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Summary of Book

(Note to Curriculum Guide Writer: Capture the summary from the author’s website. Either source the summary or rewrite. Make certain to always provide credit. The summary only needs to be one or two paragraphs)

A Place to Stand is the authorized story of Jimmy Santiago Baca’s transformation from a functionally illiterate convict to an award-winning poet, novelist and screenwriter.

Through poetic re-creations, animation, archive footage and first-hand accounts, the film travels with Jimmy as he unfolds his extraordinary life.

A Place to Stand follows Jimmy’s path from Estancia, New Mexico – where he lived with his indigenous grandparents – through childhood abandonment, adolescent drug dealing, a DEA bust where a federal agent was shot, and a subsequent 5-year narcotics sentence at Arizona State Prison in Florence, one of the most violent prisons in the country. Jimmy survived by exploring deep within himself, discovering poetry at his soul's core. His writing liberated him from the death and decay that surrounded him, healing the wounds of his childhood and opening him to a new future.

About the Author 
(Note to Curriculum Guide Writer: Capture the author background from the author’s website. Either source the summary or rewrite. Make certain to always provide credit. The author summary only needs to be one or two paragraphs)

• Birth—January 2, 1952 
• Where—Sante Fe, New Mexico, USA 
• Education—B.A., Ph.D., University of New Mexico
• Awards—American Book Award, Pushcart Prize, International
   Hispanic Heritage Award, International Award.
• Currently—lives in southwestern USA

Born in New Mexico of Indio-Mexican descent, Jimmy Santiago Baca was raised first by his grandmother and later sent to an orphanage. A runaway at age 13, it was after Baca was sentenced to five years in a maximum security prison that he began to turn his life around: he learned to read and write and unearthed a voracious passion for poetry.

During a fateful conflict with another inmate, Jimmy was shaken by the voices of poets Pablo Neruda and Federico Garcia Lorca, and made a choice that would alter his destiny. Instead of becoming a hardened criminal, he emerged from prison a writer. Baca sent three of his poems to Denise Levertov, the poetry editor of Mother Jones. The poems were published and became part of Immigrants in Our Own Land, published in 1979, the year he was released from prison.

He earned his GED later that same year. He is the winner of the Pushcart Prize, the American Book Award, the International Hispanic Heritage Award and for his memoir, A Place to Stand, the prestigious International Award. In 2006 he won the Cornelius P. Turner Award. The national award recognizes one GED graduate a year who has made outstanding contributions to society in education, justice, health, public service and social welfare.

Baca has devoted his post-prison life to writing and teaching others who are overcoming hardship. His themes include American Southwest barrios, addiction, injustice, education, community, love and beyond. He has conducted hundreds of writing workshops in prisons, community centers, libraries, and universities throughout the country.

In 2005 he created Cedar Tree Inc., a nonprofit foundation that works to give people of all walks of life the opportunity to become educated and improve their lives. Cedar Tree provides free instruction, books, writing material and scholarships. Cedar Tree has an ongoing writing workshop in the Albuquerque Women's Prison and at the South Valley Community Center. Cedar Tree also has an Internship program that provides live-in writing scholarships at Wind River Ranch, and in the south valley of Albuquerque. The program allows students, writers and poets the opportunity to write, attend poetry readings, conduct writing workshops, and work on documentary film production.

Radio/TV Appearances
National Public Radio, Good Morning America, National Discovery Channel, PBS Language of Life with Bill Moyers, CBS Sunday Morning with Charles Osgood.

Special Projects 
Founded Black Mesa Enterprises, a grassroots entertainment cooperative that modeled constructive patterns of living to troubled and at-risk teenagers and focused on respect of self and others. Members abided by strict rules regarding responsible behavior and avoidance of drugs, alcohol and violence, while participating in the business by writing, performing and recording rap and poetry, designing and selling T-shirts, promoting literacy with free books.

Facilitated an intensive writing workshop for unemployed steelworkers in Chicago, and the compilation of In the Heat, an anthology of their poetry, which was published by Cedar Hill Publications to acclaim.

Provided free readings and workshops at countless elementary, junior high and high schools, colleges, universities, reservations, barrio community centers, white ghettos and housing projects from coast to coast. Tutored many kids in reading and writing, arranged readings for them at local bookstores, mentored and motivated children and young adults in writing, publishing and constructive living. (From the publisher)

Learning Target for Discussion Questions:

· Criminal Justice System and its flaws, how can we fix it?
· Punishment and deterrence 
· Transformation within self 
· What are the societal structures that support transformation? What are we lacking? 

