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Summary

Gennifer Choldenko’s Al Capone Does My Shirts (2006) is a work of historical fiction aimed at

middle grade readers. The novel is about a family who moves to Alcatraz Island, a small,

unprotected island in the middle of San Francisco Bay, in 1935, in the middle of the Great

Depression, because the protagonist’s father gets a job at Alcatraz prison. This real life prison

formerly housed America’s most infamous, dangerous and ruthless convicts, including

historical figures like “Machine Gun” Kelly and Al Capone.

Plot Summary

Narrator Moose (Matthew) Flanagan’s family makes the drastic move from Santa Monica,

California, to Alcatraz Island for financial reasons: his father Cam takes a job as an electrician

and guard because the Flanagans need the extra income to properly care for Moose’s older

sister Natalie, who is on the autism spectrum. In nearby San Francisco, the exclusive private

Esther P. Marinoff School specializes in helping children with disabilities like Natalie’s.

Moose’s mother Helen dreams of Natalie going there. The is Helen’s dream for Natalie, and it

is her mission to have Natalie enrolled there in hopes of curing her condition and avoiding

having to send her to a mental institution (a prevalent way of treating people on the autism

spectrum at that time in history).

Moose is very unhappy with the move away from Santa Monica. On the island, Moose meets

Piper Williams, the trouble-making daughter of the Warden of Alcatraz who also wants off

Alcatraz Island and will stop at nothing to earn enough money to do so. Piper exploits her

position as daughter of the Warden to intimidate Moose into getting involved with a

manipulative scheme—charging her classmates money to have their laundry done at the

prison by the infamous real life gangster Al Capone. Many kids that live on the island help

Piper run the scheme, but they are eventually caught when a fellow classmate feels cheated.

Moose tries to hide Natalie from the other children as he is embarrassed by and protective of

her. However, once the children meet her, they accept her and help Moose look after her when

his mother takes on piano students to help make ends meet.
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Natalie’s first stay at the Esther P. Marinoff School is unsuccessful. She is sent home less

than two days after she is dropped off because she is “not ready for the program” (61). Mr.

Purdy, the man responsible for her enrollment, suggests that she work with a tutor named

Mrs. Carrie Kelly to prepare for the school.

Working with Carrie and spending a lot of time with Moose improve Natalie’s communication

and social skills—she learns, in particular, to refer to herself in the first, rather than the third,

person. Sometimes, Moose feels cruel for not allowing Natalie to engage with items she has

fixated on (a box of buttons, books with indexes, etc.). Recognizing that these objects are part

of Natalie's identity, he decides it is ok for her to interact with them when they are alone.

While trying to look for a lost convict’s baseball, convict #105 and Natalie strike up a

friendship that terrifies Moose. He learns from Piper that this inmate is a seemingly decent

young man who is soon to be released.

When the Esther P. Marinoff School rejects Natalie a second time, Moose feels helpless. He

decides that that Al Capone could convince Mr. Purdy to allow Natalie to attend. Piper helps

Moose write a letter to Al Capone, asking for his help and miraculously, it works. When Moose

gets his laundry back from the prison, he finds a note in his shirtsleeve that simply says,

“Done.” The family learns that Natalie will be the first student in the school’s new section for

older children.
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Chapter Summaries & Analyses

Chapters 1-3

Part One

Chapter 1 Summary: Devil’s Island

Friday Jan. 4, 1935

As the book opens, Moose Flanagan’s attitude about his move to Alcatraz Island is clear:

“Today I moved to a twelve-acre rock covered with cement, topped with bird turd and

surrounded by water” (3). The Flanagans moved to the island because Moose’s dad Cam will

be working as an electrician and a guard in the famous Alcatraz prison—he needs both jobs to

earn enough money to send Moose’s sister Natalie to the Esther P. Marinoff School for the

intellectually disabled. Natalie is on the autism spectrum, and her mother Helen is desperate

to avoid having to send her to an institution. This school is her last hope for her daughter.

Moose and Natalie join 23 other kids who live on the island because their dads also work at

the prison. Moose’s only consolation is that he is no longer a runt, but is instead almost six

feet tall.

Chapter 2 Summary: Errand Boy

Saturday Jan. 5, 1935

Moose wakes up feeling foolish—because of his sense of unease about being so close to a

prison, he had gone to sleep fully clothed and holding on to a baseball bat.

Because Cam is so busy with his two jobs, Moose doesn’t get to spend much time with him.

Moose is jealous that his father seems to spend more time with Natalie. Natalie worries

Moose, who finds her atypical behavior confusing because it is impossible to know what will

“set her off” (9).

Helen leaves to get groceries and she asks Moose to look after his sister. Someone knocks

on their door. Moose is hesitant to answer it because “the last thing [he wants] is to meet new

kids when Natalie’s around. New people don’t understand about her. They just don’t” (10). The
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girl at the door is Theresa Mattaman, who knows all about Natalie from having met Cam

earlier. Moose explains that Natalie’s mental and emotional affect is “always ten” (11) even

though she is chronologically older than he is.

Chapter 3 Summary: Trick Monkey

Same Day—Saturday, Jan. 5, 1935

Theresa takes Natalie and Moose on a tour of the islands and announces that their first stop

is the morgue. Theresa’s unofficial job is to a keep a lookout for when there are newly-dead

criminals—this is a task that the Warden’s daughter Piper assigned to Theresa. Theresa has

made Moose an information card with the names and basic information of some of the most

famous prisoners currently in Alcatraz. It prominently features with Al Capone, AKA: Scarface.

After reading the grisly information about Al, Moose thinks, “What is this guy…nuts?” (15).

When they find the morgue locked, Moose reminds Theresa that they told the guard they

would be going to Piper’s house. They run into Piper, “a looker” (17) according to Moose.

Obnoxiously, Piper asks Moose if Natalie is “retarded” (17). Trying to defend his sister and

prove to Piper that Natalie is not stupid, Moose asks Natalie to tell Piper the day of the week

Piper was born based on the date and year. Natalie names the day of the week correctly and

then performs difficult arithmetic. Piper dismisses her as “a trick monkey” (18), which makes

Moose very defensive. Theresa volunteers Cam’s explanation that Natalie “lives in her own

world…Sometimes it’s a good world and sometimes it’s a bad world. And sometimes she can

get out and sometimes she can’t” (18-19). Piper thinks Natalie is “just plain crazy” (19) and

claims that the warden will not like having Natalie on the island. Piper wants to go see her

father the warden in the cell house, and Theresa wants to accompany her. Moose wants to go

home, but Natalie won’t listen to Moose when he tells her to head back with him. He decides

to wait until his mother arrives.

Chapters 1-3 Analysis

These first three chapters provide essential background information about the novel’s

characters and its setting.

The setting—the island which houses a famous prison—sets up one of the novel’s salient

themes, the idea of being trapped against one’s will in an inescapable situation. The most

obvious examples of this are the Alcatraz prisoners themselves, who are literally confined to
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their cells. Before showing us any of them in person, the novel introduces the concept of the

prison’s morgue—the only way for inmates to leave Alcatraz is by dying. More figuratively,

Moose begins the novel feeling trapped. Physically, his parents have made the decision to

move to “Alcatraz (AKA: Devil’s Island),” a terrifying and unfriendly place full of “the worst of

the worst” (3). Emotionally, Moose is locked into a complicated family situation, having to

protect and care for his sister while managing his feelings of love for, embarrassment of, and

pride in her. Finally, Natalie too continues the theme of imprisonment as we learn about the

way her parents understand her intellectual disability: Cam describes her as sometimes been

trapped in another world that she can’t leave.

Our protagonist, Moose, begins the novel as self-deprecating and full of self-pity. He has only

just gotten over feeling like he was physically weak and unimposing, and now worries that he

has an overdeveloped sense of duty: “I don’t like getting in trouble. I was born responsible. It’s

a curse” (16). At the same time, the move to Alcatraz has made him isolated and lonely for

Santa Monica and his best friend there. This intense self-focus is psychologically incisive

given Moose’s age, and it explains why despite his ostensible desire to help and watch out for

his sister, Moose is so uncomfortable and inept in that role. He is unable to coherently explain

Natalie’s deficits to Theresa—his inelegant idea is to call Natalie a permanent 10-year-old, as

opposed to his father’s much kinder and empathetic description of Natalie as a person who

sometimes caught in a world inside her head. Moose also doesn’t know how to defend

Natalie to insulting people like Piper without making Natalie perform in a demeaning fashion

—because he fears Natalie’s outbursts, Moose hasn’t gotten to know her and thus can’t offer

anything positive about Natalie besides her arithmetic talents.

Through the characters of Theresa and Piper, the novel suggests the corrosive effects of

being on Alcatraz. Piper is already a rude tyrant in the making who wields her father’s power

to compel those around her to submit. And even Theresa, who seems like she could be a good

ally, has begun to dehumanize the prisoners, seeing them as objects for trading cards or

morgue curiosities rather than people. This willingness to throw away a whole category of

humans will connect to the novel’s exploration of how intellectually disabled people were

treated during the early part of the 20th century.
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Chapters 4-6

Part One

Chapter 4 Summary: American Laugh-Nosed Beet

Saturday January 6, 1935

As usual, Natalie does not respond to Moose when he greets her in the morning. Moose

explains that this used to really bother him. One time, he got so angry that she didn’t answer

that he also remained silent, which made Natalie cry for “two straight hours” (22)—an

outsized reaction that helped Moose see how different Natalie’s way of interacting with the

world is. This particular morning, they are sharing a special breakfast because Natalie about

to start the Esther P. Marinoff School, a residential school for intellectually disabled children.

Neither Moose nor his mother thinks it’s a good idea for him to accompany Natalie to her new

school, but Cam insists.

On the boat, Moose notices that “Natalie is rocking more than usual” (26). Once Natalie

senses that her mother is upset about leaving her at the school, she “curls up in a tight little

ball” (27) and even though Helen tries to sound cheery, it does not fool Natalie. Moose figures

out what to do. Natalie loves to correct her brother, so Moose coaxes her off the boat by

purposefully making errors while reciting a book’s index. As Natalie follows him, she recites

the appropriate page numbers and grabs his hand—only the second time in his whole life that

Natalie has held his hand.

Moose tries to convince himself that taking Natalie to this school is for the best: “This is the

right thing to do, I tell myself. But I don’t believe it. This is another one of my mother’s crazy

ideas. I feel sick to my stomach. I want to pull my hand away, but I don’t. I keep walking. Good

Moose. Obedient Moose. I always do what I’m supposed to do” (28).

Chapter 5 Summary: Murderers Darn My Socks

Same day—Saturday January 6, 1935

When Moose and his mother arrive home, Moose is still trying to reassure himself that

sending Natalie to the Esther P. Marinoff School was the right thing for her.
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On their door is a note from the Warden, who wants to meet Moose.

Cam and Moose plan to play catch, but Moose doesn’t want to go into Natalie’s room to get

his glove. When his dad goes in, Moose notices that Natalie left her special purple blanket

behind and gets angry with his mother for forgetting it. Moose is worried that Natalie will not

be able to sleep without it. Moose has “been mad at everyone except Natalie” (31)—he knows

that getting mad at Natalie is “the one thing that will never be forgiven” (32) and so he tries

never to get angry with her.

While tossing a ball around, Moose talks with his father about the Warden and his

troublemaker daughter Piper, worried about making sure that the Warden knows about

Natalie. Moose challenges his dad about Natalie’s screaming outburst when they left her at

the school, wanting to “know for certain this is going to work out” (33). Cam responds:

“Nobody knows how things will turn out, that’s why they go ahead and play the game, Moose.

You give it your all and sometimes amazing things happen, but it’s hardly ever what you

expect” (34). When Cam tells Moose to put on a clean shirt, Moose learns that the convicts do

their laundry, not his mother.

Chapter 6 Summary: Sucker

Same day—Saturday, January 6, 1935

Moose arrives at the Warden’s mansion and notes that there are no trees or grass—because

this is Alcatraz, there “nothing but cement clear up to this door” (35). Once inside, Moose

notes the family’s primness: “this is not the kind of house where you can burp freely and run

around in your bare feet” (36).

