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> TOMÁS RIVERA

Connecting to Curriculum and Students’ Lives!
HISTORY > Migrant farm families
LANGUAGE ARTS > Literacy, learning a new language
ARTS > Music, storytelling
SOCIAL STUDIES > Integration, unlikely friendships, generations, moving to a new home

EXPANDING THE CONCEPT OF LITERACY
What is a “text”? We invite you to consider the performances on McCallum’s Field Trip Series as non-print texts
available for study and investigation by your students. Anyone who has shown a ﬁlmed version of a play in their
classroom, used a website as companion to a textbook, or asked students to do online research already knows that
“texts” don’t begin and end with textbooks, novels, and reading packets. They extend to videos, websites, games,
plays, concerts, dances, radio programs, and a number of other non-print texts that students and teachers engage
with on a regular basis.
We know that when we expand our deﬁnition of texts to the variety of media that we use in our everyday lives,
we broaden the materials and concepts we have at our disposal in the classroom, increase student engagement,
and enrich learning experiences.
Please consider how utilizing your McCallum performance as a text might align to standards established for reading,
writing, speaking, listening, and language.
How do we help students to use these texts as a way of shaping ideas and understanding the world?
Please use this material to help you on this journey.
NON-PRINT TEXT > any medium/text that creates meaning through sound or images or both, such as symbols,
words, songs, speeches, pictures, and illustrations not in traditional print form including those seen on computers,
films, and in the environment.

THE WORK
OF ART
A NON-PRINT TEXT FOR STUDY

WHAT’S IT MADE OF? HOW CAN THIS WORK SERVE AS A
COMMON CORE STATE STANDARDS-MANDATED “TEXT”
FOR STUDENT STUDY IN THE CLASSROOM?

In this show presented by Childsplay in Tempe, Arizona,
a well-regarded – and instructive – book by Pat Mora
makes the transition to theatrical life. A grand total of
two actors play all of the roles. Of course, this means
principally the boy Tomás, whose migrant family lands
in Iowa, and the Library Lady he encounters there. Along
the way, these versatile thespians also take on the roles of Tomás’ parents as they drive through arid stretches of
middle America, worrying about their son’s future. And then, too, they are called on to move fluidly from character
to narrator and back to character. Pat Mora’s telling of the true story of Tomás Rivera – more about him later –
crackles with lively dialogue and zippy songs. Director David Saar keeps things moving along in a carefully crafted
production in which coordinated movement, seamless switching of characters and scenes, and simplicity of
approach carry the day. Sets are minimal yet specific. And colorful too! Moving
images on a centrally-situated screen help fill in location.
And the story itself? Well, little Tomás is just coming off a rather nasty run-in with a teacher who berates him
for speaking his native Spanish, when his parents announce the family is pulling up stakes and moving to Iowa.
Work of the vegetable-picking variety awaits them. As it turns out, however, the new “home” is little more than
a chicken coop – but some of the humble joys of family life – pan dulce and stories from Grandpa – sweeten
the hardship. Sent on an errand to the local Post Office one day, Tomás finds himself straying up the steps of the
neighboring Carnegie Library. Wide-eyed, he scans the almost endless shelves of books. A lady of indeterminate
years sidles up to the youngster. With a slight severity that encases a warm heart, this librarian – replete with
German accent – proceeds to induct Tomás into the world of reading. How this relationship develops is really
the engine that drives this work of art. Would we spill the beans by telling you just how? Suffice it to say that
Tomás and his new friend come to value each other. And value is what Childsplay is all about.

THE ARTISTS

WHO HAS PRODUCED
THIS TEXT FOR STUDY?

TOMÁS RIVERA

A good place to start when enumerating the folks who figure into this work of art
is the real life hero of this story, Tomás Rivera. A writer whose output has been
assembled in the highly-regarded Tomás Rivera: The Complete Works, he sought
to expose the harsh realities of migrant life – and to celebrate the workers’
resiliency. As an educator, too, he blazed a trail. By the time he had ascended
to the chancellorship of University of California, Riverside, he had become the
highest-ranking Chicano in public or private education. Born in 1935 in Crystal City,
Texas, the boy who bore up under the challenges of migrant life grew into the
man whose mission was to document those challenges and bring about change.
Education, he felt, was the vehicle for that change.
What’s your take on creativity? On inclusiveness? What about the joy of reading?
Well, author Pat Mora actively promotes all three. You may be familiar with some
of her titles. Dizzy in Your Eyes: Poems about Love is one. And another – also
award-winning – is Dona Flor: A Tall Tale about a Giant Woman with a Great
Big Heart. She has turned her formidable energies toward the adult reading
population as well. Zing! Seven Creativity Practices for Educators and Students
is one example. The many hats she has sported have included those of classroom
educator, university administrator, museum director, and national speaker.
She also founded the family literacy initiative Children’s Day/Book Day at the
American Library Association.

