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“The Possibility of Evil” - Pre-reading Activity

Focus Your Reading

Characterization refers to the way a writer develops a character’s personality and traits.  A writer creates characterization by using any of four methods:  (1) describing a character’s physical appearance; (2) describing a character’s speech, thoughts, feelings, or actions; (3) describing other characters’ speech, thoughts, feelings or actions; (4) using the narrator to directly comment on a character.

Identify each type of characterization examples below.

1. “Miss Strangeworth… thought that there was nothing in the world like a fragrant summer day…”  

 ___________________________________________

2. “Half a dozen people turned… to wave at her or call out good morning.”






____________________________________________

3. “Miss Adela Strangeworth looked dainty as she strolled along Main Street…”






____________________________________________

4. “Miss Strangeworth never gave away any of her roses.”

____________________________________________

Author Study – Shirley Jackson

Directions:  Read page 184 and complete the following chart.

Main Idea of Section



  One Other Interesting Fact

	“Novelist at 16”


	

	“A Little Humor”


	

	“A Sad Ending”


	


During Reading: Discussion Questions

Pages 173 – 175

1. What is your initial impression of the setting?  Of Miss Strangeworth?

	


2. Writers often expect readers to make inferences about their characters.  What can you infer about Miss Strangeworth’s character from the fact that she will not give away her roses?

	


3. What sort of mood is evoked by the setting?

	


4. Who is Miss Strangeworth?  What kind of community does she live in?  How long has she lived in her community?  How do the other townspeople feel about her?

	


Pages 176 – 181

5. Do you think the fact that so many people seem to be disturbed or upset is important?  What might it indicate about the town?

	


6. What can you infer about how Miss Strangeworth views her letter-writing activities from that fact that she uses a dull pencil and cheap notepaper instead of her fine fountain pen and engraved stationary?

	


7. Recall Miss Strangeworth’s earlier conversation with Helen Crane about her baby girl.  Remember Helen expressed worry about her daughter’s development.  How does this letter shed light on why Helen was worried?

	


8. What does the description of Miss Strangeworth’s thoughts at the beginning of page 178 reveal about her character?  How does she justify her letter writing?  What does the fact that she likes writing the letters indicate about her character?

	


9. Identify and explain what is ironic about Miss Strangeworth’s insistence upon living “graciously.”

	


10. Consider what you have learned about Miss Strangeworth’s character so far.  Infer a possible reason for Miss Strangeworth’s interest in knowing if someone is in trouble.

	


11. Writers sometimes choose names for their characters that provide clues to their personality and traits.  What clues does Miss Strangeworth’s name provide about her personality?

	


12. Do you think that Miss Strangeworth “deserved” to be treated as she treated others?
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Vocabulary in Action

On your paper, write the vocabulary word that best fills in the blanks in the passage below


Everyone respects Miss Strangeworth.  Her gracious way of life is _________________ among townspeople, who often speak of it with pride.  They gaze with ____________________ pleasure at her roses.  They appreciate her concern about how the library spends its __________________.  She does not, however, return the respect that the townspeople feel for her.  She keeps her feelings hidden, of course, and speaks ___________________ to everyone.  Inwardly, though, she regards her neighbors as ________________ people, wicked through and through.  They have done few wrongs so far, but she sees their __________________ evil.  She believes that if this evil goes ____________________, it will take over the world.


It is ___________________ strange that the most __________________, or blameworthy, actions in the story are performed by Miss Strangeworth.  Her cruel letters are all based on suspicions, which she finds much easier to deal with than facts.  One of the persons who receives a letter, however, gets revenge on Miss Strangeworth.  This person doesn’t _________________ her, making her leave forever; the person just kills what she loves most in the world – her roses.