Moose sits down with the Warden, and Piper joins them. Warden Williams tells Moose, “I don’t

know what you did in Santa Monica, Mr. Flanagan, but children on Alcatraz follow the rules.

Exactly. Precisely. Without exception” (37). He lists the many successful and unsuccessful

escape attempts on Alcatraz, warning Moose that the criminals held in the prison “are men

who have been tried and convicted of the most heinous crimes imaginable—terrible men with

nothing but time on their hands” (37).

The first rule Moose must follow is that there is absolutely no contact with the convicts. After

outlining further rules, the Warden asks Moose to help Piper carry her school things since

Al Capone Does My Shirts SuperSummary 9

Downloaded by Archie Barribeau - archiebarribeau@gmail.com

Do not distribute. Copyright © SuperSummary 2025



they will be attending the same school in San Francisco. Moose feels uncomfortable because

while Piper is acting sweet around her father, Moose knows she is the “girl next door to Al

Capone” (41). However, he agrees to help.

Moose remembers a summer when he was younger. A psychiatrist thought Natalie would

improve if the family paid her more attention, so Helen sent Moose to live with his

grandmother. His grandmother correctly realized this would never work, since “it’s going to

make Nat sicker just having Moose gone” (24).

Chapters 4-6 Analysis

This section of the novel emphasizes Moose’s closeness to Natalie by contrasting his

awareness of her needs to his mother and father’s desperate, but often misguided, attempts

to do the right thing for their daughter. Moose is a key part of Natalie’s life: Several years ago,

her condition deteriorated the summer when he lives with his grandmother; now, she grabs

his hand, a gesture that is as rare as a miracle. For his part, Moose is very attentive to Natalie

and notices details that his parents don’t: He worries about her increased rocking on the boat,

uses Natalie’s love of indexes to convince her to leave the boat that takes them to the

mainland, and realizes that she doesn’t take her comfort object—the purple blanket—to her

new school.

Moose’s strong desire to protect his sister is only one of many often-conflicting emotions he

feels about her. On the one hand, Moose feels he’s betrayed her by sending her off to this

residential school. On the other hand, it is clear that he has had to repress the anger and

frustration her affect sometimes causes. At the same time, Moose can’t help but be aware of

the many sacrifices his family is making sacrifices for Natalie. They have moved to this

dangerous, scary place and his dad is working many more hours than normal just to support

them. Moose sometimes feels guilty for even being born, knowing that a cousin told Helen

that since she has “one good boy” she should “cut [her] losses” with Natalie (29).

The novel also continues exploring the theme of forcible confinement—this time, by

introducing the character of the Warden Williams, who oversees the prison. Strikingly, Moose

notices that the Warden maintains the same kind of strict standards in his own home and

that he expects compliance and deference from everyone around him. The power dynamics of

his job have shaped his entire worldview and way of interacting with all aspects of his life. It
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is not surprising, then, that his daughter has developed a rebellious and insubordinate streak

—her father treats her as yet another potentially disobedient person whose behavior he must

curb and whose will he must crush.

Chapters 7-9

Part One

Chapter 7 Summary: Big for Seventh Grade

Monday, January 7, 1935

Moose is on his way to his new school and is miserable because the only person he will know

there is Piper, whom he considers an enemy. Moose assumes his chances of making friends

are small. When Moose walks into class, his teacher, Miss Bimp, thinks he’s “big for seventh

grade” (43) and asks him whether he was held back. The whole class laughs and Moose is

hot with embarrassment. She tells him to sit “in the back so [he] doesn’t block anyone’s view

of the board” (43).

During the students’ presentations, Moose writes a note to a student named Scout asking

him if he plays baseball. Scout writes him a note back telling him where to meet later—the

baseball team needs more players.

In her presentation, Piper brags about singing a solo, describes the infamous convicts at

Alcatraz, and tells everyone that Moose lives at Alcatraz too. In his presentation, Moose tells

the class that he moved to Alcatraz over Christmas vacation and that a convict served him

dinner: “‘He could have been killed,’ Piper says in a stage voice” (46).

After class, Piper asks Moose to help her with her school project, which turns out to be an

unethical moneymaking scheme:

we’re going to sell the Alcatraz laundry service to kids at school. You know, get your

clothes cleaned by famous Alcatraz convicts Al Capone, Machine Gun Kelly and Roy

Gardner. We’ll charge five cents a shirt…Money will be split four ways. Jimmy and

Annie will help us put the laundry through in their families’ bags, so they each get a

cut, plus you and I (47).

Al Capone Does My Shirts SuperSummary 11

Downloaded by Archie Barribeau - archiebarribeau@gmail.com

Do not distribute. Copyright © SuperSummary 2025



Chapter 8 Summary: Prison Guy Plays Ball

Same day—Monday, January 7, 1935

Moose meets up with the ball players on the field after school. He makes up all sorts of tales

about having snacks with the convicts of Alcatraz.

As Moose steps up to bat, the first two pitches are strikes. On the third pitch, he makes a

ground hit and gets to first, but the team is not able to score in the inning. Fielding, he plays

second base although he is used to first. Nevertheless, Moose manages to make a double

play. Because of his success in the game, he feels that “maybe it won’t be so bad here. Not so

bad at all” (52).

Chapter 9 Summary: Nice Little Church Boy

Same day—Monday, January 7, 1935

When Moose gets home, there is a note from his mom telling Moose to wake his dad up at 6

pm. Theresa is at the door waiting for him; apparently they are late to meet her brother Jimmy,

Annie, and Piper. Once Moose learns that Theresa’s brother, Jimmy, is his age, he grabs his

ball glove and follows her.

Moose tries playing ball with Jimmy and Theresa, but they are both terrible at it. Jimmy is

more interested in a contraption he has built for launching marbles.

Moose finally asks Annie whether she would be interested in playing ball. She is very talented

and Moose is impressed, since “she’s only a girl, after all” (56). Moose is so excited to find

another person to play ball with that he gives Annie a hug. Annie tells him that the only other

people that play ball on Alcatraz are the convicts. Sometimes, they hit a ball over the prison

yard wall—the kids get to keep those balls. Annie tells everyone that Piper is at charm school.

When Moose scoffs, Annie warns, “You got to get along with Piper. Otherwise she’ll make

trouble for you and your dad” (57).

Shortly after, Piper mocks Moose him for playing baseball; in return, he mocks her for

attending charm school. Angry that Moose will not help with her laundry project, Piper rolls

her eyes when Moose asks, “How do you know I won’t tell your dad?” (59).
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Chapters 7-9 Analysis

These chapters explore the world of the kids who live on Alcatraz Island, comparing it to the

lives of kids on the mainland. In mainland school, the fact that Piper and Moose live on

Alcatraz gives them bragging rights, but it also sets them apart from the other kids. Piper

uses this elevated and alienated position to lord it over her classmates—she boasts about her

proximity to famous people and plans to fleece mainland kids by getting them to pay to have

these same famous people do their laundry. Moose, on the other hand, only wants to blend in,

using his Alcatraz stories to ingratiate himself with a few likeminded baseball players.

On Alcatraz, Moose is slowly integrating into the social circles of the island’s kids. He

befriends Theresa’s brother Jimmy and finds a kindred baseball spirit in Annie. He seems to

be trying to make the most out of his situation. However, he is clearly underestimating Piper’s

manipulative powers and influence on Alcatraz when he turns down participating in her

laundry project. Annie’s warning that he needs to find a way to get along with her or she can

make his life miserable heralds bad things to come.

We also see a new authority figure in Moose’s life—his new teacher Miss Bimp, whose first

instinct is to humiliate Moose in front of the whole class for being tall. The power she wields

over her students—and the way she uses that power—is in some ways similar to that of the

Warden. Miss Bimp’s callousness also makes us wonder about Natalie’s experiences in her

new school, potentially foreshadowing problems to come.

Chapters 10-12

Part One

Chapter 10 Summary: Not Ready

Same day—Monday, January 7, 1935

After Moose returns home from school, he answers a call from the Esther P. Marinoff School.

Mr. Purdy, the headmaster, informs Moose that his parents will need to pick Natalie up that

evening because she is not settling in at all. Moose asks Mr. Purdy how he can tell that

Natalie is not ready for the school when she has only been there for 36 hours. Mr. Purdy says

that “these things become clear rather quickly” (61).
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When Moose hangs up the phone, his mom sees the sad look on his face and assumes it is

because he misses Natalie. Moose wakes his dad up and tells him about the phone call from

Mr. Purdy. Cam decides to “take it from here” (63).

Chapter 11 Summary: The Best in the Country

Same day—Monday, January 7, 1935

Moose’s mother barely reacts to the news that they must pick Natalie up, except to demand

that they leave immediately. Cam cannot come because he has to work, and so Moose goes

with his mother.

Moose lists the many other ways they have tried to “figure out” Natalie: “heat treatments and

before that the aluminum formula and before that UCLA” (64-65). All of these treatments

failed, and UCLA advised Helen to “donate [Natalie’s] brain to science when she dies” (65).

The impact of these previous failed attempts was palpable, causing Helen to stop taking care

of her family: “Things fell apart at my house after that. Ants in the sink. Flies on the garbage.

Cereal for supper. No clean dishes. Natalie in the same dirty dress. The blood of picked scabs

on her arm” (65).

Helen implores Mr. Purdy to give Natalie another chance. Mr. Purdy gives her a piece of paper

with the name and contact information for a Mrs. Kelly—a special education tutor. Helen is

committed to do whatever it takes for Natalie: “No matter what this little paper says,

[Moose’s] mother will do it” (67). Mr. Purdy explains why precisely Natalie can’t stay at

school: “We can’t have a child who screams like a banshee at five-fifteen in the morning in a

neighborhood like this” (69).

Chapter 12 Summary: What About the Electric Chair?

Tuesday, January 8, 1935

With Natalie at home, Moose feels more normal.

On the way to school, Piper apologizes to Moose about making him visit her dad and explains

that her convict-laundry scheme is not against the Warden’s rules. However, Moose does not

trust her, pointedly asking, “Why should I help you? You treat me like something stuck to the
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bottom of your shoe” (73). Piper convinces Moose to be a part of her laundry project by

promising to be kind to Natalie.

Once they are at school, Piper warms up the crowd, making up a story about a shiv. When she

walks away, Moose spins a ridiculous lie about a special cell on Alcatraz for those convicts

caught with an overdue library book: “Most everyone knows I’m kidding, but one girl isn’t too

sure” (78).

After class, Piper collects different articles of clothing to be laundered by the prisoners. One

girl even wishes she could take off her dress on the spot. Moose is impressed with Piper’s

salesmanship: “I have to admit…Piper is pretty smart. But she’s going to get in trouble for

this, I just know it” (79).

Chapters 10-12 Analysis

We learn more about the history of Natalie’s treatments as the novel highlights how little the

medical, psychological, and psychiatric establishments knew about autism spectrum

disorder in the 1930s. The novel describes Helen’s deep commitment to making her

daughter’s life as good as it can be. When successive treatments fail, Helen exhibits textbook

symptoms of depression: losing her emotional affect, neglecting hygiene, and being unable to

maintain cleanliness at home. As a result, Helen is quick to latch onto any hope for Natalie—

like the tutor Mrs. Kelly—always hoping that Natalie can be cured. When Mr. Purdy suggests

contacting Mrs. Kelly, Moose is skeptical, worried about a repeat when Helen’s unrealistic

optimism is dashed once again.