PAT MORA

Childsplay was founded in 1977 by Artistic Director David Saar and is a nonprofit theatre company of professional,
adult artists who perform for and teach young audiences and their families. They have presented hundreds of plays
in the past 40 years! About a third of the total presentations are company-developed or commissioned. Millions of
children and adults throughout Arizona and the rest of the United States have thrilled to these works.
The mission of Childsplay is “to create theatre so strikingly original in form, content or both, that it instills in young
people an enduring awe, love and respect for the medium, thus preserving imagination and wonder, the hallmarks
of childhood which are keys to the future.”

Diego Salinas – Tomás in this production – graduated from the Theatre Performance
Concentration at James Madison University. He has appeared in both educational and
professional film and theatre productions over the years and is ecstatic to be making
his Childsplay debut with Tomás and the Library Lady. Favorite roles: world premiere
of Stained Glass (James), The School for Scandal (William), and Picnic (Bomber).
He’d like to thank his family, friends, and Sierra for their continued love and support.
Check out TheOtherDiego.com for more!

Marthaluz Velez – Library Lady in this production – is a recent graduate of Western
Carolina University’s Stage & Screen Department with a BFA in Musical Theatre and a
Minor in Dance. Favorite recent roles include Marta in Company, Jacqueline in La Cage
aux Folles, and Goneril in King Lear. Marthaluz is thrilled to be making her Childsplay
debut! She would like to thank Mami for teaching her the value of hard work, the
cousins for being her eternal backbone, and her wonderful friends for allowing her
to feel limitless. For more info about the actress please see marthaluzvelez.com

CONTEXTS

WHAT INFORMATION SURROUNDS
THIS TEXT FOR STUDY & COULD HELP
MAKE STUDENTS’ ENGAGEMENT
WITH IT MORE POWERFUL?
The migrant life is an important and indispensable part
of Tomás’ story. The kinds of privation and discrimination
he and his family encountered in the thirties and forties
has certainly changed greatly since then. And much of
the credit for that change, it must be said, lies at the feet
of César Chávez, a name well known in our own state of
CÉSAR CHÁVEZ
California. Through Mr. Chávez’ tireless – and brave –
efforts on behalf of farm workers, great advances resulted when it came to fair wages, medical coverage, pension
benefits, and humane living conditions – as well as advances in the important if less tangible areas of dignity and
respect. He led the first successful farm workers’ union in U.S. history for more than thirty years – and today hired
farm workers account for about 30 percent of the farming labor force.
Sample of Spanish vocabulary used throughout the performance:
carro: car
compadre: close friend
cuento: story
elote: corn
espinaca: spinach
el tigre: the tiger
familia: family
gato: cat
la luna: the moon
lapis: semi-precious stone
libros: book
maestro: master
pájaro: bird
perro: dog
prestar: to lend
vámonos: let’s go

TO GET READY FOR THE PERFORMANCE,
STUDENTS COULD RESEARCH THESE:
> MIGRANT FARM LIFE
> MEXICAN CULTURE
> TEXAS AND IOWA

HERE’S A 60-MINUTE LESSON IN COLLABORATION & PROBLEM-SOLVING YOU COULD
TEACH TO HELP PREPARE STUDENTS FOR THIS WORK:
LINE OF INQUIRY – LOI is an essential question that generates a lesson:
How does Childsplay – through images & words – explore the journey Tomás & his family make?

ASK STUDENTS
Tomás and his family travel from Texas to Iowa in order to work. What do we know about either of those states?
What kinds of things might they have seen and experienced on the journey? In 1940 things looked very different.
What would be some good ways to research that?

HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENT
Discover all you can about the possible route migrant families might have taken going from Crystal City, Texas to
Hampton, Iowa in 1940. How might they have traveled? What might that vehicle look like? How would they have
dressed? What possessions might they have brought along? What would they see on the way? Geography, terrain,
animals, plants, towns and cities? Print out a simple map of the route along with some pictures.

ASK STUDENTS (WHILE VIEWING THE IMAGES THEY HAVE COMPILED)
What are some of the things we learned in our research? What do we see in this picture/map? Which things
seem contemporary? Which old fashioned? What can we tell about life in those times based on what we see
in the image?

TABLE GROUPS
Students share with each other the texts
and images they’ve brought with them. Each
group creates a map of the route, illustrating
in any way they choose, the geographical
features, terrain, plants & animals, towns
and cities, etc…that Tomás and his family
might have seen.

