
Honoring the Richness of

Black Stories
GRADE 1

Rising Voices Theme
Someone Like Me/ 

Memorable Characters

Teaching Tips
Build Background Emmalene, the 
young girl in the book, is blind 
and uses a white cane to help her 
get around the city. As she walks, 
tapping her cane on the sidewalk and 
swinging it gently from side to side, 
Emmalene uses the cane to prevent 
her from bumping into things. Using 
a white cane builds Emmalene’s 
confidence and independence. A 
white cane also signals to readers 
that Emmalene doesn’t use her sense 
of sight in the same way sighted 
people do.

Language Support Tell children that 
throughout the book Emmalene calls 
sounds she hears a “city song.” The 
text in large, colorful type shows the 
city song Emmalene hears. 

Focus on pages 2 and 3. Ask children 
to listen as you read aloud each of 
the city song patterns on these pages, 
inviting them to tell what is making 
that sound. For example, What makes 
the sound “TAP-TAPPA-TAP”? Is it 
the dog, Emmalene’s white cane, or 
a car? What about the sounds “YIP-
YIPPA-YIP,” “SIZZLE-SIZZLE,” or “pitter-
patter-DRIP!”? If time permits, read 
other sound words, inviting children 
to identify the object that is making 
those sounds.

INTRODUCE
•• Teach these essential vocabulary words before reading aloud the book to children.

beat (p. 10) the regular rhythm of something, like a drum
serenade (p. 34) a song played or sung by one person or a group of people
symphony (p. 2) a long piece of music played by many instruments

•• Display the front cover to children and read the title. Explain that although she
cannot see, Emmalene uses her sense of hearing to turn each sound into a pattern
of rhythms—what she calls her songs. Ask: Think about the sounds you might hear
when you listen to a bus, a fire truck, or a church choir. Which of these sounds do
you think Emmalene will turn into her own special city song? Let’s read to find out!

READ ALOUD
If time permits, you may wish to read the book twice. First, read it all the way through 
and invite general reactions. Then, read it again, pausing to discuss the questions 
below to prompt deeper comprehension. Encourage children to turn and talk with 
partners or share their thinking with the whole group.

pp. 2–7 The illustrations show Emmalene using a white cane to get around. 
She stops to enjoy each sound she hears. Why do you think Grandma 
Jean doesn’t hear what Emmalene hears? Why does Grandma Jean 
use the word commotion, which can mean a lot of noise and fuss, 
when she describes the city sounds?

pp. 8–15 Emmalene happily asks Grandma Jean if she hears “that tinkling tune” 
and tells her to “listen to the city!”. How does Grandma Jean react?

pp. 16–25 Grandma Jean is content, but Emmalene looks upset in church. 
Why does Emmalene feel frustrated when Grandma Jean sings with 
the choir and says, “That’s a song.”? Emmalene tries to explain what 
she means, but Grandma Jean doesn’t understand. What else might 
Emmalene do to help Grandma Jean understand?

pp. 26–35 Grandma Jean tries to hear the city song, but she can’t until Emmalene 
covers her eyes. How does covering Grandma Jean’s eyes help 
Grandma Jean understand what Emmalene has been experiencing? 
Does Grandma Jean feel differently now? How can you tell?

pp. 36–39 Think about how Grandma Jean learned to listen to the city song. 
What are sounds you hear in your home or school that make up 
a song?

Song in the City
written by Daniel Bernstrom; illustrated by Jenin Mohammed

AT A GLANCE
Inspired by his own visual impairment, the author wrote this lively, warmhearted 
picture book to encourage people to celebrate their sense of hearing and listen 
to each other and the pattern of rhythms of everyday sounds. In this story, told in 
rhyme, the author uses his main character, Emmalene, a young girl who is visually 
impaired, to show readers how listening to the sounds in the city can bring joy.

Genre/Text Type 
Realistic Fiction/ 
Picture Book

Content Area Connections 
City Sounds, Family, Music 

Write About 
What Emmalene 
Is Thinking
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AFTER READING
Write About What Emmalene Is Thinking
Say: Readers learn about characters in a story from 
•	•	 what the character does and says,
•	•	 how the character reacts to events, and 
•	•	 what others say and think about the character.

Understanding the characters helps readers feel as 
if they’re getting to know the characters and makes 
reading more enjoyable. 

Revisit pages 20 and 21. Ask: What is Emmalene thinking 
as she walks away from Grandma Jean? 

Have children work as a group to fill in thought bubbles 
for what Emmalene might be thinking. Some examples: 
Why can’t Grandma Jean hear what I hear? or I wish I had 
a way to make Grandma Jean hear the song I hear.

Finally, read aloud page 39. Ask: What has changed 
about how Emmalene is thinking? Why?  

Invite children to draw Emmalene and write in thought 
bubbles what Emmalene is thinking at the end of the 
story. You may wish to share some sentence frames for 
children to use, such as: I want Grandma Jean to know 
______ or I’m glad she understands ______. 

More to Explore
Book Club Discussion Have children meet in small 
groups to think about the text and discuss the 
questions below.

