heart of
any literature unit. However, to meet
CCSS expectations, these questions
must require more than recall. They
must demand analysis, inference, and



textual evidence. The following sample
questions are designed to be used with
an Across Five Aprils Study Guide
Ccss:

e Character Analysis (RL.7.3):
How does Jethro's relationship with
his brother Bill change the course
of the novel? Use at least three
specific events from the text to
support your answer. What does
this change reveal about Jethro's
growth?

e Theme and Central Idea
(RL.8.2): The novel suggests that
war affects everyone, not just
soldiers. Identify two scenes that
illustrate the impact of war on
civilians at home. Explain how
these scenes develop the theme of

"the cost of conflict."

e Author's Craft (RL.6.4): Irene

Hunt uses the arrival of spring
each April as a symbol. Choose
one April in the book (1861, 1862,
1863, 1864, or 1865) and describe
what happens in the natural world
versus what happens in Jethro's
life. What is Hunt suggesting about
hope and hardship?

Point of View (RL.6.6): The story
is told from Jethro's point of view.
How might the story be different if
it were told from Shadrach Yale's
perspective? What information
would the reader gain or lose?

For writing assignments, argumentative
essays are highly effective. A prompt
such as "Was Bill Creighton a traitor or a
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man of conscience? Use evidence from
the text to support your claim" forces
students to grapple with ambiguity and
defend a position, meeting Writing
standard W.7.1. Informative essays
could focus on the historical accuracy of
a specific battle mentioned in the novel,
requiring research and citation (W.7.2,
W.7.8). The study guide should provide
rubrics that align with CCSS writing
criteria, including clear organization,
evidence-based reasoning, and
command of standard English.

ASSESSMENT IDEAS AND
PROJECT-BASED LEARNING
OPPORTUNITIES

Traditional tests have their place, but
authentic assessments often yield
deeper understanding. A portfolio

assessment at the end of an Across
Five Aprils Study Guide Ccss unit can
include a character analysis essay, a
creative writing piece from another
character's perspective, a research
component on a historical topic (such as
the Emancipation Proclamation or the
Siege of Vicksburg), and a reflection on
the student's own learning process. Each
piece can be evaluated using CCSS-
aligned rubrics.

Project-based learning (PBL)
opportunities also abound. Students
could create a newspaper from the Civil
War era, with articles covering events
from the novel, editorials reflecting
different viewpoints, letters to the editor,
and advertisements for goods available
in 1864. This project integrates Writing,
Reading Informational Text, Speaking



and Listening (if presented), and even
visual arts. Another project idea is a
"living wax museum" where students
embody a character or historical figure
from the novel and answer questions
from visitors. Such immersive activities
make the novel memorable and
demonstrate mastery of content and
skills in a way that a multiple-choice test
cannot.

Formative assessments throughout the

10

unit are equally important. Quick writes
at the start of class, exit tickets asking
for a single piece of evidence supporting
a claim, and small-group discussions
with observation checklists allow
teachers to monitor progress and adjust
instruction. An effective study guide
provides templates for these quick
assessments, saving teachers planning
time while ensuring they are gathering
meaningful data
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