common core aligned teacher’s guide for

Upside Down in the
MidDle of Nowhere
By Julie T. Lamana

A powerful debut novel about strength, survival and love, set during Hurricane Katrina.

UPSIDE DOWN IN THE MIDDLE OF NOWHERE THROUGH WRITING
AND RESEARCH
The following questions may be utilized throughout the study of Upside Down in the Middle of Nowhere as
reflective writing prompts or alternatively, they can be used to as targeted questions for class discussion
and reflection.

•• In the opening of Upside Down in the Middle of Nowhere, Armani, who dreams of a grand celebration of her tenth
birthday, offers readers a window into her neighborhood, the Lower Ninth Ward, as she describes the homes adorned
with window fans, the local establishments, like Mr. Pete’s Donuts that are part of her neighborhood, and the canal
that claimed the lives of two of her uncles. In your opinion, why does her neighborhood play such an important role
in Armani’s story? How does her telling her story help her deal with the profound obstacles she faces?
•• Consider the cover art for Upside Down in the Middle of Nowhere. In what ways are the images represented symbolic
for the events that transpire throughout the course of the book?
•• In Upside Down in the Middle of Nowhere, Armani’s nemesis is her cousin Danisha. What do these cousins have in
common? How are they different? In your opinion, why do they act the way they do? Though she is cantankerous
early in the story, what does Danisha’s sacrifice of her spot on the bus tell us about her growth as a person and her
understanding of the needs of her cousins?
•• Early in the novel, Memaw states, “I sure don’t like the looks of that storm.” Given that weather forecaster’s
predictions initially put Hurricane Katrina in a different path, why might Armani’s grandmother’s life experiences
make her liable to still be particularly concerned about this storm?
•• Armani shares, “Sitting on the porch with Memaw was always my favorite time of day. Whether I was doing my
homework or finishing my chores I always did them without dragging my feet if I knew Memaw was waiting for
me on the swing,” and “We went back to the business of swinging. The high squeak, low squeak, high squeak, low
squeak sound of our rocking just made the feel-good feeling better. Being with Memaw was easy.” What is it about
their relationship that makes her feels that way? How would you describe their relationship? Do you have a similar
one with a grandparent or another special relative?
•• Do you think Armani is selfish in wanting her birthday celebration to be uninterrupted? How does she finally
reconcile that she wasn’t to blame for her family’s choice to remain at home and not evacuate?
•• After sharing the story Armani hears about a cow giving birth to a chicken, Memaw tells her, “You know, sometimes
we’ve got to think for ourselves before we start repeatin’ the foolishness of others. That’s all I’m sayin’.” Do you agree?
Why is her grandmother’s advice so on target?
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WRITING AND RESEARCH (Continued...)
•• Describe Armani. What makes her such a dynamic person? Is she the type of person you would
want as a friend? Why or why not?
•• Consider Armani’s relationship with her family. Do you find her relationships with her siblings to be typical?
Why or why not? How is Armani’s relationship with her father different than her relationship with her mother?
Do you find her to be closer to one of them than the other? Do you happen to have a parent with whom you
are closer? If so, why?
•• Explain the significance of the title, Upside Down in the Middle of Nowhere. In your opinion, do they accurately
describe the events and relationships portrayed in the book?
•• Memaw tells Armani, “You listen to me, child. There’s nothing wrong with my sugar that a warm apple fritter can’t
fix.” How does this statement really capture how Armani’s grandmother chooses to live her life? What’s the down
side to her not heeding the advice of doctors?
•• Upside Down in the Middle of Nowhere is told in first person; how would the story be different if there were
another character besides Armani was telling it? Do you thinking changing or limiting the point of view would
make the story better or worse? Why?
•• How does the death and loss of Memaw profoundly impact and change the lives of each of her family members?
Do you think they are ultimately better people because of what she has given them? Why or why not?
•• Consider the characters in Upside Down in the Middle of Nowhere; who did you like the most? The least? For what
reason? Of all of the characters, who did you feel was most similar to you due to his/her personality or experiences?
•• How do Armani’s understanding of and feelings for Matthew Boman change throughout the course of the novel?
What does she learn from their shared experiences? Predict what their relationship will be like moving forward.
•• After hearing her profess her belief that she was at fault for making her family stay, Matthew Boman tells Armani,
“Auntie Mama told us the night of the storm that stayin’ was an act of hope.” Do you agree with Auntie Mama’s
sentiment? In what ways do you find this to be true?
•• Using the phrase, “This is a story about…,” supply five words to describe Upside Down in the Middle of Nowhere.
Explain your choices.
•• In Upside Down in the Middle of Nowhere, what are the most impressive obstacles Mama has to overcome? Which
of these hurdles did you most challenging? Why?
•• In your opinion, what would be an appropriate way to deal with Uncle Alvin’s behaviour? Do you think Armani is
right to react the way the does?
•• For what reasons do you think Armani feels so connected to her cousin and best friend, TayTay? Consider the
evolution of their friendship--how would you characterize the relationship between the two of them, and how
does it change over the course of the novel?
•• Why do you think Armani’s dad made the right choice for jumping into the water after his son? Why or why not?
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Extended Writing and Research Prompts
Katrina was one of the deadliest and most destructive hurricanes in United States history. Using library
resources and the Internet, have students’ research Hurricane Katrina. Be sure to learn the following:

•• When and where did Hurricane Katrina strike?
•• What was the estimated cost of damage?
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•• What where the specific ways New Orleans was impacted?
•• What was the results of the levee breeches and what areas of the city were most impacted?
•• What was/continues to be the biggest challenges for recovery?
•• After gathering this information, have them create a visual presentation that illustrates their findings.
•• Throughout Upside Down in the Middle of Nowhere, animals from locations around the world are referenced
and highlighted. Using the novels as inspiration, use textual descriptions of the creatures to select one particular
animal to research. Place students in pairs and have them role play as news reporters giving a report on their
selected animal. To enrich the activity, record the “report” and allow students to use props and costumes
for their news report.
•• Upside Down in the Middle of Nowhere focus on Armani’s and her relationships with her family, friends, and
other acquaintances in New Orleans and as an evacuee. Consider your most special relationships. What makes
these individuals so important? Compose a personal journal entry where you share their thoughts, and be sure
to answer the following questions:
•• Who are the individuals who mean the most to you?
•• Why is that particular relationship so special?
•• What’s the greatest sacrifice you’ve made for the people you love?
•• In what ways have the changes you’ve experienced in your life affected those to whom you are closest?

To culminate, ask for volunteers to share their writing with the class.
•• Throughout the course of the novel, readers are offered great insight about Armani’s point of view based on the
events of Upside Down in the Middle of Nowhere. Assume the role of one of the secondary characters from Upside
Down in the Middle of Nowhere and draft a diary entry detailing what you experienced and witnessed. To prepare,
create an outline using the five W’s (who, what, when, where, and why). Remember to write in first person and
give special attention to sensory imagery (what you saw, smelled, heard, etc.)
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Upside Down in the Middle of Nowhere through Literary
Elements Analysis
Use the following activities to allow students to show their understanding of various literary elements in Upside
Down in the Middle of Nowhere.

•• Setting: Consider the setting for Upside Down in the Middle of Nowhere; why is the location of this story so
important? Using the descriptions provided in each of the books, illustrate the four places within the park you
believe to be most important to the story. In addition to the illustrations, include a short explanation of the
significance of each, and why you believe it is important.
•• Advice Column: Ask students to describe one of the problems faced by a character in Upside Down in the
Middle of Nowhere and write advice to him/her. Students may choose to be serious or humorous. Use the letter
format common to newspaper advice columns, where the person with the problem writes for advice and the advisor
writes back. Often the person seeking advice “disguises” his or her name with a descriptive name associated with
the problem.
•• Fortune Cookies: Have students imagine they are dining with three characters from Upside Down in the
Middle of Nowhere. Have them create fortune cookie statements for each character, making sure they tell
you which character received the fortune and why it is fitting.
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•• Gift Giving: Have students select five or more gifts that would be perfect to give to one of the characters
in Upside Down in the Middle of Nowhere; while these gifts can be tangible or intangible, they should be
things that he/she would really want or need. Be sure for each gift, an explanation for the gift and why
it is appropriate is attached.
•• If These Walls Could Talk: Ask students to create a conversation between one of the characters in Upside Down
in the Middle of Nowhere and some intangible thing (justice, love, goodness, greed, etc.) or his/her conscience.
Have them script the conversation for dialogue making sure they would appropriate punctuation.
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•• Character Report Card: Ask students to examine the ethical nature of a character’s actions and choices in
Upside Down in the Middle of Nowhere. Have them set up a “report card” using a chart and include the following
four categories: respect, responsibility, cooperation, caring, integrity, self-control, honesty, and effort. In addition,
include a teacher’s comments section. In each category, give the character a letter grade that you believe he/she
deserves based on actions and choices made in the book. In “comments,” use two specific pieces of evidence
from the novel to explain/support the grade.
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•• Character Analyst T-shirt: Select a favorite character from Upside Down in the Middle of Nowhere and create a
character analysis t-shirt. Identify the literary elements used by the author to describe the character, and then create
a visual representation of the character traits. The front of the shirt must include the book title, author’s name, and
the character’s name, picture and description. The right sleeve must list the character’s strength and the left sleeve
should list the character’s weaknesses. List internal and external conflicts, figurative language, and the story’s
climax on the back of the T-shirt.
•• Character Trait Silhouette: Working with others, create a character trait silhouette about your favorite or least
favorite character in Upside Down in the Middle of Nowhere. Begin by tracing an appropriately sized member of the
group onto butcher paper. The silhouette must be “life size.” The traced silhouette should reflect physical traits of
the character, so modify as you draw. Next, cut out the silhouette and include 10 values from your list. These need
to be the most important traits of your character. For each trait, a quote that supports the description needs to be
included. Inside the silhouette, include symbols which represent your character’s interests, personality, beliefs,
skills, or profession.
•• Character “To Do” List: Remind students that like us, literary characters have tasks they need to complete.
Selecting a character of their choice from Upside Down in the Middle of Nowhere. Begin students are to create a
list of the most important tasks at hand for that character with explanations as to why those tasks are so necessary.
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•• Visual the Scene: In small groups, have students select a favorite scene from Upside Down in the Middle of
Nowhere and create either a digitally or manually illustrated graphic novel for that scene. Using a digital comic
strip creator (e.g. www.makebeliefscomix.com/Comix/ or www.infinitecomic.com), have students begin by using
the strips to create storyboards for their scene. Have students select original art, images, and graphics. Alternatively,
students could assume the roles of two of the characters with each one’s personality + voice and have them interact
with one another by creating an extension of a scene from one of the novels. As part of the evaluation component,
consider panel size and number of panels, transitions and layouts, artwork, writing, and lettering.
**Correlates to Common Core Standard Reading Literature: Key Ideas and Details C.C.S.S.E.L.A. Literacy. R. L. 4.1., 4.2., 4.3. R. L. 5.1., 5.2., 5.4. R.L. 6.1., 6.2.
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READERS THEATRE ACTIVITY