Piper’s marketing techniques for her laundry scheme fascinate Moose. Piper has figured out

how to play on her classmates’ preconceived ideas about prison, their fear of the convicts,

and their simultaneous desire to be closer to anyone famous. It is the perfect combination for

Piper to exploit. Moose can’t inhabit Piper’s sales persona, and when asked to perform he can

only make up outlandish and clearly false stories about the dangers of Alcatraz, but he

nevertheless finds himself participating in her hype building. Piper is smart enough to

convince Moose to join her, but Moose remains wary of her because she is so manipulative—

as she herself admits, her scheme hews to the letter and not the spirit of the Warden’s many

rules.
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Chapters 13-15

Part One

Chapter 13 Summary: One-Woman Commando Unit

Wednesday, January 9, 1935

Helen happily tells Moose that she met with Carrie Kelly, who insisted they take one of

Natalie’s comfort objects—a button box—away from her so she has “no more counting […] no

more obsessions” (81). Helen has bought into Mrs. Kelly’s new tough-love approach, agreeing

that Natalie’s fixations “get in Natalie’s way” and that the Flanagans are wrong to indulge her:

“If Natalie’s going to change, we have to change first’” (81). Moose takes offence to this

statement, disliking the idea that the family is to blame for Natalie’s disability. He bristles at

Mrs. Kelly idea that Natalie is “not supposed to do anything she actually likes to do” (81).

Helen also asks Moose if he can look after Natalie after school because she is going to teach

piano to a few students in order to earn more money. Mrs. Kelly advises them that Moose

should take Natalie wherever he goes like a normal sister. Moose’s mom tells him: “We need

to help Natalie join the human race” (83).

However, Moose remembers that he plays baseball and can’t commit to looking after Natalie

on certain days. His mother asks him to ask Scout if they can change the days they play

baseball. Moose protests that he barely knows the team, which makes it awkward to ask

them to change things just for him. But eventually he obeys his mother because his “mom is

like a one-woman commando unit” (85).

Chapter 14 Summary: Al Capone’s Baseball

Same day—Wednesday, January 9, 1935

Before class, Moose approaches Scout to ask if they can play on Tuesdays instead of

Mondays. At first, Scout doesn’t budge. Moose tells him the partial truth—his mother teaches

piano on Mondays, and he has to look after his sister, though “I leave out the part about my

sister being older than me and nutty as a fruitcake” (87). Scout jokes that maybe they should

play baseball on Alcatraz, near where the prisoners play—he’s heard from Piper that’s the
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convicts’ favorite pastime. They talk about Al Capone being a first baseman and the

possibility of Moose getting a convict’s baseball, one of the ones that accidentally make it

over the prison yard wall. Moose promises to show Scout if he ever gets one, free of charge.

Chapter 15 Summary: Looking for Scarface

Thursday, January 10, 2015

Annie and Moose decide to meet on the parade grounds, where Annie will show him “some

secret spot to watch the convicts walk up to the cell house at four o’clock” (90). When Moose

gets home, he sees that his mother is ready to leave and that Natalie is clearly agitated,

pacing the room. Moose’s mother leaves him in charge of Natalie. Since it is a hot day, she

has changed into her bathing suit. Moose knows Natalie cannot wear that around the prison,

so he tries to convince her to put her dress back on, but she strips down naked instead. He

manages to convince her to get dressed by promising to take her swimming later.

Moose and Natalie meet up with Piper and Annie. They follow Piper to a chain-link fence and

she proceeds to open it with a key. They need to position themselves near a guard tower so

they can get a good look at the convicts as they walk back. Twice Moose asks if the convicts

will be able to see them. He refuses to go as close as Piper and Annie do, so when the men

march through, he does not get a very good view. Meanwhile, Natalie is completely

disinterested, and spends the time organizing dirt into little piles.

Chapters 13-15 Analysis

There is a tension between Helen’s determination to make Natalie “normal”—a desire based

on her frustration with Natalie’s condition with the advice offered by Mrs. Kelly—and Moose’s

gut instinct that “it’s kinda mean, taking her buttons away” (91) and not allowing Natalie to do

anything she enjoys. Unlike his mother, Moose has accepted Natalie as she is, which allows

him both to tolerate the ways her behavior deviates from neurotypical and to convince

Natalie to do things like get dressed appropriately. He is more interested in keeping Natalie

happy as she is, rather than finding new methods to “improve” her.

Despite the influence of his peers, Moose has not let go his sense of the Alcatraz prisoners as

people rather than mere objects of curiosity. When Scout jokes about playing baseball with

the convicted men, Moose is uncomfortable with Scout’s fascination—though he does offer to

show Scout a prisoner-game baseball if he ever comes across one. Moose is also the only
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one who worries that when the island kids go to gawk at the prisoners, the prisoners will be

able to see them in turn. His hesitation to go as close to the convicts as Piper and Annie do

comes from fear—he wants to keep Natalie safe—and from the awareness of the men’s inner

lives. Unlike Piper and Annie, Moose has spent his whole life reading the inner life of a person

whose emotional state isn’t always clear, so he is much more acutely aware of the fact that

those around him have internal feelings and thoughts.

Chapters 16-18

Part One

Chapter 16 Summary: Capone Washed Your Shirts

Monday, January 14, 1935

When Moose gets on the boat to school, he sees that Piper has three large bags of laundry.

Mr. Trixle, one of the prison guards who has a day off, questions Piper about the bags, but

Piper explains that it is a science experiment. The guard doesn’t fully believe her, but let’s her

go because “You got an answer for everything […] just like your old man” (99). Moose helps

carry two bags without saying a word.

At school, Piper unlocks a supply closet in the home economics room and put the bags in

there. Alarmed by her casual disregard of any rules, Moose wants “to stay away from her”

(100), but at lunch, he sees her carrying the laundry bags and comes to help.

Scout finds Moose and tells him there will be a baseball game on Tuesday. Moose is

overjoyed that he will be able to play.

Piper hands out the laundered clothes to the kids, and they are not happy. They were

expecting blood or bullet holes but the shirts are just clean. There’s no way to tell that

Alcatraz prisoners actually washed them. A student named Del is particularly mad, accusing

Piper of conning the whole class out of their money.

Chapter 17 Summary: Baseball on Tuesday

Same day—Monday, January 14, 1935
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At home, Moose learns that his mother has changed her piano classes to Tuesdays instead

of Mondays and he is miserable. He asked Scout to change the baseball game days to

Tuesdays and now he cannot believe that he will have to ask him to switch back. Moose

pleads with his mother to go back to Mondays, or to find someone else to look after Natalie.

She cannot and asks Moose to make sacrifices: “We all have to help out, Moose. That’s the

only way this is going to work” (104).

Chapter 18 Summary: Not on My Team

Tuesday, January 15, 1935

When Scout finds Moose before school starts, he chats excitedly about their baseball game.

Moose wants to tell him the truth but struggles. He wishes he could lie or come up with some

excuse, but “that’s a rotten thing to do. I’m not a liar and I’m not a rat” (106).

At the end of the day, Moose overhears Piper telling Scout that Moose is a great baseball

player and discussing convict baseballs. Piper then tells Moose that he is not getting any of

the laundry money.

When Moose finally tells Scout that he cannot go to the game, Scout is not happy. Scout tries

to convince Moose to find someone to watch Natalie, even asking Piper if she would do it.

She refuses. The only time Moose can play is during lunch. Scout, visibly upset, does not

accept Moose’s apology. When Scout leaves, he angrily snaps that Moose should not “expect

to play on [his] team again” (108).

At home, the moment that Moose is alone with Natalie he gives her back her button box and

“as much lemon cake as she wants” (108). He is “not sorry about it either” (108).

Chapters 16-18 Analysis

These chapters consider the theme of following and breaking the rules. Piper breaks the rules

in a self-serving way, lying to Mr. Trixle, breaking into the supply closet, and of course, the

whole laundry escapade. Somewhat predictably, her disregard for ethical behavior makes her

a disloyal and unreliable conspirator. As soon as the classmates Piper has talked into paying

for convict laundry realize that this only means getting their clothes clean and demand their

money back, Piper informs Moose that she will not be cutting him in for a share of the money.
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Moose, on the other hand, only breaks the rules when motivated by sympathy. Seeing

Natalie’s distress at being deprived of her button box, he secretly gives it back to her to make

her happy again.

These chapters mark the first time we see concrete evidence of the ways Natalie’s condition

means sacrifices for the Flanagan family. Moose has told us about the move to Alcatraz, but

since we never saw his life before the island, his complaints were more theoretical. Now,

because of the family’s financial difficulties and Helen’s piano lessons, Moose must give up

his one happiness since moving to Alcatraz—getting involved with a baseball team—because

he has to watch Natalie. By asking for schedule changes repeatedly, he has lost the

opportunity to play baseball and has offended one of his only friends.

It is also worth noting how differently Piper and Moose respond to disappointment and

setbacks. Piper immediately takes her frustration with her classmates’ annoyance about the

laundry out on Moose. Meanwhile, instead of getting angry at Natalie for derailing his

baseball schedule, Moose instead lets her have cake—his consolation to himself is being kind

to his sister.

Chapters 19-20

Part One

Chapter 19 Summary: Daddy’s Little Mess

Wednesday, January 16, 1935

School is lonely for Moose as Scout will no longer talk to him. At home, he is writing a letter to

his old friend Pete when Theresa calls him and Natalie outside: Piper is handing out the

laundry money and Annie promised that she would buy some candy. Theresa tells Natalie

that she can bring her buttons. Piper tries to get Natalie’s attention but she is too absorbed

with her buttons; however, when Piper asks Natalie to make the calculation to split their

money three ways, Natalie does it instantly. Mr. Trixle tells Piper, Moose, Jimmy, and Annie

that the Warden wants to see them inside. All of them are terrified.

Theresa grabs Natalie’s hand and brings her along. Moose is astounded that Natalie is letting

anyone touch her. At the library, the Warden explains how disappointed he is and reads a

letter from Del Peabody’s father about the laundry operation Del has told him about. In the

Al Capone Does My Shirts SuperSummary 20

Downloaded by Archie Barribeau - archiebarribeau@gmail.com

Do not distribute. Copyright © SuperSummary 2025



letter, Mr. Peabody writes, “I am appalled by the extremely poor taste and unseemly behavior

of your daughter and her friends” (112), and threatens to go to the San Francisco Chronicle if

such a thing happens again. Annie tells the Warden the scheme was Piper’s idea. Jimmy and

Moose speak up about Piper as well, but the Warden decides to punish them all. When

Natalie chimes in with the amount of money she calculated, the full truth of the operation

comes out. Annie and Jimmy hand over their money, but “Piper doesn’t move” (114). The

Warden gives them all a stern warning: “if anything like this occurs again, all of your fathers

will be dismissed without severance” (115). Throughout the whole meeting, the Warden

addresses Moose as if he were involved, even though he and Theresa repeatedly deny he had

anything to do with the scheme.

Chapter 20 Summary: Warning

Same day—Wednesday, January 16, 1935

Outside, the kids return to their usual occupations: Natalie is playing with her buttons, Jimmy

is trying to build another machine, and Moose is kicking a can around. When Moose

accidentally kicks the can, hard, into Natalie’s elaborate button organization, he drops to his

knees, sincerely apologizing and trying to put things back together. Natalie remains perfectly

quiet and then rolls herself into a tight ball. All of the kids try to speak to her, but it doesn’t

work. “Natalie has gone away somewhere deep inside” (118).

Moose’s mother finds them all around Natalie and asks Moose how long Natalie has been

this way. Helen angrily tells Moose to get rid of the others because she is embarrassed for

Natalie to be “a spectacle” (119). In vain, Moose tries to defend the kindness of his friends to

his mother. Moose then finds Cam, who carries Natalie home and puts her to bed.

Mr. Trixle finds them at home and speaks with Cam alone. Then Cam takes Moose outside

and asks Moose if he knew about the laundry episode. Moose can only respond that while he

was not involved, he was aware of what was going on. Cam takes away Moose’s ball gloves,

bat, and ball for not coming forward.

Chapter 19-20 Analysis

These chapters are about the difference between punishment and justice—and the way these

concepts relate to the idea of harm and victimhood. Del’s father writes the Warden a letter

about Piper’s laundry scheme assuming that his threats to go to the newspapers will get his
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victimized son justice—in this case, a suitable comeuppance for whomever is responsible.

