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Classroom Guide for
SWEET POTATO PIE
written by Kathleen D. Lindsey
illustrated by Charlotte Riley-Webb

Reading Level
* Reading Level: Grade 2-3
Interest Level: Grades K-3
Guided Reading Level: L
Accelerated Reader® Level/Points: 2.8/.5
Lexile™ Measure: NC860
*Reading level based on the Spache Readability Formula

Themes
Resourcefulness and Creative Problem-Solving, Family, Farming, Cooking, Finances,
Harvests, Teamwork, African American Interest
Synopsis
A drought destroys all the crops that Sadie’s father has planted except for the sweet
potatoes. Although he is hardworking, Papa worries when a note from the bank arrives
threatening to take away the farm
if he doesn’t pay back the money he has borrowed. Mama says she will make sweet
potato pies and sell them at the upcoming Harvest Celebration. Everyone helps, and not
only do the pies win a blue ribbon, but the family takes many orders for more pies. With
the money they make, they are able to save the farm. This fictional story is set in the
South in the 1920s.
Background
The idea for the book Sweet Potato Pie came from author Kathleen Lindsey’s own
experience baking and selling her sweet potato pies using an old family recipe that had
been passed down for generations. Says the author, “In the fall, when sweet potatoes
were plentiful, the children and I would go into the fields and gather the leftovers that the
farmers could not use. Then we worked together, baking pies to sell for extra money
when times got tough.” Like Sadie and her family, Lindsey sold her pies at a community
event.
Teaching Tip
Sweet Potato Pie would be a good addition to a fall unit on harvest celebrations around
the world.
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BEFORE READING
Prereading Focus Questions
Before introducing the book to students, you may wish to develop background
information and promote anticipation by posing questions such as the following:
1. What are some good things about rain? How does a rainy day affect you? Why do
you think rain matters to farmers?
2. Have you ever grown or helped someone grow vegetables? What were some of the
things you had to do?
3. Why do you think people help one another? What are some ways families work
together?
4. What are your favorite foods? Why do you like them?
5. What is a harvest celebration? Why do you think people like to celebrate a harvest?
Exploring the Book
Read the title of the book. Then open the book so students can see the entire front and
back cover illustration. Ask students what they think is happening with the sweet potato
pies. What do they think the story is about?
Take students on a book walk to explore the book and to answer these questions:
• Who is the author? Who is the illustrator?
• Find the dedications. Why do you think people have dedications in a book?
• What do you see on the last page? Why do you think the recipe is included?
Setting a Purpose for Reading
Have students read to find out why sweet potatoes are so important to the members of
the family in this book.
Vocabulary
Have students write down words they don’t know. For example:
commenced
squealing
protector
ingredients
cymbals

spout
balance
kernels
anxious
restaurant

obliged
identifying
distract
celebration
churning

Let students work with partners to complete webs like the one shown below. Post the
webs so others groups in the class can have access to them.
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AFTER READING
Discussion Questions
After students have read the book, use these or similar questions
to generate discussion, enhance comprehension, and develop appreciation for the
content. Encourage students to refer to passages and illustrations in the book to support
their responses.
Literal Comprehension
1. How does a drought cause financial problems for farmers?
2. Why is Papa worried? What is he afraid will happen?
3. What does Mama do when the family has problems? How do you think that might be
helpful?
4. What is Mama’s grand idea?
5. How does everyone in the family help?
6. What problems does Sadie have?
7. How do Jack and Sadie try to trick Rastus?
8. Why isn’t it a good idea for Jake to take a shortcut with Nanny?
9. Why does the band cause a problem for the family? How do Jake and Sadie solve
the problem?
Extension/Higher Level Thinking
1. What kind of person is Mama? How does she act when things go wrong? How do
you know she plans ahead?
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2. How would you describe Sadie? Why do you think she has so many mishaps?
3. How would you describe Sadie’s family?
4. Why does Papa enter one of Mama’s pies in the contest? How does winning first
prize help the family?
5. Why does Papa buy a new china set?
6. How does the family’s success at the Harvest Celebration make a difference all
year?
7. Why do you think the author chose to have Sadie tell the story? How might the story
been different if Papa told it? If Mama told it? If one of the other children told tell it?
Literature Circles
If you use literature circles during reading time, students might find the following
suggestions helpful in focusing on the different roles of the group members.
•
•
•
•
•
•

The Questioner might use questions similar to the ones in the Discussion Question
section of this guide.
The Passage Locator might look for passages that describe the different problems
the family faces.
The Illustrator might draw pictures to illustrate each step in making a sweet potato
pie.
The Connector might find other stories about family life.
The Summarizer might provide a brief summary of the main characters in the book
and describe the kind of person he or she is.
The Investigator might look for information about growing sweet potatoes.

