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Questions	
  and	
  Ideas	
  for	
  Consideration	
  
Animal Fiction: Often, animals in the children stories are actually not representative of the
animal-- the choice to use an animal is a metaphor or represents a child (more than a realistic
animal). Is this the case here? Why or why not?
Loneliness: What commentary does the story make on loneliness? How might children
respond relate to this idea? What other parts of Ivan’s experience might be relatable?
Animal Rights: What messages does the book send about animals in captivity, whether in
the circus or even, perhaps, in zoos? How do Ivan’s past experiences and Stella’s death fir
into this idea? Do you think the story is in part an attempt at activism? Why?
Power: Who has power in the story and/or how is power gained and used?
Tragedy/Comedy: Is the story a tragedy or a comedy? How does it implement humor and
heartache and purposeful ways? Do you think Applegate balances these elements well?
Role of the Child: What role does Julia play in the story? How does her perspective differ
from the human adults? What does her role reflect about children and childhood?
Home and Family: How does the story characterize home? How does it complicate the
notion of family, as well as what is important when it comes to finding a home?
Narrator: Why might Applegate narrate the story from Ivan’s perspective? When does
Ivan seem especially wise, and how might this fit with the author’s goals/message?

Suggested Critical Reading

Daybook Possibilities
Ø Katherine Applegate has written several popular
series, and has recently gained much acclaim for
both One and Only Ivan and her newest work,
Crenshaw. Research some of her other works and
consider what kinds of topics she broaches. Why
do you think she is so popular?
Ø Try to find other examples of animal fiction and
examine reasons for this technique.
Ø How might you use or teach The One and Only
Ivan in your classroom? Brainstorm some lesson
plan ideas, and research the common core
standards to see how this book might fit into
curriculum objectives.
Ø Add a scene to the story that gives a bit more
information about one of the characters.
Ø Research other children’s books that speak to
animal rights or portray Gorillas and other apes.
How do these books or films portray animals in
similar and different ways?
Ø Use the Internet to learn more about the real story
of Ivan and/or research the mountain gorilla and
investigate some of the facts behind Applegate’s
story. How does this change your perspective?
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"Species Trouble: The Abjection of Adolescence
in E. B. White's Stuart Little" by Marah Gubar
“"Better Friends": Marshall Saunders Writing
Humane Education and Envisioning Animal
Rights “by Roxanne Harde
"Picture Book Animals: How Natural a History?"
by Leonard S. Marcus
Animal Land: The Creatures of Children's Fiction
by Margaret Blount
	
  

Background and Context
Winner of the 2013 Newbery Award, Katherine
Applegate’s The One and Only Ivan is a
heartwarming and poignant tale told in first person
by its title character, a silverback gorilla who lives
at the Exit 8 Big Top Mall. After losing his dear
friend, the elephant Stella, Ivan vows to protect the
newest addition to their family, a baby elephant
named Ruby. With the help of a special human
girl and fellow artist, Julia, as well as his best
friend (the stray dog, Bob) Ivan faces a challenge
that will change all of their lives forever.
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