
sign of the beaver study guide
sign of the beaver study guide offers an in-depth exploration of Elizabeth George
Speare’s classic novel, providing students and educators with a comprehensive
understanding of the book’s themes, characters, and historical context. This study guide
serves as a valuable resource for analyzing the novel’s plot development, character
motivations, and the significant lessons embedded within the story. By focusing on key
literary elements and offering insightful discussion points, this guide aims to enhance
readers’ engagement and comprehension. Whether used in a classroom setting or for
individual study, the sign of the beaver study guide enriches the reading experience and
supports critical thinking. It also includes helpful summaries, vocabulary support, and
analysis of the novel’s cultural and historical background. The following sections will
outline these components in detail, facilitating a structured approach to the novel.

Overview and Summary of Sign of the Beaver

Main Characters and Character Analysis

Themes and Symbols in Sign of the Beaver

Historical and Cultural Context

Discussion Questions and Essay Topics

Overview and Summary of Sign of the Beaver
The sign of the beaver is a historical novel set in the 18th century American frontier,
written by Elizabeth George Speare. The story centers around a young boy named Matt
who is left alone to guard his family’s cabin while his father returns to fetch the rest of the
family. During his isolation, Matt befriends Attean, a Native American boy, and through
their interactions, they learn from each other's cultures. The novel chronicles Matt’s
survival skills, his friendship with Attean, and the challenges they face in the wilderness.
This section provides a concise summary of the plot, highlighting key events and turning
points that drive the story forward.

Plot Summary
After Matt’s father leaves to bring the family to their new home, Matt is left to protect
their cabin in Maine. He struggles initially with loneliness and the demands of frontier life.
When Matt encounters Attean, a member of the Beaver tribe, their relationship begins
with mistrust but eventually grows into a strong friendship. Together, they navigate the
difficulties of survival, cultural differences, and the encroaching dangers of settlers and
rival tribes. The narrative emphasizes themes of courage, respect, and understanding as
Matt and Attean bridge their cultural divide.



Key Events

Matt’s father leaves to bring the family, leaving Matt alone

Matt meets Attean and they establish a tentative friendship

Matt learns survival skills from Attean and vice versa

Conflict arises with a rival Native American tribe

Resolution as Matt’s family returns and cultural respect is affirmed

Main Characters and Character Analysis
The sign of the beaver study guide thoroughly examines the novel’s primary characters,
focusing on their development, motivations, and relationships. Understanding these
characters is crucial for interpreting the novel’s messages and themes.

Matt
Matt is the protagonist, a resourceful and determined young boy who embodies the
pioneering spirit of early America. His journey from innocence to maturity is central to the
narrative. Matt’s character demonstrates resilience and adaptability as he learns to live
independently and respects the culture of the Native Americans.

Attean
Attean is a Native American boy from the Beaver tribe who initially views Matt with
suspicion. His character provides insight into Native American traditions and viewpoints
during the colonial period. Throughout the novel, Attean becomes a symbol of cultural
pride and friendship, helping Matt understand the natural world and his place within it.

Supporting Characters
Several other characters enrich the story, including Matt’s father, who represents
responsibility and family duty, and other members of Attean’s tribe, who illustrate the
complexities of tribal life and interactions with settlers.

Matt’s Father – embodies the pioneering and protective role

Attean’s Grandfather – a wise elder who influences Attean’s views

Tribe Members – contribute to cultural authenticity and conflict



Themes and Symbols in Sign of the Beaver
Exploring the themes and symbols in the novel is essential for a deeper literary analysis.
The sign of the beaver study guide identifies and explains the major themes and the
symbolism that Speare uses to enhance the story’s meaning.

Major Themes
The novel addresses several important themes:

Survival and Self-Reliance: Matt’s ability to survive alone in the wilderness
highlights human ingenuity and perseverance.

Friendship and Cultural Understanding: The evolving relationship between Matt
and Attean emphasizes respect and learning across cultural divides.

Coming of Age: Matt’s growth from a boy to a responsible young man is a classic
coming-of-age narrative.

Respect for Nature: Both characters demonstrate a profound respect for the
natural environment, reflecting indigenous and settler perspectives.

Symbols
Several symbols recur throughout the novel, enriching its themes:

The Sign of the Beaver: Represents the identity and culture of Attean’s tribe,
symbolizing heritage and belonging.

The Cabin: A symbol of safety, home, and the frontier spirit.

The Forest: Represents both danger and opportunity, a place of learning and
survival.

Historical and Cultural Context
Understanding the historical and cultural background of the sign of the beaver is critical
for fully appreciating the novel. The study guide provides context about the time period,
Native American culture, and settler life in the 18th century.

The 18th Century American Frontier
The novel is set in the 1760s in the wilderness of Maine during the colonial expansion of
European settlers. This period was marked by territorial disputes, cultural clashes, and
the challenges of frontier life. The study guide explains the historical significance of this



era and how it influences the characters and plot.

Native American Culture and the Beaver Tribe
Speare’s portrayal of Attean’s tribe draws on research into Native American customs,
language, and beliefs. The guide elaborates on the tribe’s social structure, traditions, and
the symbolism of the beaver within their culture. It highlights the importance of respect
for indigenous perspectives in the novel.

Settler Life and Challenges
The hardships faced by settlers, including isolation, survival skills, and relations with
Native Americans, are discussed to provide a well-rounded view of the historical setting.
This context helps readers understand Matt’s struggles and growth throughout the story.