Discussion Questions
(Note to Curriculum Guide Writer: As you read through the book, think of appropriate/applicable questions. Keep in mind that the questions should be directed to a 9th/10th grade reading level. Try to avoid yes-or-no questions without requiring further elaboration from students, e.g., how, why)
Title:
(Note to Curriculum Guide Writer:  If the title is self-evident, a question(s) regarding the title may not be necessary or applicable)
What does the title, A Place to Stand, mean to you? What do you think Jimmy Baca was trying to convey to his audience with the title of his memoir?
Context:
(Note to Curriculum Guide Writer: You do not need to have questions in every section. This section is just a guideline to ensure comparability with the other curriculum guides)
To what extent was Jimmy Santiago Baca's youth and young adulthood a result of a broken family? What kind of example does Jimmy's story offer for the nurture vs. nature argument?
On page 1, Jimmy starts his prologue by stating, “I was five years old the first time I ever set foot in prison.” Do you think he was predestined to lead the lifestyle he did because that’s what he was exposed to as a young child? On page 4, he notes, “[I] have been preparing for [prison] from an early age,” even calling it an “apprenticeship.” What do you think Jimmy meant by that statement?

On page 4, Jimmy writes, “feeling inferior in a white world, alien and ashamed, I longed for another place to live, outside of society.” Do you think his feeling of being an outsider led him to feel that he “belonged” at Florence? (p. 4) 
How did the childcare and legal system fail Jimmy? To what degree was he...or was he not...responsible for his actions?
In what way did reading literature help Jimmy begin to heal? What about his writing—how did it help him? How did writing and poetry first become an important part of Jimmy’s life? Was language an escape or an avenue through which to articulate his feelings and understand his past? Both? See page 5.

What does it mean to have a place where you fit in? What is the key ingredient to being accepted? 
Do you think there was someone in Jimmy’s life that impacted him in a positive way? Who influenced Jimmy in a negative way? 

On page 29, Jimmy writes, “I begun to feel early on that the state and society at large considered me a stain on their illusion of a perfect America.” What do you think of that statement? 

How did the detention center change Jimmy? Page 32. Consider Jimmy’s sense of place by the time he is placed back in the D-Home: “It was at the detention center that I first came into contact with boys who were already on their way to becoming criminals], whose friendship taught me I was more like them than like the boys outside the cells, living in a society that would never accept me, in a world made of parents, nice clothes, and loving care” (p. 32).
Structure/ Narrative:
(Note to Curriculum Guide Writer: You do not need to have questions in every section. This section is just a guideline to ensure comparability with the other curriculum guides)
Talk about one of Jimmy's early poems: "I am Healing Earthquakes," in which he writes, "a man awakening to the day with a place to stand / And ground to defend." What is the significance of those lines?
In a larger sense, how does the written word have the power to remake the personal world? In your own experience, have you ever been moved deeply by reading poetry or prose—or by the process of your own writing—to rethink the way you live your life?
Character:
(Note to Curriculum Guide Writer: You do not need to have questions in every section. This section is just a guideline to ensure comparability with the other curriculum guides)
Talk about Jimmy's steps toward redemption. What was the turning point or points? Who helped him along the way? What kind of qualities within Jimmy himself made the difference?
On page 2, Jimmy describes his relationship with his father, saying that his father would apologize for drinking excessively and not being a better father. Do you think his father loved Jimmy? Why or why not.


Describe Jimmy’s parents. What did you think of their relationship? 
On page 11, Jimmy states, “I remember him being two men. When sober, he looked boyish in pressed trousers, dress jacket, and white shirt, his appearance giving no trace of alcoholism. When he was drunk, he became vulgar and abusive, reducing himself to a pitiful phantom of the man he was when sober.” Describe this statement. (Activity: divide classroom into groups of 3-4 students, provide paper/pens, instruct to draw these two men, share with class).

Describe how Jimmy’s mom changed. See page 14. Discuss Richard and how he impacted the family unit. 

What did you think of Theresa? Do you think she loved Jimmy? Do you think Jimmy really loved her? Why or why not? Page 40.
Describe Jimmy’s relationship with his brother, Mieyo. How did discovering that his brother had been raped change Jimmy from a “passive observer” to engage in violence? (p. 32)
What do you think of Marcos? Do you think he was a good friend to Jimmy? Page 55.
Content/ Plot:
(Note to Curriculum Guide Writer: You do not need to have questions in every section. This section is just a guideline to ensure comparability with the other curriculum guides)
On page 20, Jimmy entered the detention center for boys. He states, “The bars weren’t there to keep us in so much as to remind us that we weren’t really wanted anywhere else.” What do you think of that statement? Did he deserve to be placed here for only running away from the orphanage? Do you think Jimmy was unable to fit into society? Why or why not?
On page 21, Jimmy describes a fight scene in the detention center and is “unsettled” by the nonchalant attitude of the victim (in the fight). He comments, “If I stayed here long enough, I too would be trained to feel nothing. After being stripped of everything, all these kids had left was pride – a pride that was distorted, maimed, twisted, and turned against them, a defiant pride that did not allow them to admit that they were  human beings and had been hurt.” What do you think of this statement? Do you think Jimmy is right? Why or why not?  How are the kids in the detention center and the kids at the orphanage different and why do you think this is? Helpful quotes: [The kids at the orphanage] hadn’t lost hope” (p. 21). “It was worse outside the orphanage” (p. 22). 
When he headed to prison at the age of 21, was there any reason to think he would become anything other than a hardened criminal? Were there hints that there might be another outcome for Jimmy?
On page 36-7, Jimmy is falsely accused of murder. Why didn’t he advocate for himself? 