However, as Moose experiences firsthand, punishment is not necessarily fair: Despite the kids

explaining Piper’s role as laundry scheme mastermind, her father punishes everyone except

her and even threatens the livelihoods of the kids’ families. When the guilty are powerful, they

can evade justice, Moose realizes as he sees “Piper lean over and whisper to her father like

she’s his buddy, not his daughter. The little slime” (116).

On the other hand, Cam expects Moose to live up to ideals of fairness—he punishes Moose

for not alerting anyone about the laundry scheme before it happens. Cam focuses on those

harmed by Piper—and on the fact that Moose could have prevented the harm but chose not

to.

Sometimes harm cannot be prevented. When Moose accidentally wrecks Natalie’s button

display, she becomes catatonic—he has hurt her without meaning to, and his instant deep

regret does nothing to redress his actions. Nothing is more painful for Moose than hurting his

sister, though the minor crisis does reveal that Moose’s new Alcatraz friends are genuinely

good: “Annie’s small blue eyes [show] that she understands” (119) and Theresa believes she

has a special bond with Natalie and that she can get through to her like no one else can.

Chapters 21-22

Part Two

Chapter 21 Summary: It Never Rains on Monday

Thursday, March 28, 1935

The next two months are dismal for Moose and his friends: “On Alcatraz there’s nothing to do,

no one to do it with and nothing to look forward to either” (125). Piper has been banished to

her grandmother’s for getting in trouble and “mostly [Moose is] glad she’s gone. It makes

everything easier” (125).

The doldrums break for Moose in March, when Piper returns exactly the same as ever: “It’s

like the last two months haven’t happened for her. Her head is full of just as many schemes

as it was before” (127).

Al Capone Does My Shirts SuperSummary 22

Downloaded by Archie Barribeau - archiebarribeau@gmail.com

Do not distribute. Copyright © SuperSummary 2025



Apparently, Piper has been reading the inmates’ mail, and has learned that Al Capone’s mom

is coming to visit Alcatraz and she knows the exact date and time she will be on the boat.

Because it’s just a simple boat ride, there is really no way for the kids to get in trouble. Piper

doesn’t think bringing Natalie along is a good idea, but Moose tells her Natalie is none of her

business.

Chapter 22 Summary: Al Capone’s Mama

Sunday, March 31, 1935

The only kids on the boat are Jimmy, Piper, and Moose. Just before they reach the dock at

San Francisco, they hear a sound and turn around to see Theresa with her new baby brother

Rocky, wrapped in a blanket. He is crying loudly and Theresa hands him to Jimmy to calm

him, but with no luck.

Finally, they see Mrs. Capone on board. Piper politely introduces herself. Mrs. Capone tries to

ignore her by reading a letter. Baby Rocky’s crying grabs Mrs. Capone’s attention and she

asks to hold him:

As far as she’s concerned, there’s no one else on the boat but that black curly-haired

baby. She sings to him all the way to Alcatraz. When the boat docks, baby Rocky is

asleep […] She hands the peacefully sleeping infant back to Theresa Mattaman.

Then the light in her face goes dark (133).

Mrs. Capone walks through a metal detector that sets off a loud alarm and she is escorted

away. A guard tells Jimmy to get his mother quickly because she can speak Italian. By the

time Jimmy returns, Mrs. Capone has left on the boat. It turns out they strip searched her for

weapons and found none, but she was so humiliated, she had to leave.

This scene bothers Moose immensely. He understands her shame and recognizes that Al

Capone was a young kid once too.
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Chapters 21-22 Analysis

These chapters focus on the theme of parenthood. Until now, we have only seen the

parenting style of two families: Moose’s mother and father, who are doing their best to care

for an intellectual disabled child, and Piper’s father, who uses the same techniques to oversee

prisoners and raise his daughter. Moose is too emotionally enmeshed with both of these

authority figures, so he has never considered what the world might look like from a parental

point of view—until he encounters Mrs. Capone about to visit her son in prison. Because she

is a stranger, Moose observes Mrs. Capone with enough detachment to really see the world

through her eyes. She is loving and maternal as she tenderly soothes little Rocky to sleep—a

gesture that makes Moose think about the fact that this is how she must have taken care of

Al Capone when he was a baby. Moose suddenly understands that ordinary, gentle people

can be the parents of violent criminals—that parents are not necessarily responsible for how

their children turn out.

For Moose, meeting Mrs. Capone becomes a lesson in empathy and further humanizes the

men imprisoned on the island. However, through her, we also see the opposite—how the

dehumanization of the prisoners echoes out into the world. When Mrs. Capone sets off a

metal detector, the prison guards treat her horrifically, subjecting an elderly woman to a

humiliating strip search. She has done nothing wrong, but the assumption is that she must be

punished for even trying to come to visit her son—the prison guards do not see her as a

vulnerable human being, but as an extension of her criminal son. Her powerlessness in the

fact of that kind of force evokes pathos.

Chapters 23-25

Part Two

Chapter 23 Summary: She’s Not Cute

Tuesday, April 2, 1935

Scout and Moose get put together for a class project “and just like that [they’re] friends

again” (135). Scout plans a baseball game at lunch. Later, he asks Moose for one of those

convict baseballs and admits to Moose that he thinks Piper is cute. Moose will try to get a

convict baseball before Piper can get Scout one instead. Moose disagrees about Piper’s

cuteness; he thinks about Piper and Scout all afternoon and it troubles him greatly.
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Moose takes Natalie outside with him to go look for baseballs. He notices that he is enjoying

talking with her and is amazed when Natalie makes eye contact with him. Moose wonders

whether this is because Mrs. Kelly is really helping. He tries to get Natalie to trudge through

the bushes but she decides to play with rocks instead. His desire to find a baseball becomes

an obsession: “I don’t want Piper to find a ball for Scout. I don’t know why, but I don’t” (139).

Moose finds a gap in the fence, possibly caused by rain eroding the soil, but if he steps inside,

Natalie will be out of his sight.

Chapter 24 Summary: Like a Regular Sister

Same day—Tuesday, April 2, 1935

Moose sees something in the grass and wants to have a closer look at it; however, he is

having trouble crawling through the gap in the fence and he is fearful because he cannot see

Natalie. He is torn between his desire to check on her and to go in and retrieve what he sees.

When Moose finally gets through the fence, his search is fruitless.

He returns to Natalie, who hasn’t moved from her spot. She says the number “105” and

Moose makes guesses at where it comes from. Rocks? Birds? Natalie lets him know that he is

wrong.

Chapter 25 Summary: My Gap

Wednesday, April 24, 1935

Every day at school Moose plays baseball with Scout at lunch. Scout has not asked him

anymore about finding a convict baseball but Piper has, repeatedly. Even though his search

has turned nothing up, he has been enjoying his outings with Natalie. Their relationship has

grown significantly: “We’re getting along, Nat and I. It’s peaceful to spend time with her out

here. Sometimes I even tell her stuff that’s bothering me. I don’t know if she understands, but

she’s quiet like she hears” (143).

In the afternoon, on the way to look for baseballs, Moose runs into Annie and Theresa, who

are working on something. Theresa would like to come with Moose to look for balls, but she is

too busy with her mystery project, so he and Natalie go alone.
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Once he sets Natalie up in her usual spot, Moose takes his time to search the area

thoroughly. He finds nothing and is really discouraged. When he returns to their spot, he finds

that Natalie is gone.

Chapters 23-25 Analysis

Moose becomes possessive about his friendship with Scout and it bothers him immensely

that Scout and Piper are spending time together. It is hard to know what bothers him exactly:

Is he angry that the manipulative Piper is worming her way into his friend’s life or is he

jealous that Scout is spending more time with her than with him? He desperately wants a

friend so that he can confide in someone. He tries to talk to Natalie, but these one-sided

conversations reveal the limitations of his growing relationship with her—while she is

seemingly content to listen, he is not sure if she understands him.

Moose’s newfound problems at first seem to be a balm for the reader: He is facing typical

teenage drama instead of coping with deeply upsetting familial upheaval. Sadly, then, as soon

as his attention is occupied by worries about his friend Scout’s growing crush on Piper, and

as soon as he lets himself think that Natalie is seemingly getting better, Moose lets down his

guard about Natalie enough to put her in real danger. We do not know why she has

disappeared, but it is clear that Moose should never have left her alone—nor would he have, if

he weren’t trying to convince himself that she was suddenly functioning more neurotypically.

Chapters 26-28

Part Two

Chapter 26 Summary: Convict Baseball

Same day—Wednesday, April 24, 1935

Moose is frantically looking for Natalie when he hears a voice. He runs towards it and sees

Natalie a short distance away, sitting next to a man in denim clothing. With a start, Moose

realizes that “Natalie is sitting with a con” (147). The convict starts to hand Moose a baseball,

but Moose yells at the man to get away from his sister. The con responds with an easy,

arrogant, and overly familiar tone, telling Moose to calm down about the ball and then leaving

with a disturbing aside for Natalie: “Bye sweetie” (148). As the strange man walks away

Moose “[sees] the number stamped on the back of his denim shirt: 105” (148).
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Chapter 27 Summary: Idiot

Same day—Wednesday, April 24, 1935

Moose tortures himself, wondering how long he had left Natalie alone and remembers the

Warden saying, “some of these convicts haven’t seen a woman in ten or fifteen years” (149).

The scariest thing for Moose is not knowing what happened while he was gone. He has no

idea whether Natalie and the man were alone long enough for him to have sexually assaulted

her: “I don’t know what happened. I wasn’t there” (149). His fear causes him to drag Natalie

home.

When he gets to the door, he finds Piper there. She heard Moose yelling at Natalie and wants

to know what is wrong. Natalie hands the baseball over to Piper and tells her about the

number “105.” Piper keeps pressing Natalie with questions until she figures out that “105”

refers to the convict who gave Natalie the baseball. Piper is overwhelmed with excitement. All

she can think about is that they finally have a connection to the world of the prisoners—as

she says to Moose, “this is the beginning” (153). Furious and terrified, Moose yells back, “this

is the end” (153).

Chapter 28 Summary: Tall For Her Age

Same day—Wednesday, April 24, 1935

Moose believes that “the [best] thing to do is come clean” (154). When he arrives home, his

mother is excited about a write-up in the newspaper about the Esther P. Marinoff School. She

is convinced that once Natalie can re-enroll, “She’s going to be fine!” (155). Moose points out

that the school doesn’t accept kids who are older than 12, but in response Helen just jokingly

repeats the family explanation that Natalie is 10.

Moose doesn’t have the courage to tell his parents about what happened. Instead, he vaguely

insists that it is not safe for Natalie to follow him around anymore after a convict has noticed

her. However, even though Moose is quite upset by what could have happened to Natalie in

his absence, his mother focuses on the part of his story that reveals that Natalie is getting

better. She tells Moose, “I am not going to change one single thing about Natalie’s day” (158).
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Chapters 26-28 Analysis

These chapters highlight the danger of Natalie’s condition. She is high-functioning enough to

be around Moose and his friends, to enjoy spending time with her brother, and to even engage

in a conversation with a stranger. However, her cognitive disability is too severe for her to

recognize when she is in danger, to understand the unspoken implications of someone’s

attention, or to sense another person’s motive. And, to someone willing to take advantage,

she presents an attractive victim. Although to a modern audience it seems harsh to

institutionalize a child on the autism spectrum, we can see why at the time of the novel, this

was seen as a humane way to protect such children.

For Moose, the situation is a complex one. He feels the need to do normal teenager things like

showing up a girl he doesn’t like and to impress a friend with a baseball find. At the same

time, he wants to protect his sister, which is increasingly harder to do. Adding to the pressure

he feels is the fact that his parents—his mother in particular—are unhelpful. His mother

doesn’t try to read into his clearly obfuscating story about what happened to Natalie, not

asking for any details because, as usual, she refuses to face reality when it comes to her

daughter. The guilt of losing Natalie grows for Moose and he tries to relinquish his

responsibility for her to ease the pressure, but his mother will not hear of it.

