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ANNOTATION: This beautiful picture book tells the true story of a lifelong friendship between a man and an elephant. Born on the same day, Bram and Modoc, the elephant, were raised together in a small town in Germany. Their journey together includes a shipwreck, travels in India, triumph in the center ring at the Ringling Brothers Circus, a horrific fire, a forced separation of over ten years, and a remarkable, awe-inspiring reunion.

CLASSROOM CONNECTIONS

Possible Discussion Questions:

· What role does Mr. North play in the story? How is his view of Modoc different from Bram’s? Why did Modoc freeze when Mr. North tried to get her on the ship bound for New York? 

· We know from this story that Modoc, with Bram as her friend and trainer, became a famous circus performer. But what else was great about her character? Was she a hero? 

· An illustration early in the book shows Modoc’s eye close up, with her wrinkly skin filling out the whole double-page spread. In her eye, we see Bram’s face reflected back. Does this illustration say something about the theme of this book? What do you think is the central message of this book? What other illustrations did you find to be really interesting or beautiful? Why? 
· Bram and Modoc go through both sad times and happy times in this book. What are some of the sad times? What are some of the happy times? How did you feel at the end of the story? 

· Do any of you have pets? How do they show affection toward you? Do you think it is possible for a human and an animal to have a close friendship, like the one shown in this book? If you don’t have a pet, what kind of pet would you want and why? 
Lesson Plans on Elephants:

The Web site of the Elephant Sanctuary in Hohenwald, Tennessee, http://www.elephants.com/, has two extensive lesson plans on elephants, one for grades K-3, the other for grades 4-8: http://www.elephants.com/curr.htm. The Sanctuary provides a haven for old, sick, or injured elephants, many of whom had previously been part of circuses and zoos. Currently, there are 23 elephants who live at the Sanctuary. The Web site has biographies and photographs of each of the elephants: http://www.elephants.com/bios.htm. Since elephants have a long lifespan, many of their biographies go way back! The Web site also features an “EleCam” and “Ele-Diaries.” Both lesson plans provide extensive background information about elephants and include activity sheets that can be copied and passed out to students. The K-3 packet includes coloring pages, riddles, a word search page, and a cut-out puzzle page (children cut out the pieces of the elephant and put them back together). The 4-8 packet (72 pages long) includes a “Build a Paper Pachyderm” craft activity and an “elephant parts” activity (about adaptation to the environment). It also features an activity called “If An Elephant Followed Me Home” which allows children to envision the huge amount of food an elephant eats. This latter activity can also serve as a math lesson and for a general discussion on caring for animals. 

Lesson Plan on “Folktales and Ecology: Animals and Humans in Cooperation and Conflict”: 

http://edsitement.neh.gov/view_lesson_plan.asp?id=380. The National Endowment for the Humanities EDSITEment Web site provides this thorough 3-part exploration of the human/animal relationship. Its specifically geared to grades 3-5. The lesson connects the study of animal folktales with the study of current ecological issues. All three parts of the lesson plan feature classroom read-alouds of “helpful animal tales”. In the first part, children will learn how to identify story elements in these tales. In the second part, they will learn about ecosystems and “keystone species”. The third part focuses on how humans relate to animals, both in the stories and in real life. The World’s Greatest Elephant can either lead off this lesson or end it. The individual bond between Modoc and Bram may contrast to the lesson’s discussion about humans and animals in general, but it provides a model and a reason for the respect and appreciation of animals. EDSITEment provides links to the folktales to be read aloud. It also presents activity and discussion ideas. 

About the Illustrator, Ted Lewin: 

http://www.tedlewin.com/.

Ted Lewin had something in common with young Bram: he grew up with animals you usually see only in zoos! The biographical sketch on his Web site says that his family had a lion and a chimpanzee. His Web site also lists other books he illustrated, and these can also be presented in class to provide an up-close study of children’s book illustration. Many of his other books also feature animals, like Tooth and Claw: Animal Adventures in the Wild (about his own adventures with wild animals), Winter Shoes for Shadow Horse, and Elephant Quest (also about his own adventures).  The following link from the CBC Magazine Web site provides an article about Lewin’s art-making process in his own words: http://www.cbcbooks.org/cbcmagazine/meet/tedlewin.html. Teachers may want to read this article out loud to students. Some of his practices can be used to get children to do their own artwork: keeping a sketching journal, drawing from photographs, or copying from the illustrators (as he did when he was young). An interesting thing to note about his illustrations in The World’s Greatest Elephant is his use of color. Most of the illustrations are done in dark colors, like brown, gray, and yellow-brown, but sometimes he uses red, especially in the circus scenes. 

Activity: “An Elephant Never Forgets”: http://www.ringling.com/activity/education/lessons.aspx?unit=2&section=1&title=An%20Elephant%20Never%20Forgets. This fun memory game from the Ringling Bros. & Barnum & Bailey Web site helps children learn how animals are trained for circus performances. Students stand up, and the teacher presents made-up words for them to later try to remember. If many can meet that challenge, have them make up more words. 

Endangered Animals Printouts from the Enchanted Learning Web Site:

http://www.enchantedlearning.com/coloring/endangered.shtml. You have to be a subscriber ($20.00/year) to the Web site to gain full access to these printouts, but they are more than simple coloring pages. Students learn about the animals’ anatomy and other important facts about them. An “Elephant Quiz” accompanies the printouts for both the African Elephant and the Asian Elephant. 

WEB SITES

The Elephant Information Repository
http://elephant.elehost.com/. This site provides information about elephants that children will find very interesting, like how they experience joy and grief and how they have “greeting ceremonies” with other elephants after they haven’t seen each other in awhile. A teacher can glean quick facts about elephants which can help children understand Modoc better. Look under the “About Elephants” link to learn about their family structure, anatomy, and life cycle. The site does have an activist aim and speaks out against the use of elephants in circuses. (Note: its news section is out of date.)

Bagheera: a Website for Endangered Species
 http://www.bagheera.com/index.htm. Bagheera’s section on elephants (http://www.bagheera.com/inthewild/van_anim_elephant.htm) provides an informative overview of elephants and the reasons for their dwindling populations (habitat loss, poaching for ivory). It also discusses the historical relationship between humans and elephants and notes how elephants are considered a “keystone species”. The section ends with a series of “Questions for Thought.”  The site as a whole could serve to introduce childen to many other endangered species and human efforts at conversation. Its “Classroom in the Wild” section offers a detailed list of possible classroom activities. Though the activities are aimed toward a higher grade level, some may be adaptable to younger children. For instance, children may enjoy depicting an elephant’s (or other endangerered species’) natural habitat through drawing, painting, or poetry writing, as described under the heading “Use Your Artistic Imagination” (http://www.bagheera.com/inthewild/class_activities.htm).

CircusWeb: Circuses Past and Present

 http://www.circusweb.com/circuswebFrames.html. This site provides a historical perspective on circuses. It has a section on “Circus Lore” which includes a glossary of circus terms. Its “Circuses” section provides to links to circus shows around the U.S. and the world. 

CircusWorks Education Resource Center of the Ringling Bros. & Barnum & Bailey Web Site
http://www.ringling.com/activity/education/lessons.aspx?unit=2&section=1&title=An%20Elephant%20Never%20Forgets. This site provides a series of circus-related lesson plans for teachers. To get access to most of them, teachers will need to register with the site. But they can access the following without registering: three plans (like the activity “An Elephant Never Forgets” listed above), a circus glossary, coloring sheets, and a suggested reading list. 
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