There are many resource books available with more information about organizing and implementing literature circles.
Three such books you may wish to refer to are: GETTING STARTED WITH LITERATURE CIRCLES by Katherine L.
Schlick Noe and Nancy J. Johnson (Christopher-Gordon, 1999), LITERATURE CIRCLES: VOICE AND CHOICE IN
BOOK CLUBS AND READING GROUPS by Harvey Daniels (Stenhouse, 2002), and LITERATURE CIRCLES
RESOURCE GUIDE by Bonnie Campbell Hill, Katherine L. Schlick Noe, and Nancy J. Johnson (Christopher-Gordon,
2000).

Reader's Response
Use the following questions and writing activities to help students practice active reading
and personalize their responses to the book. Suggest that students respond in reader’s
journals, essays, or oral discussion. You may also want to set aside time for students to
share and discuss their written work, if they wish to.
1. How does this story celebrate families?
2. In this story, the sweet potato pie is a comfort food that Mama serves when there is a
problem or a celebration. What foods comfort you? Who makes them? When do you
eat them?
3. Compare making a sweet potato pie in the book with how people would make one
today. How would collecting the ingredients differ? How would mixing the ingredients
differ? What parts of these processes would be the same?
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4. Study the illustrations of the Harvest Celebration. How does the artist show the
excitement? The sounds? Smells? Tastes? Do you think it would be fun to be there?
Why?
5. Have students write a newspaper article about the Harvest Celebration and the
winner of the pie contest.
6. The family in this story succeeds because the members work together. What are
some ways you work with others? Why is it important to do this?
7. Have students write an ad that Mama can use to sell her pies.
ELL Teaching Strategies
These strategies might be helpful to use with students who are English language
learners.
1. Assign ELL students to read the poems aloud with strong English readers/speakers.
2. Have each student write three questions about the poems. Then let students pair up
and discuss the answers to the questions.
3. Depending on students’ level of English proficiency, after the first reading:
• Review the illustrations in order and have students summarize what is happening
on each page, first orally, then in writing.
• Have students work in pairs to retell either the plot of the book or key details. Then
ask students to write a short summary, synopsis, or opinion about what they have
read.
4. Have students give a short talk about what they admire about a character or central
figure in the story.
INTERDISCIPLINARY ACTIVITIES
Use some of the following activities to help students integrate their reading experiences
with other curriculum areas.
Social Studies
In the book, Sadie’s family sells sweet potato pies at a local Harvest Celebration.
Discuss when and why communities hold these events and then have students do
research to learn about harvest festivals (including Thanksgiving) in the United States
and around the world. Remind students that state fairs often coincide with harvest time.
Have students create presentations of their findings.
Science
1. Have interested students find out more about drought. Questions they might answer
include:
• What kinds of conditions cause drought?
• What kinds of damage do droughts cause?
• How do people manage during droughts?
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2. Bring in sweet potatoes for students to study. Help students discover information
such as how sweet potatoes grow, what part of the plant people eat, the nutritional
value of sweet potatoes, and states that are the leading growers. If possible, prepare
at home or enlist parents to prepare the pie in the recipe in the book or other sweet
potato dishes for students to taste.
Math
Use the financial plight of Papa—an overdue mortgage on the farm—to teach a mini
lesson on finances. Discuss and define terms from the book such as note, owed,
borrowed, selling, collected, order.
Art
Tell students that the author, Kathleen Lindsey, enjoys making quilts and telling stories.
Many of the quilts that she has made have a story behind them; she has even made a
Sweet Potato Pie Quilt which students can see on her website. (A photograph of the quilt
also provides the border for the recipe on the last page of the book.)
Suggest that students make their own drawings for quilt designs based on a favorite
book.
About the Author
Kathleen D. Lindsey wanted to be a writer from the time she was a child. She says,
“When I was four years old, my Mom would give me old junk mail to keep me quiet,
especially in church. I would scribble on every inch of those papers, pretending I was a
great writer. Then I had to read it to someone that had the time to listen. That was the
hard part!” Lindsey combines her talents in quilting and storytelling with an interest in
African American history and literacy for young children. She won the New Jersey
General Assembly Award for “A Stitch in Time,” a performance highlighting the history of
African Americans before and after the Civil War.
About the Author and Illustrator
Charlotte Riley-Webb was born in Atlanta, but moved as a child to Cleveland where
she earned a BFA from the Cleveland Institute of Art. She is also the illustrator of Lee &
Low’s Rent Party Jazz, a Notable Social Studies Trade Book for Young People. Her fine
art has been shown in major exhibitions around the United States and in many other
nations as well. In addition to painting and Illustrating, she has written and acted in
several stage productions.
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RESOURCES ON THE WEB
Learn more about Sweet Potato Pie at:
http://www.leeandlow.com/books/117/pb/sweet_potato_pie

Order Information
On the Web:
http://www.leeandlow.com/order (general order information)
By Phone:
212-779-4400 ext. 25
212-683-1894
By Mail:
Lee & Low Books, 95 Madison Avenue, NY NY 10016
Copyright © 1997-2012 The Active Learner
Lee & Low Books, all rights reserved.
For questions, comments and/or more information
please contact us at general@leeandlow.com
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