The Skin I’m In
Reader’s Guide

About the Book:

Maleeka Madison’s world changes when a new teacher arrives at her school. Miss Saunders dresses in clothes Maleeka can only imagine wearing, evidence that the teacher is financially well off and self-assured, in spite of the birthmark across her face. No matter how much Miss Saunders tries to get on Maleeka’s good side, Maleeka Madison isn’t having it. If this isn’t enough, Maleeka is constantly taunted by her so called friend, Char, forced to do whatever the girl says, even her homework. Char isn’t the only one teasing Maleeka, John-John won’t quit making disparaging comments about the color of her skin. Maleeka’s only form of escape comes in the form of a diary entry assignment, where she imagines she is a girl from the 17th century. Readers will appreciate the authenticity within The Skin I’m In and learn that even though sticking up for yourself can be hard, the reward will be worth it. 

Reviews:
ALAN Review

Maleeka Madison has problems fitting in with others at her school. Her hair is too nappy, her skin is too dark, her grades are too good, her clothes are too weird, and her teachers are too fond of her. She desperately tries to make friends and to be accepted by her peers. Her situation drastically changes when she meets Miss Saunders, and the changes are not always for the better. The Skin I'm In is a compelling novel of a young girl's struggle with self-acceptance and acceptance by her peer group. Through her struggles and with her teacher's help, she learns "to look into the mirror and like what [she sees], even when it doesn't look like anybody else's idea of beauty." Readers will find strong characters and an engaging plot in this book. 

School Library Journal

Gr 6-8-Seventh-grader Maleeka Madison is miserable when a new teacher comes to her depressed inner-city school. Miss Saunders evidently is rich, self-assured in spite of the white birthmark across her black skin, and prone to getting into kids' faces about both their behavior and their academic potential. Black and bright, Maleeka is so swamped by her immediate problems that Miss Saunders's attentions nearly capsize her stability. The girl's mother has just emerged from a two-year period of intense mourning for her dead husband, during which time her daughter has provided her with physical and moral support with no adult assistance. At school, Maleeka endures mean-spirited teasing about the darkness of her skin and her unstylish clothing. She seeks solace in writing an extended creative piece, at Miss Saunders's instigation, and also in the company of a powerful clique of nasty girls. Told in Maleeka's voice, this first novel bristles with attitude that is both genuine and alarming. The young teen understands too well that her brains aren't as valuable as the social standing that she doesn't have. In the end, she is able to respond positively to Miss Saunders; she also becomes socially anointed through the affections of the most popular boy in the school. This message rings true in spite of the fact that Maleeka's salvation isn't exactly politically correct. Young teens will appreciate Flake's authenticity and perhaps realize how to learn from Maleeka's struggle for security and self-assurance.-Francisca Goldsmith, Berkeley Public Library, CA

Kirkus Reviews

A timid seventh grader finds the mettle to shake some bad companions in this patchy esteem-builder from Flake. Tired of being harassed in the halls for her dark skin and homemade clothes, Maleeka latches on to tough, mouthy classmate Charlese for protection, although the cost is high: doing Charlese's homework and enduring her open contempt. Enter Miss Saunders, a large, expensively dressed advertising executive on sabbatical for a year to teach in an inner-city school; Maleeka puts up a hostile front, but slowly, angrily, responds to the woman's "interference," creating a journal that is part diary, part a fictional slave's narrative that later wins a writing contest. As Maleeka inches toward independence, Charlese counterattacks, bullying her into incriminating acts that climaxes with a fire in Miss Saunders's classroom. The violence is contrived, the characters sketchy and predictable, but the relationship that develops between Maleeka and Miss Saunders isn't all one-way. A serviceable debut featuring a main character who grows in clearly composed stages. 
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PRE-READING ACTIVITIES
· Theme is defined as “a main idea or underlying meaning” in a literary work.

A major theme in The Skin I’m In is bullying. Have you been teased or bullied before?  If so, how did this make you feel? 
Is there a difference between teasing and bullying?  
What are ways in which you overcame being bullied? 
Have you been the bully or teaser? 
What makes someone bully another person? 
How would you change how you treated this person?

· Themes in The Skin I’m In
· Colorism
· Self-acceptance 

· Self-esteem
· Finding one’s voice

· Friendship

· A protagonist is defined as the lead character in a novel. 

· An antagonist is defined as a character who opposes the protagonist. 

Identify the protagonist and antagonist in The Skin I’m In. 

· Is it possible to have more than one antagonist in a novel?  If so, name others in Flake’s book.

Discussion Questions:

1. Why do you think Miss. Saunders gravitates towards Maleeka?

2. Miss. Saunders makes the comparison that Maleeka’s skin is, “like a blue-black sky after it’s rained and rained.” How do you think Maleeka feels about this comparison?   
3. If John-John and Maleeka are the same color, what are the reasons behind why he teases her?

4. Discuss the rap song John-John came up with.  Assume the character of Maleeka and write a letter to John-John explaining how this rap made her feel.

5. Would you consider Char to be a good friend? 
a. Why or why not? 
b. What attributes make up a quality friendship?

6. What does Maleeka’s mother make to ease the pain of her husband dying? 
a. How is Maleeka affected by this?

7. Why would Miss. Saunders leave a high paying job to work as a teacher in an urban school?

8. Why does Maleeka put up with the way Char treats her?
9. Why did Caleb begin to treat Maleeka differently after the trip to D.C.? 
a. How do you think this made Maleeka feel?