Upside Down in the Middle of Nowhere Readers Theatre Activity
For Armani, New Orleans is both home and the center for her experiences during Hurricane Katrina. Using the
following directions, have students demonstrate an understanding of text structure by retelling and sequencing
a scene from Upside Down in the Middle of Nowhere.

•• Read Upside Down in the Middle of Nowhere with the class. After reading the novel, have students complete
a story analysis graphic organizer or a SWBS chart as a way to make observations about the characters, setting,
conflict, and plot.
•• To enhance understanding, take a well-known story (perhaps a fairy tale) and model writing a Readers Theatre
script as a whole class activity. After discussing dialogue and performance, divide the class into small groups that
will create an original script using a chapter from Upside Down in the Middle of Nowhere book as inspiration.
•• Next, allow students ample time to practice, and be sure to conference with each group to answer or clarify
any questions they may have.
•• Finally, it’s show time! Allow students to create costumes, props, and sets for the final Readers Theatre
performance. Groups will perform for other teams of students. For additional fun, consider filming each
performance to share with the whole class.

**Correlates to Common Core Standard Reading Literature: Key Ideas and Details C.C.S.S.E.L.A. Literacy. R. L. 4.1., 4.2., 4.3. R. L. 5.1., 5.2., 5.4., R.L. 6.1.,
6.2., 6.3. Integration of Knowledge and Ideas. C.C.S.S.E.L.A. Literacy. R. L. 4.7., 4.9, R. L. 5.7., 5.9.

ABOUT THE BOOK
Armani Curtis can think about only one thing: her tenth birthday. All her friends
are coming to her party, her mama is making a big cake with blue icing, and she has
a good feeling about a certain wrapped box. Ten years old is a big deal to Armani.
It means she’s older, wiser, more responsible. But when Hurricane Katrina hits the
Lower Nines of New Orleans and tears her world apart, Armani realizes that being
ten means being brave, watching loved ones die, and mustering all her strength to
help her family survive the storm.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
JULIE T. LAMANA lives with her family in Greenwell Springs, Louisiana.
Upside Down in the Middle of Nowhere is her debut novel.

PRAISE FOR UPSIDE DOWN IN THE MIDDLE OF NOWHERE
“Whether it’s about war, or terrorism, or natural disasters, I have always believed
that fiction tells a more layered and complete story of an earthshaking event than
all television and newspaper reports combined. In Julie Lamana’s novel of courage
and survival, you don’t just learn what happens to siblings trapped in the chaos of
Hurricane Katrina, you feel it.”

-- Nancy Lamb, author of The Art and Craft of Storytelling
and The Writer’s Guide to Crafting Stories for Children
This guide was created by Dr. Rose Brock, a teacher and school librarian in Coppell, Texas.
Dr. Brock holds a Ph.D. in Library Science, specializing in children’s & young adult literature.
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