Chapters 29-32

Part Two

Chapter 29 Summary: Convict Choir Boy

Moose tries his best to steer clear of Piper and Annie warns him that he needs to watch

himself because “she’s planning something” (159). “On Wednesday I find out Piper has given

Scout 105’s baseball, and then she’s stopped talking to Scout” (159). Scout admits to Moose

later that Piper is “more trouble than she’s worth” (159).

Piper corners Moose after school, asking for his help with 105 because he will not talk with

her— Piper desperately wants to meet Al Capone and fraternizing with other prisoners seems

to be her only way of getting close to him. She is hoping to convince Moose to let Natalie talk

with the prisoner while Moose and Piper spy on them. As a result of her sleuthing, she has

found out that 105 is on gardening detail and that he only has about six months left on his
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sentence, which is why he’s been given so much freedom. Piper believes the prisoner is a

good guy, but Moose just wants to keep Natalie safe until she gets into the Esther P. Marinoff

School.

Piper asks the inevitable question: “what if [Natalie] doesn’t get in?” (163). Moose admits that

“this is the question [his] whole family has been avoiding. Just hearing Piper ask it out loud

makes [him] feel disloyal” (163).

Chapter 30 Summary: Eye

Tuesday, May 7—Wednesday, May 8, 1935

Moose wants to come totally clean with his mom, but he does not want to disappoint his dad

again. When Moose eventually tells his mom the truth, he feels guilty enough not to need

punishment: “My mother doesn’t yell about us staying inside. Not one critical word comes out

of her mouth. She doesn’t have to say anything. The air itself carries her blame” (166). The

next day, Moose cannot find Natalie’s button box anywhere in the house—his mother has

taken the buttons. Natalie becomes distressed.

Natalie starts to scream and Moose yells back at her to stop. In a fit of rage, he shouts at her:

“Do you have any idea what you’re doing to us?” (168). He even tells her he hates her. Their

yelling becomes so loud that Mrs. Trixle and Theresa knock on their door asking to come in.

Finally, Moose’s anger fades and he tries to get Natalie to calm down. He remembers

something his mom used to do and rolls Natalie up in the rug. “With the tightness

surrounding her, she feels safe, secure somehow” (169). Once she has calmed down, she

keeps repeating, “Eye outside,” which eventually becomes, “I want to go outside” (170). Moose

is shocked that Natalie has referred to herself in the first person.

Chapter 31 Summary: My Dad

Same day—Wednesday, May 8, 1935

Moose takes Natalie to the parade grounds and she plays on the swings. He knows she is too

big for them but he does not care. She falls asleep eventually because “tantrums exhaust her”

(171) and Moose has to carry her home. On the way, they run into Cam, who takes Natalie to

bed. The apartment is still a disaster from Natalie’s earlier tantrum. Cam grabs a beer and

pours half a glass for Moose. In silence, they tidy up the room together and Moose asks his
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father why he listens to his mom all the time. Cam explains that the only thing he really cares

about is Moose, and everything else matters more to Helen than to Cam. Moose asks his dad

if Moose is the cause of Natalie’s condition—Moose knows that Natalie got worse after

Moose was born. His dad reassures him that Natalie’s disability has nothing to do with

Moose.

Chapter 32 Summary: The Button Box

Same day—Wednesday, May 8, 1935

When Moose’s mom returns home, Cam wants to speak with her directly. They go into their

bedroom and argue. Cam defends Moose: “We have to respect [his relationship with Natalie]

and trust him” (174). She points out that Moose has everything—he’s strong, smart, popular—

while “Natalie doesn’t have the whole world looking out for her” (175). Cam believes Helen

and Moose “never try to understand each other” (175). Moose goes into Natalie’s room and

talks to her in her sleep, telling her she has to do well at the interview for the Esther P.

Marinoff School because “mom can’t handle it” if she does not get in (175).

Chapters 29-32 Analysis

These chapters center on the ways the people around Natalie treat her and see her. For Piper,

Natalie is a tool—a way to get closer to the famous Al Capone. Cam has given up hope for

Natalie and sees her as a way to pacify Helen so that Cam can focus on Moose, the child with

the promising future. Helen understands deeply how limited Natalie’s life will become as she

grows into adulthood; because Natalie seems to have so little in comparison with her brother,

Helen devotes her energy to her daughter and assumes her son will be fine. Finally, for

Moose, Natalie is the locus of deep-seated guilt that stems from the belief that her condition

is his fault and of resentment that comes when her disability curbs his freedom and

independence.

The only character’s perspective on Natalie we never get to see is Natalie’s own. This is why

the moment when she suddenly refers to herself in the first person and requests to go outside

is so important—it is the first time that Moose and the reader must consider Natalie’s inner

life.
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Chapters 33-35

Part Three

Chapter 33 Summary: The Sun and the Moon

Monday, May 27, 1935

As Natalie’s interview approaches, the family, and especially Helen, wonders how much to

disrupt Natalie’s routine. The day before Natalie’s interview is also her birthday, but Helen

wants it to be just a normal, peaceful day because it takes Natalie a week to recover from her

outbursts.

Natalie is contentedly drawing pictures of the different phases of the moon, when there is a

knock on their door. Moose tries to ignore it at first but becomes concerned that the knocking

will bother Natalie. Piper wants to come in and wish Natalie a happy birthday. She comes in,

says happy birthday and leaves.

Natalie returns to drawing the moon phases, but then rips up the paper. Moose senses there

is something wrong. He tries to distract her with lemon cake but he “can almost see the battle

in her eyes. All at once, the storm seems to win” (183). He yells for Natalie to follow him

outside, and she obeys, trying to fight her rising feelings.

They circle the parade grounds twice, and then Natalie takes off on her own in the direction of

the west stairs. Moose follows, with Piper close behind. Once they figure out where Natalie is

going, Piper believes that Natalie just wants to say goodbye to prisoner 105. Moose tries to

distract Natalie and turn her around, but she is determined. They find 105 and he is happy to

see Natalie, calling her sweetie, and she sits with him. Moose is floored at the sight of Natalie

“holding hands with a man convicted of some awful crime. It's so strange, so awful and so…
normal” (185).

Chapter 34 Summary: Happy Birthday

Same day—Monday, May 27, 1935

Piper, Natalie and Moose return home and find that Helen has decorated the apartment for
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Natalie’s birthday. Moose’s mother invites Piper to come to the party, but rejects Piper’s

suggestion that they invite the others. Moose avoids the party by going to his room. When

Natalie asks for Theresa, Moose’s mother asks Piper to get her.

Theresa and Jimmy come over, and Theresa brings Annie as well. They sing “Happy Birthday,”

but when Helen opens Natalie’s presents, Theresa objects—ripping them open should be

Natalie’s job. Natalie tears through the presents herself.

After the party, Moose walks his friends home, Piper last. He notices how beautiful it is

outside, until he turns around and sees the prison. Piper asks how old Natalie is, and Moose

says 16. “That’s what we figured,” she says in a way that troubles him.

Chapter 35 Summary: The Truth

Same day—Monday, May 27, 1935

When Moose returns home, the house is peaceful, but something is bothering him. He argues

with his mother that pretending Natalie is ten is no longer right. He pleads with his mother:

“She is sixteen […] and everybody knows it […] She’s not going to be like everybody else,

Mom. This is her only chance and it’s not a chance at all if you’re not honest” (192-193). Cam

comes in to the room as the argument escalates. Helen is still denying Natalie’s real age. Cam

finally agrees with Moose. He asks Natalie how old she is. She responds: “I am sixteen at two

thirty-one today” (194). Natalie’s use of “I” makes Cam cry even harder. He is “so very proud

[of] what wonderful people” his children have become (194).

Chapters 33-35 Analysis

Natalie’s growing maturity and independence comes in fits and starts and doesn’t the

neurotypical pattern. Nevertheless, Moose’s sensitivity to his sister makes him the ideal

person to support her emerging sense of self. The very special relationship and

understanding that Moose and Natalie have allows him to recognize Natalie’s mood (and

potential emotional outburst) even before she does. When he takes her outside to distract her

from it, she seems to understand his intention—and, more importantly for her future

wellbeing, she purposefully tries to fend off an outburst by expelling her energy by running

around the parade grounds. By not preventing her from meeting 105, Moose is letting Natalie

make her own decisions and assert herself—an action that lets him see Natalie holding the
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man’s hand in a scene that is both disturbing (because Natalie really doesn’t understand

potential danger) and exhilarating (because she is connecting with another person in such a

relaxed way).

Natalie’s relationship with 105 makes Moose reject his parents’ approach to caring for

Natalie, which relies on the pretense that she is perpetually 10 years old. Instead, Moose tells

the truth about Natalie’s age—letting the reader know for the first time that she is actually 16

—and asserting Natalie’s humanity. He demands she be treated as a person, just like

everyone else. Moose’s empathetic and courageous stand inspires his father to see Natalie

as a daughter rather than a burden and object of pity. Cam asks Natalie her age—a gesture of

acceptance and love.

Chapters 36-40

Part Three

Chapter 36 Summary: Waiting

Tuesday, May 28, 1935

The next day, when Moose returns home from school his mother is radiant. During her

interview, “Natalie was wonderful. She spoke clearly in the new Natalie way. She tried her best

to look at Mr. Purdy when she spoke. She even told a joke” (195).

Moose’s mother wants to talk to Moose alone, so Theresa looks after Natalie. Helen

apologizes for the previous evening. She was angry at Moose because she thought he didn’t

care about how his words affected anyone else. Now, however, she has come to realize how

much he cares about Natalie: “You were doing what you thought would help your sister”

(197).

During dinner they receive a phone call from the Esther P. Marinoff School. Cam returns

visibly upset. Natalie has been rejected for the same reason as before.

Chapter 37 Summary: Carrie Kelly

Tuesday, May 28—Wednesday, May 29, 1935
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Natalie’s second rejection from the school takes an immediate toll on the Flanagan family.

Moose calls Mrs. Kelly to tell her what has happened, to thank her for her work with Natalie,

and to ask if there is anything they can do to change Mr. Purdy’s mind. Mrs. Kelly was sure

that Natalie would be accepted into the school. She tells Moose that whenever she lost

Natalie’s focus, Mrs. Kelly would always ask Natalie what she thought Moose was up to: “I

thought you might like to know how important you are to her” (201).

Moose urgently wants to help Natalie. He speaks to the Warden, “the most powerful person

[he knows]” (201), even though he is not sure what the Warden could do to help. When the

Warden is unable to fix Natalie’s situation, Moose has an idea. He asks about a favor from Al

Capone. The Warden scoffs at this as another stunt and explains that he cannot give Al any

special treatment.

Chapter 38 Summary: What Happened?

Saturday, June 1—Sunday, June 2, 1935

Life is difficult at Moose’s house because Moose’s mother is in terrible shape. Natalie hugs

herself at the table, asking, “What happened? What happened?” (206). She knows that her

mother is angry and repeats her dad’s words that “she’s not mad at you” (206).

When Moose tells Annie and Theresa about what he asked the Warden they reject the idea as

well. However, he cannot let go of the thought that Al Capone “could do [anything] if he

wanted to” (207).

Moose approaches Piper to write Al Capone a letter. She has tried in the past, and it did not

work. The next day they type up a letter, making it look like it has already been censored and

is ready to be delivered to Capone. In a postscript, Moose writes that he likes Al Capone’s

mom. He defends this part to Piper by calling it “The Mom Ruleomaccording to Moose,

invoking someone’s mother “Makes him act better” (210). Piper adds the letter to the mail

pile.

Chapter 39 Summary: The Warden

Tuesday, June 11, 1935
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“This week things have been better at [Moose’s] house” (212), but Moose’s last day at school

is difficult. He does not know when he says goodbye to his classmates, if it is just for the

summer, or forever.

When Moose gets off the boat, Natalie, Theresa, and Warden Williams meet him at the dock

to tell him that Natalie got into the Esther P. Marinoff School after all. Mr. Purdy will open

another section of the school for older children and he wants Natalie to be the first student

enrolled in it.