•	•	Someone Like Me/Memorable Characters Emmalene 
helps Grandma Jean understand that one thing she 
likes about the city she lives in is listening to the 
sounds. Imagine that Emmalene was visiting you in 
your neighborhood. Where is one place that you enjoy 
that you’d like to take her? What do you think she’d 
enjoy about this place? 

Enhance Well-Being and Build Life Skills Say: 
Emmalene finds joy in each sound she hears—from the 
tapping of her white cane on the sidewalk, to the bus’s 
boom, to the wind flapping. To her, each sound is a city 
song. Grandma Jean depends more on her sense of 
sight than on what she hears. When Emmalene covers 
Grandma Jean’s eyes, Grandma Jean finally understands 
what Emmalene appreciates about the sounds she 
hears. Why is it important to stop and listen and try to 
understand what your friends and family are saying 
or asking? Have children turn and talk with a partner. 
Then select a few children to share their thinking with 
the class. 

Practice Fluency: Echo Reading This book’s rhyming 
narration and colorful, rhyming sound words encourage 
reading aloud with a rhythm that varies in volume, 
expression, and emotion. Read pages 2 to 7 and read 
aloud a sentence or part of the text first, and then 
ask children to repeat it back together, mirroring your 
expression, fluency, rhyme, and pacing. Make up your 
own melody and try reading it again as a song. 

Activity: A Song of Sounds Invite children to make up 
their own sound songs. Have each child think of a sound 
and draw a picture to show what the sound represents. 
For example, the sound tweet-tweet represents a bird, 
and the sound woof-woof represents a dog. Then have 
children work in small groups and set their sound words 
to a simple melody the class knows. Ask volunteers to 
share their pictures and sound songs with the class.

Spotlight: Daniel Bernstrom Like Emmalene, author 
Daniel Bernstrom is visually impaired. He’s had limited 
eyesight since he was a child. When he read picture 
books, he appreciated the sounds of words because he 
struggled to see the illustrations. As Daniel’s vision got 
worse, he found a rhythm and beauty in what he could 
hear, and that inspired him to write Song in the City. 
He hopes that readers will use their own sense of 
hearing and listen to the rhythm in everyday sounds. 

Connect to Other Texts
Preview or review other texts in this or any other Rising Voices library that are also linked to the theme 
Someone Like Me/Memorable Characters. Ask: How are the people in these books similar to Emmalene or 
Grandma Jean? How are the people in these books similar to someone you know in real life?

Song in the City

ISBN 979-8-225-06361-0. Pack ISBN 979-8-225-06368-9.
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Honoring the Richness of

Black Stories
GRADE 5GRADE 5

Rising Voices Theme
Heroes and Role Models

Teaching Tips
Build Background Lewis Latimer 
lived in the late 1800s, a time when 
many new inventions were changing 
the way people lived. Most homes 
and streets were still lit with candles 
or gas lamps because electric lights 
were not common yet. Inventors 
were working hard to figure out 
how to make electric lighting safer 
and more affordable. Lewis helped 
by supporting the work of famous 
inventors like Thomas Edison and 
improving the lightbulb by creating 
a longer-lasting carbon filament, 
the material that burns inside the 
lightbulb. His work made electric 
lights easier for more people to use, 
and it helped light up homes, streets, 
and cities.

Language Support Explain the 
meaning of the phrases used in 
the series name and subtitle, VIP 
and Engineering Wizard. Explain 
that VIP is an acronym, where the 
letters stand for other words. In this 
case, VIP means “very important 
people.” Ask students to consider 
what the subtitle, Engineering Wizard, 
might mean. Describe an engineer 
as someone who builds or designs 
things. Then explain how wizard is 
used figuratively here, meaning “a 
very clever or skillful person.”

Lewis Latimer: Engineering Wizard
written by Denise Lewis Patrick; illustrated by Daniel Duncan and George Doutsiopoulos

INTRODUCE
•	•	 Teach these essential vocabulary words before reading aloud the book to students.

advances (p. 47) improvements or steps forward
indispensable (p. 44) absolutely necessary
remarkable (p. 91) amazing and worthy of being noticed

•	•	 Display the front cover to students and read the title. Say: This is a biography about 
Lewis Latimer, an incredible inventor, scientist, and engineer known for his work with 
the lightbulb and electricity. As we read, jot down some of the things that impress 
you most about Lewis Latimer and the time in which he lived. What kinds of amazing 
things did Lewis Latimer invent and achieve? Let’s read to find out!

READ ALOUD
Read and discuss the book section by section over several days, using the questions 
below to prompt deeper comprehension. Encourage students to turn and talk with 
partners or share their thinking with the whole group.

