How I Became a Ghost Reading Guide
Questions and Ideas for Consideration
History: In what ways does this book meaningfully contribute to a narrative
about history in American? Does it portray the time period in realistic,
authentic, and engaging way?
Fantasy: Analyze the use of fantasy and the supernatural in the text. What
does this contribute? Do you think it is a strong approach?
Death: What do you make of Issac’s acceptance, from the beginning, that he
will “become a ghost”? What does this suggest about children and
childhood? How do other characters complicate this?
Spirituality: Consider the portrayal of Native American spirituality, which
critics often say is a stereotype in children’s books. Do you think this
portrayal is authentic or stereotypical? Why?
Tragedy: Do you think tragedy is “appropriate” for a children’s book? What
can this kind of portrayal of historical tragedy offer readers?
Cultural Authenticity: Research the Choctaw Nation and compare this to
the text’s portrayal. Is Tingle’s work authentic?
Humor and Tone: How does Tingle create a lighthearted or even funny
tone? Why take this approach? When is it broken by more serious prose?

Daybook Possibilities
Ø Visit Tim Tingle’s website (www.timtingle.com/) and
learn a little about him through videos and other
resources. Write about what you discover and how it
changes your perception of the book.
Ø Look up and describe other books that have been
written about the Trail of Tears. Then research the
authors of these books and write about what you can
learn about children’s literature written about this
historical time period.
Ø Do an internet search for “children” with various
terms you associate with past events like Trail of
Tears. What do you discover about perceptions of
children/childhood?
Ø How might you use or teach How I Became a Ghost or
other books about history in your classroom (or would
you not teach this book, and if so, why)? Brainstorm
some lesson plan ideas, and write about limitations or
considerations for doing so.
Ø Look more closely at the locations and dates included
in the heading of each chapter, and map the journey
the Choctaw take in the text. How does a
consideration of the geography contribute to your
understanding and analysis of the text?
Ø Compare this text to Laura Ingalls Wilder’s Little
House series, which set 30 years later and frequently
criticized for its portrayal of Native Americans.

Resources and Critical
Reading
Check out Debbie Reese’s excellent blog:

https://
americanindiansinchildrensliterature.blogspot.com/
“An Evolving Past: The Story of Historical Fiction
and Nonfiction for Children”
by Suzanne Rahn
Rebecca C. Benes’s book, Native American Picture
Books of Change
“A Sea of Good Intentions: Native Americans in
Books for Children" by Melissa Kay Thompson

Background and Context
Published in 2013, Tim Tingle’s How I Became a
Ghost is the first in a trilogy, exploring the experience
of a boy from the Choctaw nation who dies on the
Trail of Tears in 1830. Issac describes the
circumstances surrounding his death, as well as so
many other Native Americans during this time, all of
who become ghosts who speak to Issac and guide his
journey. Mixing fantasy with heartbreaking tragedy,
the text explores a child’s perspective during a terrible
time in American history.