Chapter 40 Summary: Al Capone Does My Shirts

Wednesday, June 12, 1935

When Moose puts on a clean shirt the next day, he finds a scrap piece of paper in the sleeve.

On the note, it says “Done,” underlined twice.

Chapters 36-40 Analysis

Moose has fully matured by the end of the novel. We see this most clearly in his changing

attitude towards Natalie. Rather than seeing her as a burden, or an unfair responsibility he

has to contend with, he sees her life fully, from her point-of-view, in contrast to his own. He

knows that he “will graduate from high school, go to college, Get married, have kids [and that]

She will not” (199). Things seem so unfair for Natalie and Moose feels powerless to help her.

However, recognizing the positive development that Natalie has made since she has been

working with Carrie Kelly inspires some hope in Moose. He now knows that “Natalie has been

more a part of things here on this island than she ever has before. She's had a life here, for the

first time. Maybe just a little bit of a life. But a life just the same” (199). The knowledge that

Natalie has a life—her own individual development and destiny—encourages Moose to enlist

Al Capone’s help in getting her into the Esther P. Marinoff School. His leap of faith turns out

to be fruitful, as the man who “does [his] shirts” is also the man who, somehow, gets Natalie

enrolled in the school (215). Moose’s full acceptance of Natalie clarifies his love for her and

he recognizes that “When you love someone, you have to try things even if they don’t make

sense to anyone else” (201).

Al Capone’s surprising ability to ensure Natalie’s future in the school further humanizes him,

and by extension, the other prisoners confined on Alcatraz. Al Capone seemingly responds to

two things: Moose’s impassioned letter about his sister and his somewhat manipulative
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reference to Mrs. Capone. It doesn’t matter which of these tacks triggers Capone’s empathy;

the important thing is that Moose no longer sees the prisoner as an object of curiosity, or a

proxy of fame, or a way to secure bragging rights. Instead, Capone is a powerful person who

is willing to use his influence to affect the life of a young woman for the better. In this, he

compares favorably to Piper, who wields her power selfishly, and to the Warden, who refuses

to do anything with his power besides curb the actions of other people.
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Character Analysis

Moose (Matt) Flanagan

The protagonist goes through remarkable growth and maturation over the course of the

story. At the beginning of the novel, he is self-absorbed and miserable in his new

surroundings and speaks of his intellectual disabled sister, Natalie, in not-so polite terms. His

main focus is on the injustice of his situation. However, it is clear from the start that he is a

responsible kid who follows the rules, and that he deeply loves his sister.

Because of his family’s financial circumstances, Moose must care for his sister. By including

her in their daily activities, Moose makes Natalie a part of his friend group and all of this extra

time with her allows him to see things from her point of view. He becomes more concerned

for her wellbeing, even speaking out to his mom and breaking the rules of no contact with

prisoners by writing Al Capone a letter to try and help Natalie. His special relationship with his

sister proves that he can empathize with others and he becomes less self-centered as the

novel goes on.

Natalie Flanagan

Although the novel never specifies her condition, which would not have been diagnosable in

the 1930s, Natalie seems to be on the autism spectrum. Although she can communicate to

some extent, Natalie cannot express her emotions or thoughts the way most people can. She

sometimes suffers severe emotional outbursts and can become catatonic. She has a strong

affinity for certain things, namely buttons and rocks, lemon cake, counting, and indexes, and

this makes her unique. Rather than removing these obsessions from her life—as Helen was

directed to by Mrs. Kelly—Moose allows Natalie to engage with them because it brings her

contentment, much like baseball does for Moose. Natalie’s growing relationship with Moose

allows her to express her individuality. Eventually, she begins to express herself more fully,

refers to herself in the first person for the first time, and even forms a friendship with a

stranger—a prisoner on the island—which suggests that she is capable of more than what her

family expects of her. Moose convinces their mother to treat Natalie as who she is, to tell the

truth about Natalie’s age rather than cling to a fiction that she will always be 10 years old, and

stop trying to “fix” Natalie instead of supporting her development in a real and substantive

way.
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Helen Flanagan

Moose and his mother Helen have a tense relationship, largely as a result of how she treats

her children. All of her focus seems to be on “fixing” Natalie and all of their family’s major

decisions, including moving to Alcatraz Island, revolve around this goal. Because of her

intense focus on Natalie, and her assumption that Moose will turn out fine in comparison,

Helen understandably does not devote nearly as much time to her son as to her daughter.

The main points of contention between Moose and Helen are Moose’s feelings of being

neglected and his assumption that his mother would rather be unrealistically optimistic—to

the point of dishonestly—than see Natalie as she really is. By the end of the novel, Helen

changes her perspective on Natalie, prompted by Moose’s strong rejection of Helen’s

perpetual self-delusion that the family can treat Natalie as a permanent 10 year old.

Cam Flanagan

Moose’s father Cam is not around much for Moose because he works many hours to provide

for the family financially—all the more so now that they are hoping to enroll Natalie in a

special private school for the intellectually disabled. Moose feels more connected to his

father than to his mother because Cam sees Moose for who he is—a good kid with concern

for others. Cam is in a difficult position, however, because he also wants to support his wife

and Natalie and so he abides by Helen’s plans for their daughter to keep the domestic peace.

At the same time, he can see Moose’s legitimate concerns and hurt feelings. Cam is finally

able to stand up to Helen and assert Natalie’s individuality and her real age near the end of

the novel.

Piper Williams

The daughter of the Warden of Alcatraz Island is a troublemaker with a mischievous and

manipulative nature. She is also an attractive girl and Moose is drawn to her in spite of

himself. As the daughter of the Warden, Piper has the “power” to convince her father to fire

their fathers from Alcatraz—a power she uses to enlist the other kids’ help in her

moneymaking schemes. As the novel goes on, however, Moose pays less attention to Piper

and she seems to become more kind. At first she was incredibly rude to Natalie, but at the

end of the novel she wishes her a happy birthday. Rather than mocking the Flanagan family

for lying about Natalie’s age, she keeps quiet out of respect even though she admits to Moose

near the end of the novel that she is part of a “we” that knows Natalie is not ten. Ironically, all
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her attempts of connecting with the prisoners fail, while Natalie and Moose are able to

connect with #105 and Al Capone. This might suggest that it is not through manipulation that

we can reach out to people, but by connecting with their shared humanity.
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Themes

The Importance of Empathy and Understanding

One of the most important ways that Moose develops as the novel progresses is by

increasingly being able to put himself in another’s shoes. The more time he spends with

Natalie, the more Moose recognizes her as a person with individuality and feelings. He is

soon able to accurately gauge her moods and incipient actions, to interact with her in

mutually satisfying ways, and eventually to accept her reality as a disabled person rather than

sticking to his family’s idealized version of her as a perpetual 10 year old.

Moose’s growing empathy also emerges in his interactions with the people around him. After

he witnesses Mrs. Capone interact with Baby Rocky on the boat, Moose is horrified to learn

about her subsequent humiliating strip search. He imagines her with Al when he was a small

child and rather than being fascinated by the mother of a notorious criminal, he sympathizes

with her feelings.

Moose’s natural tendency to humanize rather than objectify also serves him well with the

prisoners. Although he is suitably wary of inmate 105 and the man’s fascination with Natalie,

Moose can also take in the fact that Natalie has formed a connection with 105 as a positive

step forward for her. Later, this is also how he is able to get Al Capone to do him a favor for

Natalie; by appealing to Capone as the son of a loving mother rather than an object of

curiosity, Moose triggers that man’s empathetic side. This very specific connection with

Capone makes him a human being rather than merely a hardened, dangerous criminal.

Disability

Much of the novel revolves around the intellectually disabled Natalie. Through her life, we

learn about the way people like her were treated in the early 20th century. At the beginning of

the novel, Helen is determined to get Natalie into the Esther P. Marinoff School. Moose

resents Helen’s single-minded ambition since it has meant moving the family to Alcatraz, but

for Helen, the alternative is permanently institutionalizing her daughter—a choice she is

unwilling to make. Still, Helen assumes that there is a way to “fix” Natalie; she is unable to

accept her daughter as she is, and instead has concocted a fiction everyone in the family
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must adhere to—that Natalie is a permanent 10 year old rather than a 16-year-old teenager.

The shortsightedness of this strategy is readily apparent—all the more so when Natalie

catches the eye of prisoner 105, whose intentions towards the naïve teen are unclear.

The novel chronicles Natalie’s progress and development. Though she is not on the

neurotypical timeline, she makes tremendous strides towards selfhood and independence. As

Moose spends more time with Natalie and the other children get to know her, she begins to

exceed their expectations. She forms a bond with Theresa and begins to refer to herself in the

first person. By referring to herself as “I” she is testifying to her individuality and identity.

Imprisonment

The novel presents the many different ways that people can be trapped, linking physical,

mental, and emotional prisons in an examination of how people respond to being captive.

Most obviously, of course, there are the inmates of Alcatraz prison. Punished for criminal

behavior, the prisoners at first are treated as objects. Piper uses the fact that some of them

are famous to brag to her classmates. Her father, the Warden, has allowed his authoritarian

style of authority over the prisoners to infect the way he interacts with the island’s civilian

population and its child inhabitants. Eventually, however, Natalie’s friendship with inmate 105

and the connection Moose makes with Al Capone humanize and individualize these men, and

by extension the rest of the prisoners.

For Moose and Piper, being on Alcatraz Island feels like being confined against their will.

Piper’s moneymaking schemes are the result of her desperation to find a way to escape the

place. Moose’s family has moved to the island so that his dad can earn enough money for

Natalie to attend a special school—a decision that makes Moose feel ripped away from his

old life and trapped. As he matures, Moose makes peace with the island—he finds a group of

friends, gets to know the lay of the land better, and in the end feels less resentful of being

stuck there.

Finally, Natalie’s condition is initially presented as a kind of imprisonment. Cam describes her

intellectual disability as being trapped in another world that she can’t escape. Although this

way of viewing her inner life helps Cam make sense of his daughter’s behavior, it ultimately

alienates and infantilizes her in an unhelpful way. As Moose spends more time with his sister

and learns more about her personality, needs, and wants, he realizes that despite her
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limitations, she must be accepted as an individual rather than simply tolerated as a burden.

As the novel ends, Natalie has managed to break out of some of the behaviors that have

trapped her most—she is able to contain her tantrum by running, she starts referring to

herself in the first person, and she forms bonds with strangers on her own.
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Symbols & Motifs

Box of Buttons

One of the ways the Flanagans’ conflict over how to do what’s best for Natalie expresses

itself is through the box of buttons. The box is one of Natalie’s favorite playthings—a comfort

object that allows her to count, make patterns, and otherwise sort through its small collection

in order to calm or entertain herself. Natalie’s love of the button box is clearly neuroatypical,

so it is not surprising that Helen—who desperately wants Natalie to be “normal” wants to take

the box away from her daughter. Mrs. Kelly, Natalie’s special education tutor agrees with

Helen, arguing that depriving Natalie of her favorite things will stimulate Natalie’s

development.

On the other hand, Moose realizes that it is wrong to take Natalie’s buttons away—she finds

deep enjoyment in playing with them, so it is cruel to refuse her something that is so essential

to her. Learning more about his sister during the time they spend together, Moose decides to

give her back the buttons in secret, demonstrating his love for Natalie, his rejection of his

mother’s obsession with “fixing” her, and his understanding that Natalie is a person in her

own right.

Baseball

This sport functions as a way to connect to others, whether for good or ill. Moose loves to

play baseball, and finding a friend to play with after school is the first positive thing that

happens to Moose on the mainland. Playing on the team with Scout makes Moose feel

connected to typical teen life—something that takes him away from his stressful home life.

However, Moose is soon faced with a complex choice when playing with his friends conflicts

with the need to watch Natalie. Part of Moose’s maturity is not taking his frustration with this

situation out on his sister.