10. Come up with a definition for colorism?  Discuss how it is different than racism.  Discuss other groups and cultures who also struggle with colorism.  
a. What can be done to eradicate this issue?

11. What is your response to the question Miss. Saunders posed, “What does your face say to the world?”
12. When Miss. Saunders creates the assignment to pretend to be a teenager living in the 17th century, who does Maleeka write about? 
a. Why do you think she choose to write about this character?
b.  If you could write about someone living in the 17th century, who would you select? 

13. Why does Char not come to Maleeka’s aid when Daphne is beating her up in chapter six?

14. What is Maleeka’s punishment after the fight? 
a. Is she happy about this? Why or why not? 
b. What does Maleeka decide to do to make the most out of her punishment?

15. Why did Maleeka not want to attend the same school as her friend, Sweets?  
16. Write a poem about how it feels to live in the skin you’re in.
17. Maleeka does what to change how she looks? 
a. What is the reason behind her doing this?

18. How do the kids at her school react to her new look? 
a. Was this the reaction Maleeka expected?

19. Why does Char feel entitled to treat Maleeka poorly? 
a. If you had a friend like Char, how would you respond to the way she/he treats you?
20. When Maleeka doesn’t do Char’s homework, how does Char punish her?

21. How does the food thief in Akeelma’s diary entry compare to Char?  
a. Why did the author choose to make Akeelma Maleeka’s alter ego?
22. Why do you think John-John is jealous of Maleeka?

23. Even though Miss. Saunders doesn’t react to the drawing on the board, how do you think it made her feel? Why did she not get upset about the drawing?
24. Why does Maleeka confront John-John in CH 12? 
a. What is his reaction?
25. How does Char’s home life affect her personality and school life? 
26. Why did Maleeka not tell her mother about the two boys on the street?

27. How do you think writing Akeelma’s diary helps Maleeka cope with what happened with her and the two boys?

28. Maleeka speaks in African American English or, as some people call it, dialect.  Her teacher and a few friends speak Standard English.  What is the difference in the way the characters speak?  
a. Discuss other famous writers and how they use language to set the tone of a community and culture.  
b. Discuss the times and places in which you and your friends use different forms of English to communicate and the value of doing so.
29. In Chapter 18, Char, Raina and Raise talk about Maleeka as if she isn’t in front of them. How do you think this made Maleeka feel?

30. What does Caleb mean by “You have to take a stand when things aren’t right?”
31. Why did Maleeka decide not to tell Char what she overheard Miss. Saunders talking?

32. How does Maleeka feel when she finds the poem that her father wrote her? 
a. Do you think the poem will help her with how she feels about herself? 
33. Write a poem that only begins with the first letter of your name, but contains positive descriptive words. 

34. What prompts Maleeka to go along with Char, Raise and Raina when they break into Miss. Saunders classroom?
35. Authors sometimes draw on their own life experiences,  Miss Flake drew on a few such experiences when she wrote the book. Discuss which characters and aspects of their personalities or experiences might reflect Flake’s real life?

36. Why did Maleeka come to John-John’s defense during the fight?

37. When Maleeka stands up to Char, she confesses that Char, Raina and Raise helped to mess up Miss. Saunders room. Maleeka also claims the skin she’s in. How would you stand up to a bully?
38. Even though Miss Saunders wasn’t trained to be a teacher, what do you think her impact will be on the students in her class?

39. Why do you think Maleeka was teased for being dark? 
a. Where do you think these preconceptions about skin tone originate?

38. How can people learn to love the skin they’re in?
39. How does Maleeka feel about herself by the end of the book?  How does John-John feel about her?  How does Char feel about herself?
Writing Assignments:

· Identify how The Skin I’m In would be different if told from another point of view:


Char’s Point of View:


John-John’s Point of View:


Miss Saunders Point of View:

· How would The Skin I’m In be different if Maleeka went to Sweets school?

· Have Charlese write a letter explaining how she feels about her life and actions, following her exist from school.

TERMS AND PHRASES TO DEFINE AND DISCUSS

Simile



Bully
Unraveling


Potential
Poetry



Threaten
Confident


Professional

Inner-city


Assignment
Friendship


Scholarship
Chronicle


Experience
Imagination

Colorism


Suggested Activities:

Activity 1:

Materials:

Sticky Notes

Pen/Pencil

To Do:

In your classroom or with a group of friends, place a large sticky note or piece of paper with tape on the back of each participant. Each student will write a positive quality about another student on the piece of paper. The goal is for the person you are writing about not to see what is being written. When finished, everyone takes off their sticky note(s) and reads what was written. 

It’s key that these are positive qualities and statements to build confidence, self-esteem, and awareness that we are all unique.  

What is the reaction of your peers when they read these statements? How do you think these statements will improve their own self esteem?

Activity 2:
Two Truths/ One Lie

In your classroom, or with a group of friends, each person will go around and tell two truths about themselves and one lie. The task is for the other participants to guess the lie told. 

This activity helps with getting to know one another. Did you learn anything new about the people around you?
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