Discussion Questions and Essay Topics
To facilitate critical thinking and classroom discussion, the sign of the beaver study guide
includes carefully crafted questions and essay prompts. These encourage readers to
analyze the novel’s content, themes, and characters.

Discussion Questions

How does Matt’s relationship with Attean change over the course of the novel?

What survival skills does Matt learn, and how do they contribute to his character
development?

In what ways does the novel promote understanding and respect between different
cultures?

What role does the natural environment play in shaping the story’s events?

How does the sign of the beaver symbolize cultural identity?

Essay Topics

Analyze the theme of coming of age in the sign of the beaver.

Discuss the portrayal of Native American culture and its importance in the novel.

Examine the significance of friendship and trust between Matt and Attean.

Explore how Elizabeth George Speare uses setting to enhance the narrative.



Evaluate the historical accuracy and its impact on the story’s authenticity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Sign of the Beaver'?
'Sign of the Beaver' primarily explores themes of survival, friendship, and cultural
understanding as the young protagonist Matt learns to live in the wilderness with the help
of a Native American boy named Attean.

Who are the main characters in 'Sign of the Beaver'?
The main characters are Matt, a young settler boy left to guard his family's cabin, and
Attean, a Native American boy who befriends and teaches Matt about the wilderness and
their culture.

What challenges does Matt face in 'Sign of the Beaver'?
Matt faces challenges such as surviving alone in the wilderness, protecting his family's
cabin from intruders, learning to hunt and trap, and bridging cultural differences with
Attean and his tribe.

How does the relationship between Matt and Attean
develop throughout the story?
Matt and Attean's relationship evolves from initial mistrust and cultural misunderstanding
to deep friendship and mutual respect as they learn from each other’s ways and
perspectives.

What role does Attean's grandfather play in the story?
Attean's grandfather serves as a wise elder who guides Attean, shares knowledge of their
culture and traditions, and ultimately supports Matt and Attean's friendship.

What lessons can readers learn from 'Sign of the
Beaver'?
Readers can learn about resilience, the importance of friendship across cultural
boundaries, respect for nature, and the value of understanding and appreciating different
cultures.

Why is 'Sign of the Beaver' often used in school study



guides?
'Sign of the Beaver' is used in study guides because it offers rich themes for discussion,
helps students explore historical frontier life, cultural diversity, and character
development, making it a valuable educational tool.

Additional Resources
1. The Sign of the Beaver Study Guide by Novel Units
This comprehensive study guide offers chapter summaries, vocabulary activities, and
quizzes to enhance understanding of Elizabeth George Speare’s *The Sign of the Beaver*.
It is designed to help students engage with the themes of survival, friendship, and cultural
respect. The guide also provides critical thinking questions to deepen students’ analysis of
the characters and plot.

2. My Side of the Mountain by Jean Craighead George
This novel tells the story of a young boy who leaves his city home to live in the wilderness
of the Catskill Mountains. Like *The Sign of the Beaver*, it explores themes of self-
reliance, nature, and personal growth. Readers can compare the protagonist’s experience
of survival with that of Matt in Speare’s book.

3. Hatchet by Gary Paulsen
*Hatchet* follows a boy named Brian who must survive alone in the Canadian wilderness
after a plane crash. This classic survival story shares many themes with *The Sign of the
Beaver*, including resilience, maturity, and the relationship between humans and nature.
It is a great companion read for those interested in wilderness adventures.

4. Sarah, Plain and Tall by Patricia MacLachlan
This historical fiction novel centers on a woman who moves west to marry a widower and
start a new life. Similar to *The Sign of the Beaver*, it explores themes of family,
adaptation, and cultural encounters in early American frontier life. The gentle storytelling
complements the themes of community and belonging found in Speare’s work.

5. Where the Red Fern Grows by Wilson Rawls
This emotional novel follows a boy and his two hunting dogs in the Ozarks. It shares
themes of friendship, perseverance, and the bond between humans and animals,
resonating with the themes of companionship and loyalty in *The Sign of the Beaver*. The
book also provides insight into rural life and coming-of-age challenges.

6. Little House in the Big Woods by Laura Ingalls Wilder
The first book in the *Little House* series, this story depicts pioneer life in Wisconsin
during the late 1800s. It offers a realistic portrayal of frontier living, similar to the setting
in *The Sign of the Beaver*. Readers can explore themes of family, survival, and the
simplicity of life in early America.

7. Shiloh by Phyllis Reynolds Naylor
*Shiloh* tells the story of a boy who rescues a mistreated dog and faces moral dilemmas
about right and wrong. The book’s exploration of ethics, courage, and compassion
parallels the character development seen in *The Sign of the Beaver*. It is a compelling
read about standing up for what you believe in.



8. The Birchbark House by Louise Erdrich
This novel provides a Native American perspective on frontier life through the eyes of an
Ojibwe girl. It complements *The Sign of the Beaver* by offering cultural insights and a
rich portrayal of indigenous traditions and challenges. The story deepens understanding of
Native American history and resilience.

9. Julie of the Wolves by Jean Craighead George
This novel follows a young Inuit girl who survives in the Alaskan tundra with the help of a
wolf pack. Like *The Sign of the Beaver*, it explores themes of survival, respect for
nature, and cultural identity. The book is an engaging exploration of human-animal
relationships and personal strength in the wilderness.
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