Baseball is also a pastime for Alcatraz prisoners, whose games are a source of fascination for

mainland kids. Piper and Moose want to find convict-game baseballs to show off in school,

vying to impress their classmates with their proximity to the infamous prisoners. Moose’s

panicked obsession with finding one of these ball lands him and Natalie in trouble, when he
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leaves her alone and she befriends inmate 105, whose intentions towards the naïve and

relatively helpless 16-year-old are unclear. The prisoner gives one of the balls to Moose as a

way of ingratiating himself—a ball that Moose never ends up bringing to school.

Rules

Early on in the novel, Moose describes himself as a rule-abiding person and within his first

couple of days on Alcatraz Island, Warden Williams provides strict rules for living alongside

convicted criminals. Even the Flanagans have specific routines they abide by due to Natalie’s

condition. To further emphasize the importance of these boundaries we are reminded of the

consequences if rules are not followed through the severe sentencing and isolation of

Alcatraz’s criminal population.

However, Choldenko also provides other perspectives on rules. Piper’s character shows us

that some people believe they are above the system, and/or know how to manipulate their

boundaries in order to get what they want. Also, when Moose bends the rules at the end of

the story by asking Al Capone to help him, we also see an example of when bending the rules

may be necessary in order to achieve a good aim.
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Important Quotes

1. “Today I moved to a twelve-acre rock covered with cement, topped with bird turd and

surrounded by water”

(Chapter 1, Page 3)

Right at the start of the novel, Moose’s sour attitude towards his new home is obvious. His
tone is sardonic while establishing the novel’s setting.

2. “The convicts we have are the kind other prisons don’t want…You get to Alcatraz (AKA:

Devil’s Island) by being the worst of the worst”

(Chapter 1, Page 3)

Further to the quotation above, Moose does not forget to mention the company he keeps on
Alcatraz Island. Living close to the prisoners makes him somewhat of a celebrity at school
because it is so dangerous, but he sees this as just another reason to hate his new situation.

3. “A haze rises from the bay like a wall of gray closing me off from everything”

(Chapter 2, Page 10)

Moose’s description of the weather parallels the dark mood and sense of isolation that he
feels living on Alcatraz Island. It is no wonder that in the first portion of the novel he is
longing for home.

4. “The last thing I want is to meet new kids when Natalie’s around. New people don’t

understand about her. They just don’t”

(Chapter 2, Page 10)

Here Moose seems to be embarrassed about Natalie, or at least worries about trying to
explain Natalie’s condition to other people. If he’s going to meet new people, he would like to
make a good impression. However, this statement also suggests that Moose has an
understanding of Natalie that most people do not have; this desire to keep her “hidden” may
be his way of protecting her from mistreatment and judgment as well.

5. “I don’t like getting in trouble. I was born responsible. It’s a curse”
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(Chapter 3, Page 16)

Moose’s self-assessment is an important detail that we see demonstrated in his later
interactions with Piper. She is more interested in exciting and daring schemes and manages
to lure Moose away from his rule-abiding nature.

6. “Was this how Natalie felt on the way to the Esther P. Marinoff School? Maybe some big

ladies will come along and drag me inside kicking and screaming too. Sometimes it seems

easier to be Natalie. People force her to do stuff. I have to force myself”

(Chapter 7, Page 42)

Moose develops a notable ability to see things from Natalie’s experiences and can contrast
them with his own. Here, he suggests that his life is harder than Natalie’s because he does
not have an “excuse” to reject what he does not want.

7. “‘You got to get along with Piper. Otherwise she’ll make trouble for you and your dad’”

(Chapter 9, Page 57)

Annie warns Moose about the danger of fraternizing with Piper. Because her father is the
Warden, if Moose does something Piper dislikes she can cause real trouble for the Flanagan
family. They cannot afford for Cam to lose his job; this warning from Annie puts added
pressure on Moose to tread carefully.

8. “With Natalie there never is a happy ending. But my mom won’t ever believe that”

(Chapter 11, Pages 67 - 68)

Moose provides some important family history of how Helen has dealt with Natalie’s
condition in the past. Rather than accepting Natalie for who she is Helen has spent years
trying to solve her as a “problem”. Moose also mentions Helen’s unfailing, and hurtful,
optimism.

9. “Mrs. Kelly says we can’t let ourselves get in Natalie’s way. She said we’re the stumbling

block. If Natalie’s going to change, we have to change first”

(Chapter 13, Page 81)
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This statement from Helen Flanagan is quiet ironic. While in some ways she has encouraged
the family to make big changes and sacrifices for Natalie’s sake, she has not changed her
attitude towards Natalie’s disability. Moose challenges her later in the book for not facing the
truth, and until she makes that change, Natalie does not improve. It is only when Helen gets
out of Natalie’s “way”, and accepts her for who she is, that Natalie really develops.

10. “We need to help Natalie join the human race”

(Chapter 13, Page 83)

While this statement is made with the best of intentions—wanting to have Natalie interact
more with everyone—it implies that somehow she is not already a member of the human race
because of her disability. It is a paradox that the effort to keep her isolated and protected
from others actually feeds into her stagnation.

11. “I hardly noticed putting on my first convict-washed shirt”

(Chapter 16, Page 98)

This statement from Moose is his first acknowledgement of his proximity to the prisoners at
Alcatraz; it would seem that Piper’s exploitation of the notoriety of where they live has
influenced Moose. However, this is also clear foreshadowing of Moose’s involvement with Al
Capone at the end of the book.

12. “Piper is quite the criminal”

(Chapter 16, Page 98)

Moose makes a direct correlation between Piper’s actions and those of the prisoners that her
dad is in charge of. This may suggest that the status of a person does not necessarily make
them any “better” than anyone else, even notorious convicts.

13. “I’ll tell them about a brown-haired girl who took our whole seventh-grade class to the

cleaners”

(Chapter 16, Page 102)

This fun, play-on-words is spoken by Del Peabody after he is disappointed with Piper’s laundry
scheme. He is clearly aware of her manipulation; furthermore, it shows her ability to persuade
her entire peer group to fall for her plan.
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14. “We all have to help out, Moose. That’s the only way this is going to work”

(Chapter 17, Page 104)

Since Helen Flanagan has taken on piano students to help their family make ends meet, more
responsibility has been placed on Moose’s shoulders. Even though he is younger than Natalie
he still has to look after her and at first he is resentful. However, this responsibility is also an
important factor in his overall maturation in the story. It goes to show that having someone
with a condition like Natalie in the family adds pressure to everyone.

15. “On Alcatraz there’s nothing to do, no one to do it with and nothing to look forward to

either”

(Chapter 21, Page 125)

After Piper’s laundry scheme gets all of the kids in serious trouble, and things at home are
even more difficult for Moose, his struggles grow increasingly intense. His despair is echoed
in this statement and adds to his feelings of entrapment.

16. “It’s like the last two months haven’t happened for her. Her head is full of just as many

schemes as it was before”

(Chapter 21, Page 127)

This is two months after the kids were punished for the laundry scheme and it is as though
Piper has learned nothing from the incident. Clearly, she has no interest in following the rules
and no regard for the negative consequences her ideas caused for everyone else. However,
Moose and the others are wiser because of it and she knows that they won’t trust her again.

17. “I keep thinking about when Al Capone was a baby. I'll bet his mama sang him the same

song she sang to Rocky. I'll bet she held his hand when they crossed the street, packed his

lunch for school and sewed his name in his jacket—A. CAPONE so everyone would know it

was his. I'll bet she wishes she could do it all over again too…if only Al were little and she

could”

(Chapter 22, Page 134)

Meeting Mrs. Capone and watching her humiliation at the hands of the guards at Alcatraz
humanizes her for Moose. He watched her gently soothe Rocky Mattaman on her way to visit
her dangerous, convicted son in prison. However, he is not fascinated by her because of her
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infamous son; rather, he feels a deep empathy for her and he imagines what she must have
once dreamed of for her son. This is one of several times that Moose exhibits a real
compassion for others.

18. “Sometimes Natalie is saner than I am”

(Chapter 23, Page 138)

At the beginning of the novel, Moose was almost embarrassed by his sister. However, as the
story moved along and he spent more time with her, he not only understood things more from
her perspective, but he grew to appreciate her special traits. Even though he is considered the
“normal” one of the two, he recognizes that he is flawed and Natalie has strengths.

19. “Natalie and I hunt every day”

(Chapter 25, Page 143)

This statement reflects Moose’s obsession with finding a convict baseball. His daily baseball
hunt can be compared to Natalie’s favorite activities as well. It is on these hunts that the crux
of Natalie’s humanity is revealed when she makes her own friend—convict #105.

20. “Natalie sitting on a rock with someone. A man. He is wearing a denim shirt and denim

pants….Natalie is sitting with a con”

(Chapter 26, Page 147)

Although Moose’s greatest fear is that Natalie has been taken advantage of by a criminal, this
description seems to present Natalie as fully conscious of what she is doing. She is being
social and building a personal relationship with someone completely on her own. It is a
testament to her individuality, and shows that Moose and her family have underestimated
her.

21. “‘You like to play with fire. You love being around all of this criminal stuff, don’t you?’”

(Chapter 29, Page 164)

Moose’s assessment of Piper demonstrates how wise he has become regarding her nature.
Through his experiences with his sister, Moose has become an insightful judge of character.
Also, he is no longer afraid to speak his mind and be honest with the people around him.
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22. “’You two never try to understand each other’”

(Chapter 32, Page 175)

This statement by Cam Flanagan is directed towards Helen and Moose. This is also one of
the major themes of the novel: that conflict can arise when people do not try to understand
each other. There is tension between Moose and his mother for most of the story and this is
because they are both “trapped” in their own way of thinking, especially about Natalie. Once
Moose and his mother are more open and honest with each other—when they try to see
things from each other’s perspective—they see the better qualities in each other as well, and a
mutual respect grows from that.

23. “I wonder if this is how my mother feels. How she always felt”

(Chapter 37, Page 201)

Here Moose demonstrates his ability to try and see things from his mother’s perspective.
Rather than continuing his judgment of her and how she views Natalie, he sees how difficult
things have been for his mother. He understands that Helen’s many attempts to “fix” Natalie
were never out of malice, but out of love for her daughter.

24. “When you love someone, you have to try things even if they don’t make sense to anyone

else”

(Chapter 37, Page 201)

This is the explanation that Moose has for his parents’ actions, and his own. Moving to
Alcatraz was the worst thing that could have happened to him, but he knows now that his
father had to do it to take care of their family, even if it seemed unfair. Moose rarely agreed
with how his mother dealt with Natalie’s disability and her refusal to give up on the Esther P.
Marinoff School, but he finally understood that true love for someone may cause a person to
do ridiculous things. He was feeling so desperate to help Natalie that he reached out to Al
Capone. He would do anything to aid his sister in getting the help she needed.

25. “’…because then he remembers he has one. And he knows we know her too. Makes him

act better’”

(Chapter 38, Page 210)
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By making mention of Al Capone’s mother, Moose is able to connect to a stranger, a
dangerous convict, like he is a regular human being. Just as he was able to see Mrs.
Capone’s humanity, by mentioning his mother Moose is trying to see Al’s too, and, it works.
Knowing that this little detail may be the reason Al Capone helped him also illustrates how
much Moose understands people.
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Essay Topics

1. In what ways is Alcatraz Island its own character in the novel?

2. What lessons does Natalie teach her family and friends simply by being who she is?

3. Examine the role of Piper’s character in the novel. How does she aid in Moose’s

development?

4. Mrs. Carrie Kelly tells Helen Flanagan that “[they] can’t let [themselves] get in Natalie’s

way… [They’re] the stumbling block. If Natalie’s going to change, [they] have to change first”

(81). At first, Moose takes offence to Mrs. Kelly’s accusation, but later thanks her for her work

with Natalie. In what ways was Natalie’s family an obstacle for her improvement? What

changed so that Natalie could grow?

5. Living on Alcatraz Island, there would appear to be a clear distinction between “bad” people

and “good” people. In what ways is this line between good and bad blurred throughout the

novel?