How did the system fail Jimmy after his release with Marcos? On the night before they were released, Jimmy said that “after our last experience, I wanted to avoid drugs. I was looking forward to life again without having to be looking over my shoulder or worrying about being thrown in jail” (p. 55). Does this seem likely or even possible considering where Jimmy and Marcos were given a voucher to live? (p. 56) (The state seems to be setting them up for failure as referenced in next question).
Consider how the flaws of our criminal justice system transcend/extend beyond prison walls. The system in place did little to help rehabilitate Jimmy and Marcos to start a new life outside of prison. They “had nowhere else to go” (p. 56). How can we try to change these societal structures aimed to help transformation, or what are some suggestions to start a system for readjusting to civic life if one hardly exists? 
Recidivism means being re-incarcerated, returned to prison. In the United States, the Bureau of Justice Statistics reported 77% of former inmates were arrested again within 5 years of release from 2005-2010. That means that your chanlonniece of never returning to prison is 1 out of 4. Clearly these statistics play into Jimmy’s experience. Why is our national recidivism rate so much higher than that of other “developed” nations?
On page 78, Jimmy described his lifestyle as crazy. “Things were getting crazier, faster, reeling out of control. There was no structure to my life.” What did you think of Jimmy’s decision to sell drugs from Mexico? 

On page 82, Jimmy finally made the decision to leave the life of a drug dealer and live with Lonnie. What did you think of the FBI sting that put Jimmy in prison? Do you think he deserved the sentence? Why or why not?
On page 109, Jimmy describes his plan to blend in prison. He comments that you do not make friends in prison, just acquaintances. Do you think Jimmy made any real friends in prison? If so, who? 


Do you think Jimmy made the right decision to shank the black man that made advances? Why or why not? How did this single event change Jimmy’s experience in prison? 
Jimmy pulls himself back from killing an inmate when he hears "the voices of Neruda and Lorca...praising life as sacred and challenging me: How can you kill and still be a poet?" Comment on that passage.
To what extent has this memoir opened your eyes to life in prison? What kind of life do prisoners endure? Is there a better system? If so, what would it be? Or what significant changes do we need to make to the current justice system?
After his release, Jimmy attempted to reconcile with his family, only to witness more horror. How much can one individual endure? (This may or may not be a rhetorical question...it's up to you.)
10 General Questions for any book
1. How did you feel about the book?  What was the experience of reading it like for you?

2. What do you think the author was trying to accomplish with this novel? 

3. Who was your favorite character? What did you appreciate about him/her? 

4. Sometimes when we read we relate to a particular character.  Did you find anyone you related to in this book?  Why?   If you didn't, is there value in reading about people very different from ourselves?  

5. Consider the main character: what does he or she believe in? What is he or she willing to fight for?

6. At the end of the book, do you feel hope for the characters? 

7. Are any of the events in the book relevant to your own life? 

8. Was the story credible? The characters credible? 

9. What is the favorite book you've ever read, why?
10. What is your favorite Book -to- movie?  Why? What were the differences between book and movie?  What did you like better in which version?
Enrichment Ideas for Discussion

(Note to Curriculum Guide Writer: Capture enrichment ideas for facilitators to use during an ABG session, such as small group activities; accountable “talks”; games; role play; or props)
Have students submit questions to Jimmy Baca. Email questions and provide responses to ABG students. baca@swcp.com 
Have students write a short poem about fitting in or a life change. They can share in a small group. 

Split book into two sessions (Chapter 1-6, 7-end). Here are questions for Chapter 7 to the end.

Questions for A Place to Stand ABG Session, 1/8/14

How does Jimmy change after being in isolation the first time? (p. 154-155, as reference) What do you think causes this change in him?

What does remembering Estancia do for Jimmy? (p. 149, as reference to his "escape") What are some ways/things you do to escape when times are bad, and how does this time "away" refresh and/or change you?