Prologue 
& ch. 1

 	 The prologue describes Lewis Latimer rushing to finish a drawing for 
Alexander Bell. Then Chapter 1 focuses on a time before Lewis was 
born. Why do you think the author chose to start the book this way? 
Why do you think she chose to talk about his parents? 

ch. 2–3 	 Lewis worked very hard during his childhood and acquired many 
different skills. After the Civil War, Lewis worked at a law firm that 
helped inventors get patents, and Lewis received his first patent. 
How would you describe Lewis as a child? How did Lewis’s work at the 
law firm help inspire him to create his own inventions?

ch. 4–5	 While working for the US Electric Lighting Company, Lewis invented 
a new filament for lightbulbs, installed incandescent lights, and set up 
a lighting factory in England. Which of these accomplishments do you 
think is most impressive? Which seemed to be the most challenging?

ch. 6	 Lewis got a job with the Edison Company, which was a “high point in 
his career.” How does the information about Thomas Edison in the 
chapter help you understand Lewis’s excitement for this job?    

ch. 7 &  
Epilogue

	 Remind students of any notes they jotted down during reading. 
Lewis Latimer made countless contributions to science and technology. 
Which of his contributions do you think affected the most people? 
How have Lewis’s contributions of the past affected your life today? 

AT A GLANCE 
This captivating biography introduces students to Lewis Latimer, a brilliant inventor, 
engineer, and scientist whose work helped shape modern technology. From his 
early talent in drawing to his groundbreaking roles in patent law and electrical 
engineering, Latimer’s story is one of perseverance, creativity, and innovation. 
This book will inspire students to think critically, dream boldly, and see themselves 
as future inventors and changemakers.

Genre/Text Type 
Biography/Chapter Book 

Content Area Connections 
Inventions, History

Write About 
Connecting Events
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ISBN 979-8-225-06363-4. Pack ISBN 979-8-225-06372-6.

AFTER READING
Write About Connecting Events
Say: When you connect events, you are thinking about 
how details in a book go together. Ask yourself:

•	•	 Does one event remind me of another event that 
I read about earlier in the book? 

•	•	 How are these two events related?  
How did one event lead to the other? 

When you notice how events are connected, you 
understand why the author chose to include both events 
in the text and why things happened the way they did.

Return to page 29 and guide students to understand 
how the events in Lewis’s childhood helped him get the 
draftsman job at the Crosby and Gould law firm.

Say: If Lewis had not been so interested in drawing and 
painting as a child, he may not have been hired as a 
draftsman later in life.

Turn to page 74 and reread the paragraph that starts, 
“Sometimes European plants tried…” Ask: How did 
Lewis’s past experiences help him win court cases for the 
Edison patents? How did his work in Europe help him? 
What other events did Lewis’s work at the Edison 
Company lead to? Have students take on the role of 
a news reporter and answer the questions in the form 
of a short news article.

More to Explore
Book Club Discussion Have students meet in small 
groups to think about the text and discuss the questions 
below. Read aloud, display, or share copies of the 
questions with students.

•	•	 Heroes and Role Models Lewis Latimer was considered 
a hero and role model, or someone people look up to 
as a good example, for many. There is even a Lewis 
H. Latimer House Museum to celebrate his life and 
achievements. Lewis mentored, or helped, many young 
people who were trying to start careers or get an 
education. He even started teaching during his free 
time. What qualities did Lewis Latimer have that you 
most admire? Who are some heroes in your life, and 
what have they accomplished that you admire?

Enhance Well-Being and Build Life Skills Say: After the 
Civil War, Lewis Latimer was hired by a law firm as an 
office boy, even though he knew he had the skills to be a 
good draftsman. Lewis observed the draftsmen’s work and 
practiced until he was finally hired as one. How did Lewis’s 
self-discipline and motivation help him reach his goal of 
becoming a draftsman? How did these qualities help him 
later on in his life and career? Why is it important to set 
personal goals and work to achieve them? Have students 
turn and talk with a partner. Then select a few students 
to share their thinking with the class.

Practice Fluency: Read With Punctuation in Mind Turn 
to page 67 and read aloud the full paragraph. Model for 
students how to pause briefly at each comma and how 
to read a quote with expression and excitement, noting 
the exclamation mark in the sentence. Point out that the 
quotation marks in this paragraph are a direct quote 
from Lewis Latimer’s diary. Display the text and have 
students pair up and take turns reading this paragraph 
aloud, paying particular attention to pausing at the 
commas and reading the quote with excitement.

Activity: Plan Your Own Invention Lewis Latimer 
invented many things throughout the course of his life by 
noticing problems and finding solutions. Have students 
work with a partner to think of a problem that could be 
solved by an invention. Ask partners to plan and design 
an invention and explain how it will solve a problem. 
Students can draw their plans and create them on the 
computer or by any other method. If time permits, have 
them share their ideas with the class or a small group. 

Spotlight: Denise Lewis Patrick Denise Lewis Patrick 
says that for as long as she can remember, she has 
always wanted to write. She did extensive research on 
Lewis Latimer to write this book, which can be seen by 
the many sources she cited in the bibliography.

Connect to Other Texts
Preview or review other texts in this or any other Rising Voices library that are also linked to the theme Heroes and 
Role Models. Invite students to discuss what the people in these books have in common with Lewis Latimer or other 
heroes or role models they know. Ask: What do you admire most about the people in these books?

Lewis Latimer: Engineering Wizard
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