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The Scarlet Letter

Chapters 1-8

GROUP FOCUS ACTIVITY

· How does our society punish people who break the law?

· In a small group, talk about shame and what role it plays in the punishment of criminals. Determine whether modern-day punishments include bringing shame upon those who break the law. What are some examples?

BEFORE YOU READ

· Laws in colonial Massachusetts covered everything from swearing to excessive decoration on women's caps to murder. Whipping, branding, and other forms of public humiliation were relatively common practices in the colonies. Hester Prynne's punishment was mild by Puritan standards.


· Read to find out what part shame plays in the punishments inflicted by colonial Boston's penal code.

RESPONDING: chapters 1-8

What have the townspeople of Boston gathered to witness? _____________________________

________________________________________________________________

What is the significance of the letter "A" on Hester's gown?  _____________________________

________________________________________________________________

In what way, according to Reverend Dimmesdale, can Hester help her unknown lover atone for his sin?

________________________________________________________________
Who does Hester recognize in the crowd? Why does this shock her? ______________________

________________________________________________________________

What is Hester's relationship to Chillingworth? What promise does she make him?

________________________________________________________________
How does Hester make a living for herself after she is released from prison? What does she do with any extra money she has?

________________________________________________________________

What keeps her from leaving Boston? _______________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

What is the significance of the name "Pearl"? _________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

Describe Pearl's personality and her behavior with other children. ________________________

________________________________________________________________

Where did Hester tell Pearl that she came from? ______________________________________

When Hester sees Dimmesdale and Chillingworth at the governor's house, how have they changed? What is the relationship between Dimmesdale and Chillingworth now?

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

Summarize Dimmesdale's argument on behalf of allowing Hester to keep Pearl. _____________

EXTENDED RESPONSE

What is remarkable about the scarlet letter Hester makes? What, do you think, is Hawthorne suggesting by having Hester make such a letter? ______________________________________

________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

How do religious beliefs and colonial laws intermingle in this story? To what extent do religion and law mix in OUR society? Explain your answer.

________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
The Scarlet Letter

Chapters 9-15
GROUP FOCUS ACTIVITY

· The community initially defined Hester by the sin she had committed, seeing her only as the fallen woman who had committed adultery. Think of a modern day person who has committed some "sin" that they are known by, thus being symbolically "branded with a scarlet letter." What did they do? What must their life be like? Is this fair? Be ready to share your thoughts with the class.
BEFORE YOU READ

· Everyone feels guilty at some time or another. Think about a time when you felt guilty. How did guilt change your behavior? What, if anything did you do to rid yourself of the guilt?

· Read to find out how Hester and other characters deal with their guilt.

RESPONDING: chapters 9-15

How does Roger Chillingworth's appearance change? How does Hester interpret the changes she sees in him?

________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
How does Dimmesdale feel about his role as the much-respected ministry in the community? Why doesn't he thrive amid the people who admire him so much?

________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

The word "leech" is an old word for a physician. It also has these meanings: "a bloodsucking worm formerly used by physicians in blood letting," and "one who clings to another to get what he can from him." Explain the irony involved in using this word in association with Chillingworth.

________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

While Dimmesdale is asleep, Chillingworth makes a discovery that confirms his suspicions concerning the minister. What do you suppose he sees when he opens the front of the minister's shirt? Support you answer.

________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

What causes Hester to speak to Chillingworth after so many years? What does she hope to accomplish?

________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

Describe the second scaffold scene when Dimmesdale goes there at night. Who does he run into and what happens? What is found on the scaffold the next day?

________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

At this point in the story, describe the type of person Hester has become. How do the townspeople feel about her?

________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

EXTENDED RESPONSE

Hester has learned to live with the scarlet letter more or less. Dimmesdale, however, is hardly able to cope. Do you think that he would have been better off if Hester had named him as Pearl's father seven years earlier? Support your answer.

Respond to the following quote from the book: "No man for any considerable period can wear one face to himself and another to the multitude, without finally getting bewildered as to which may be the true."

________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

The Scarlet Letter

Chapters 16-24
GROUP FOCUS ACTIVITY

· In what ways does our society demand that we conform to certain conventions?

· In your group, write your answers to the following questions in the first column of a two-column chart (use your own paper). What expectations does our society have about how we (1) behave in public? (2) treat other people? (3) make a living? In the second column, indicate what happens to people who do not meet society's expectations.
BEFORE YOU READ

· Read to find out how Hester copes with the demands of her Puritan society.

RESPONDING: chapters 16-24

When Hester and Dimmesdale meet in the woods, he asks her if she had found peace. How does she reply? How does he answer the same question?

________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

Summarize what happens in the forest between Hester and Dimmesdale. What do they decide to do? What happens between Dimmesdale and Pearl?

________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

What are your thoughts about how Hester lives out her life?

________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

Why does Hester plan to speak to Dimmesdale? What is the result of the meeting?

________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

In your opinion, what effect does Pearl have on Dimmesdale? What role does she play in bringing about his confession? Explain your answer.

________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

What happens to Chillingworth after Dimmesdale dies? Why does this happen?

________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

EXTENDED RESPONSE

Consider the sins of the three major characters. Whose sin is the greatest? Why?

________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

In your opinion, is it better to confess or not? Use evidence from the story, specifically the choices made by Hester and Dimmesdale and their results.

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

FINAL GROUP DISCUSSION:

Is Arthur Dimmesdale a remarkably strong character to have carried his burden of guilt for so many years? Or was he weak for not having the courage to confess? Given what you know about him, would he have been able to "run away" with Hester and Pearl and start a new life? Discuss these issues with members of your group. Be ready to cite evidence from the text to support your opinions.
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