What kind of change can you notice in how Jimmy narrates the book after he starts daydreaming? (p. 152, as example of how much more descriptive his writing gets; p. 156, his descriptions of the people around him become much more detailed)

Even though isolation is meant as punishment, do you think Jimmy's time in the hole is beneficial to him?

How did you feel reading when Jimmy meets with the warden for the first time and is told "I don't need proof [of Jimmy's craziness]. What I believe is enough." by the warden? (p. 158)

How can other people's perceptions of us influence our behaviors and our own opinions of ourselves?

How and why does Jimmy's attitude and behavior change after his first reclass hearing when his request to attend school is denied?

How can hopefulness or lack of hope affect us in our actions and attitudes?

Why does he refuse to work, and do you think this decision is a good or bad one? What do you think you would do if you were in his position?

How do Jimmy's memories change when he's in isolation for the second time? (p. 172, 174) What do these memories reveal to him about why he refused to work? (p. 175 "...I could never tolerate the betrayals that had marked my life, stretching back to my earliest years.")

After Jimmy's in the dungeon, what sparks another change in him/ why does he start reading and writing? (p. 183 letters from Harry)

What do Harry's letters (and later on, the letters to and from others) do for Jimmy? (p. 189, "...the world was opening up to me through writing and reading.")

How does poetry help Jimmy start to come alive?

On page 190, he writes, "...it filled me with bitter awareness that being in prison could turn a man into a monster." Then on page 210, he writes, "If I had stayed longer in the dungeon, who knows what kind of person I might have become."
What keeps Jimmy from becoming a "monster" while he's in prison?

What keeps him from killing his cellmate during their fight in the yard? (p. 206) Whose voices can he hear, and what do they say?

How does Jimmy's hopefulness or lack of hope affect his behaviors and ability to cope in prison?

Why was Jimmy upset about leaving his friends upon his release from prison?

How did you feel at the end of the book, in the epilogue when Jimmy continues to endure such tragedies? 

Do you feel that all of his struggles and experiences have made him a stronger or weaker person?

Do you feel like he finds "a place to stand" and if so, how does he?

What does the book (especially in the very end) portray about forgiveness? What's the relationship between forgiveness and freedom?

(From the curriculum guide)
To what extent has this memoir opened your eyes to life in prison? What kind of life do prisoners endure? Is there a better system? If so, what would it be?
Email author – here is his response from January 10, 2014:

How did it feel when you forgave someone?  (I think the question was more along the lines of how you could forgive the people who had treated you so badly.)

It felt good, I figured they were worse than me since I could treat people with respect and they couldn't, they were no better than rabid dogs. I pitied them.

2. How did you feel when you were being chased by the FBI?

Felt ok, I mean the FBI didn't catch me, I turned myself in because I had no money-- I ran circles around them. They’re mean and brutal, though, and I got my butt whipped when they finally handcuffed me. 

3. I like all songs. 

Be well brothers and sister and keep the faith, we're all doctors, poets, geniuses, we just need to believe in ourselves and have faith-- 

jimmy

Enrichment Ideas for Teachers
(Note to Curriculum Guide Writer: Capture enrichment ideas for teachers to implement book into language arts curriculum, such as writing or art projects; lessons; historical relevance; or vocabulary)
Watch A Place to Stand movie: http://www.aplacetostandmovie.com/. Or, watch the trailer: http://www.aplacetostandmovie.com/media.html 
Review Jimmy Baca’s poems: http://www.jimmysantiagobaca.com/poems.html 
Review Jimmy Baca’s interviews: http://www.jimmysantiagobaca.com/interviews.html
Vocabulary Section: 

(Note to Curriculum Guide Writer: Provide vocabulary that may be challenging for students in this section for teachers to review with their students)
Common Core: 
http://www.layouth.com/behind-bars-four-teens-in-prison-tell-their-stories/ 
Title: A Place to Stand


Author: Jimmy Santiago Baca











How to Use the ABG Curriculum Guide: 

1. Review the author information, discussion questions and enrichment ideas

2. Select a few questions (e.g. 5-8) to ask/review at the ABG session

3. Reword the question(s) to make your own. Think of good follow-up questions. (i.e., What is the character’s relation to the family housekeeper? Are social classes important in Iran? What characteristics determine a person’s social class? Describe the family’s social class.)
4. Do not use the curriculum guide as your only source of preparation. It is recommended to conduct your own research in addition to reviewing the guide. If the guide is too overwhelming, please just use the questions/information that is applicable to you.

5. Make the facilitation your own – showcase your personality. The guide is designed to provide suggestions. Your facilitation should not directly mirror what is provided in the guide.

6. If you need more support, please consult your site manager and/or the Words Alive Program Manager.