AFTER COMING TO THE THEATER,
STUDENTS COULD RESEARCH THESE:
> AMERICAN LIBRARY SYSTEM
> BOOKS AND LITERACY

HERE’S A 45/60-MINUTE LESSON YOU COULD TEACH AFTER STUDENTS HAVE
EXPERIENCED THE WORK:
DISCUSSION
Have students take a look back at the performance. What stood out, and why? Describe the performers. How
did they move? How did they use their voices? How was music used? What kinds of music? What were the
different songs and when were songs used? How did the performers interrelate – and how did the two actors
do all characters as well as narration? What emotions were conveyed – and how? What surprised you? What
do you want to know more about?

ASK STUDENTS
To create a page from Tomás’ diary, while imagining that Tomás writes a diary while traveling from Texas to Iowa.
It could begin: “Dear Diary, Today I...”and encourage students to refer to their illustrated maps while keeping the
performance in mind as well.

“I believe that
Tomás and the Library Lady
is an empowering story for young
people because it speaks about
following your dreams, about using
your imagination, the power of reading
books, and making new friends.”
> JOSÉ CRUZ GONZÁLEZ, PLAYWRIGHT
WHO WROTE THE PLAY IN
PARTNERSHIP WITH CHILDSPLAY

WHAT’S YOUR READ OF THIS NON-PRINT TEXT?
HOW WOULD YOU ANSWER THESE QUESTIONS - AND HOW COULD THEY BE ADAPTED AS GUIDING
QUESTIONS TO SPARK STUDENT DISCUSSION?
> How did the performers handle all the roles and the narration? How did they effect transitions?
> Describe the costumes. How were these clues regarding time, location, and class?
> How did the themes of adversity and problem-solving play out?
> What were some of the other themes in this work?
> What role did humor play in this presentation?
> What did you notice about pacing?
> What were some of the songs? How were songs used?
> What did lighting contribute?
> How is a work like this an effective vehicle for addressing social challenges?
> What did you find yourself responding most to – and why?

“What a fabulous
production! I love this story
because I think it’s just a
wonderful story of our country
and the opportunities
people have.”
> LAURA BUSH,
FORMER FIRST LADY

INTERNET
TOMÁS RIVERA

www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Tomás_Rivera

PAT MORA AUTHOR, PRESENTER, LITERACY ADVOCATE
www.patmora.com

IMAGES OF MIGRANT CHILDREN CIRCA 1940’S

www.latinamericanstudies.org/migrant-children.htm

CÉSAR CHÁVEZ: LABOR LEADER

www.enchantedlearning.com/history/us/hispanicamerican/chavez/

BRAINPOP CÉSAR CHÁVEZ

www.brainpop.com/socialstudies/famoushistoricalfigures/cesarchavez/

BOOKS

TOMÁS AND THE LIBRARY LADY

By: Pat Mora
Reading Level: Ages 8 and up
Publisher: Dragonfly Books, 2000
ISBN-10: 0375803491
The book on which this play is based.

AMELIA’S ROAD
By: Linda Jacobs Altman
Reading level: Ages 5 and up
Publisher: Lee & Low Books, 1995
ISBN-10: 188000027X
Amelia Luisa Martinez hates roads. Los caminos, the roads, take her migrant worker family to fields where
they labor all day, to schools where no one knows Amelia’s name, and to bleak cabins that are not home.

MIGRANT WORKER: A BOY FROM THE RIO GRANDE VALLEY
By: Diane Hoyt-Goldsmith
Reading level: Ages 8 and up
Publisher: Holiday House, 1996
ISBN-10: 0823412253
There’s an upbeat quality to this photo-essay about an 11-year-old Mexican-American migrant worker on the
Texas border. The text includes the harsh facts of child labor, poverty, and separated families, but the pictures
show a smiling Ricardo “Ricky” Benitez, proud of his family, his culture, and his success in his wonderful
bilingual school.

BOOKS

CÉSAR: ¡SÍ, SE PUEDE! YES, WE CAN!
By: Carmen T. Bernier-Grand
Reading level: Ages 7 and up
Publisher: Collins, 2006
ISBN-10: 0060815566
The life and times of César Chávez are vividly re-created in this collection of poems. Where most biographies
stick to the facts of what a person did, this one also touches on the man’s character and values. Children
will learn about Chávez, but, more importantly, they will learn the important lessons he taught, and they
will be able to apply them to their own lives.

DVDS

...AND THE EARTH DID NOT SWALLOW HIM
Director: Severo Pérez
Studio: Kino International, 1995
Adapted from Tomás Rivera’s autobiographical novel; the film deals primarily with the importance of memory
in determining a sense of roots, place and family.

HARVEST OF SHAME
Director: Fred W. Friendly
Studio: CBS, 1960
This program was originally a 1960 television documentary presented by broadcast journalist Edward R.
Murrow on CBS that showed the plight of American migrant agricultural workers.
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