6. How does Moose grow and mature over the course of the novel?

7. Describe Moose’s relationship with his parents. What causes tension in his relationship

with both of them?

8. Each new friend that Moose makes on Alcatraz Island offers something that helps him

grow. What qualities does each friend encourage in Moose?

9. In what ways does Piper reflect the criminals that are imprisoned at Alcatraz?
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10. How does the Capone family and other prisoners on Alcatraz Island defy people’s

expectations of them? How does this contribute to the themes of the novel?
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Teaching Guide

Teacher Introduction

Al Capone Does My Shirts

Genre: Fiction; middle-grade historical fiction

Originally Published: 2004

Reading Level/Interest: Lexile 600L; grades 5-6

Structure/Length: 3 parts, 40 chapters; approx. 288 pages; approx. 6 hours, 10 minutes

on audio

Protagonist/Central Conflict: In the 1930s, Moose Flanagan and his family move to

Alcatraz when his father takes a job as an electrician and guard at the prison so his sister

Natalie can attend a school in San Francisco for her intellectual needs. When he notices

Natalie hanging around Onion, Convict 105, he starts to worry until Onion reassures him

that she will be accepted into the school. When she isn’t, Moose enlists the help of

inmate Al Capone to get his sister accepted into the school she needs. Between

protecting his sister, resisting the irresistible warden’s daughter Piper, and staying out of

trouble, Moose realizes that trouble is never far away at Alcatraz.

Potential Sensitivity Issues: Underage drinking; sexual innuendo; references to convicts’

crimes; insensitive, derogatory language regarding disability and autism

Gennifer Choldenko, Author

Bio: Born in Santa Monica, California; youngest of four kids; earned a BA in English and

American Literature from Brandeis University and a BFA in illustration from Rhode Island

School of Design; self-proclaimed fitness fanatic, book lover, and coffee lover; has a

German Shepherd named Sasha who has a secret life as a Russian princess

Other Works: If a Tree Falls at Lunch Period (2007); Al Capone Shines My Shoes (2009);

No Passengers Beyond This Point (2011); One-Third Nerd (2019)

Awards: Newbery Honor (2007); California Young Reader Medal (2007)

CENTRAL THEMES connected and noted throughout this Teaching Unit:

The Importance of Empathy and Understanding
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Disability

Imprisonment

STUDY OBJECTIVES: In accomplishing the components of this Unit, students will:

Gain an understanding of the social and historical contexts of the 1930s that incite

Moose’s conflict.

Analyze paired texts and other brief resources to make connections via the text’s themes

of Empathy, Disability, and Imprisonment.

Plan and design a newspaper article about an event that occurs in the novel based on

text details.

Analyze and evaluate plot and character details to draw conclusions in structured essay

responses regarding empathy, Moose’s character, and other topics

BEFORE READING

Reading Context

Use these questions or activities to help gauge students’ familiarity with and spark their

interest in the context of the work, giving them an entry point into the text itself.

Short Answer

1. What important events happened in the 1930s? What might have caused a spike in crime

during this time?

Teaching Suggestion: Moose, the novel’s protagonist, is forced to move to Alcatraz Island
when his parents are seeking help for his sister’s autism. The novel is set in the 1930s, when
Al Capone is imprisoned on the island. Introducing the novel might include direct instruction
or student investigation into the social upheaval of the 1930s and the spike in crime during
this time. Students might utilize these or similar resources for an overview of the 1930s and
Prohibition’s role in the rise of crime.

This 2-minute video provides a brief overview of major events that occurred in the 1930s.

This 5-minute video describes Prohibition and its role in the rise of crime.
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2. What is autism? How might treatment for children on the autism spectrum be different

today than it was in the past?

Teaching Suggestion: Natalie, Moose’s sister, is on the autism spectrum. Her family is
uncertain of how to help her because there is little understanding of autism in the 1930s. With
sensitivity to class members’ individual differences, consider using the following or similar
resources to identify the autism spectrum, learn about the characteristics of those who are
on the autism spectrum, and learn about how autism might have been treated in the 1930s.
Independent exploration of the resources followed by private reader response entries in notes
or a reading journal might be one fitting strategy.

This 7-minute video describes the autism spectrum.

This article explores the life of Donald Grey Triplett who was the first person to be

diagnosed with autism.

Personal Connection Prompt

This prompt can be used for in-class discussion, exploratory free-writing, or reflection

homework before reading the novel.

Consider a time when you and your friends or family had a difficult problem you did not know

how to resolve. What conflicting opinions arose as you attempted to solve the problem? Who

did you agree with and who did you disagree with? Why is conflict resolution sometimes

difficult?

Teaching Suggestion: Moose’s sister, Natalie, is on the autism spectrum. Her family wrestles
to understand her differences at a time when there was little information for families. The
family disagrees on how Natalie should be treated. Connected discussion topics might
include difficult problems, when people disagree on resolutions, and why compromising can
be difficult in some situations.

​DURING READING
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Reading Questions & Paired Texts

Reading Check and Short Answer questions on key points are designed for guided reading

assignments, in-class review, formative assessment, quizzes, and more.

Chapters 1-6

Reading Check

1. Where does Moose’s father intend to send Natalie to school?

2. Who is the first person to introduce themself to Moose and Natalie?

3. Who does the laundry on the island?

Short Answer

Answer each question in at least 1 complete sentence. Incorporate details from the text to
support your response.

1. How does Moose Flanagan feel about moving to Alcatraz, and what evidence supports

your assessment of his feelings?

2. Why does Moose have conflicting feelings about Natalie?

3. Describe the role that has been given to Theresa on the island.

Paired Resource

Alcatraz Island

This article explores the history behind Alcatraz Island.

The information connects to theme of Imprisonment.

How did Alcatraz Island acquire its name? After the island was acquired by the United

States, what was it first used for? When did Alcatraz officially become a federal prison?

Who were some of the infamous or well-known inmates on the island? What is Alcatraz

Island used for today?
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Chapters 7-12

Reading Check

1. What does Moose write a note to Scout about?

2. Who is recommended to Helen as a special education tutor for Natalie?

Short Answer

Answer each question in at least 1 complete sentence. Incorporate details from the text to
support your response.

1. What is Piper’s idea for making money, and how does she plan to implement it?

2. What reason is given by the school for sending Natalie home?

Paired Resource

“Seeking the Humanity of Al Capone”

This article describes the life of Al Capone and his eventual rise in history/folklore as a

somewhat mythological figure. (Teacher-appropriate; not student-facing)

This information connects with the themes of The Importance of Empathy and

Understanding, Imprisonment, and Disability.

Chapters 13-18

Reading Check

1. What is Moose instructed to ask the baseball players to change so he can watch Natalie?

2. What does Moose give back to Natalie after he learns he will not be able to play in the

baseball game?

Short Answer
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Answer each question in at least 1 complete sentence. Incorporate details from the text to
support your response.

1. What is Mrs. Kelly’s strategy for helping Natalie, and why does Moose find it concerning?

2. Why are the students angry with Piper when she returns their clothing? What were they

expecting?

Paired Resource

“September 9, 1931: Al Capone Turns out for Cubs-White Sox Charity Exhibition in Chicago”

This article and image from the Society for American Baseball Research details the

family life of Al Capone and his sharing of his love of baseball with his son. (Teacher-

appropriate; not student-facing)

Teachers might consider sharing the baseball game image and select content from the

article.

Shared themes include The Importance of Empathy and Understanding and

Imprisonment.

To accompany select content: Why was Al Capone at a professional baseball game in

1931? Who was he with? Why might this have been a significant event for him to attend

with the person he attended with? What do you learn about Capone from the article?

Chapters 19-22

Reading Check

1. Who reveals the laundry operation to the Warden?

2. What has Piper been reading while she was away at her grandmother’s?

Short Answer

Answer each question in at least 1 complete sentence. Incorporate details from the text to
support your response.
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1. How do the characters respond when Natalie curls into a ball after Moose accidentally

kicks a can into Natalie’s button box? What is revealed about the characters’ motivations by

their responses?

2. Why do Mrs. Capone’s plans to visit her son go awry, and what realization does Moose

have about her after she leaves the island?

Paired Resource

“This Is What Life in Alcatraz Was Really Like”

This 11-minute video describes life in the prison on Alcatraz.

Shared themes include Imprisonment and The Importance of Empathy and

Understanding.

Who was the most infamous inmate in Alcatraz? What did the inmates do for recreational

purposes? What were some of the perks of the prison? What was life like for children on

Alcatraz Island? What kinds of recreational activities did inmates participate in?

Chapters 23-28

Reading Check

1. What does Scout want Piper to collect for him?

2. What is the number Natalie states that causes Moose to attempt to guess its source?

Short Answer

Answer each question in at least 1 complete sentence. Incorporate details from the text to
support your response.

1. Early in the novel, Moose describes Piper as cute, but when Scout confesses to Moose that

he thinks Piper is cute, Moose says he doesn’t think she is. Why do you think Moose changed

his mind about Piper?
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2. How does the relationship between Moose and Natalie change as they spend more time

together?

Chapters 29-35

Reading Check

1. Who does Annie warn Moose about?

2. Who does Natalie run to see the day before her interview with the school?

Short Answer

Answer each question in at least 1 complete sentence. Incorporate details from the text to
support your response.

1. How does Piper use people as tools to get what she wants?

2. Why does Moose argue with Helen on Natalie’s birthday, and how does it begin to change

the relationship between Natalie and her parents?

Chapters 36-40

Reading Check

1. Who does Moose suggest to the Warden may be able to grant him a favor?

2. What is on the note Moose finds in his clean shirt?

Short Answer

Answer each question in at least 1 complete sentence. Incorporate details from the text to
support your response.

1. What does Mrs. Kelly ask Natalie when Natalie begins to lose focus? What does it say

about Natalie’s relationship with Moose?
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2. Who likely grants Moose’s request for Natalie’s attendance at school, and how do you

know?

Recommended Next Reads

The Watsons Go to Birmingham–1963 by Christopher Paul Curtis

This historical fiction novel is about a 10-year-old boy who is removed from his

hometown and taken to Birmingham, Alabama, where he experiences the 16th Street

Baptist Church Bombing.

Shared themes include The Importance of Empathy and Understanding.

Shared topics include prejudice, fitting in, and family.

The Watsons Go to Birmingham on SuperSummary

Al Capone Shines My Shoes by Gennifer Choldenko

This novel is the sequel to Al Capone Does My Shirts. After Al Capone grants Moose his

favor, he expects a favor from Moose in return.

Shared themes include Disability, Imprisonment, and The Importance of Empathy and

Understanding.

Shared topics include self-reliance, honesty, and friendship.

Al Capone Shines My Shoes on SuperSummary

Reading Questions Answer Key

Chapters 1-6

Reading Check

1. Esther P. Marinoff School for those with intellectual disabilities (Chapter 1)

2. Theresa Mattaman (Chapter 2)

3. The convicts (Chapter 5)

Short Answer
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1. When Moose first describes Alcatraz, he says it is a “rock covered with cement topped with

a bird turd and surrounded by water.” (Chapter 1) He is uneasy about living so close to a

prison and describes the houses as being nothing but cement. These statements indicate

that Moose believes the island itself is not visually appealing and is cold and dangerous.

(Various chapters)

2. Moose is simultaneously protective of his sister and confused about her behavior. He

explains that he is never sure what will “set her off.” (Chapter 2) An example of this is when he

did not greet Natalie one morning, and she cried for two hours afterward. He is insecure about

others meeting Natalie because he is afraid they will not understand her either. (Various

chapters)

3. Theresa has been given the task of looking for newly dead criminals on the island. She was

assigned this task by Piper. (Chapter 3)

Chapters 7-12

Reading Check

1. Baseball (Chapter 7)

2. Mrs. Kelly (Chapter 11)

Short Answer

1. Piper decides to sell laundry service to the kids at school by hiding their laundry with the

laundry of the families whose laundry is washed by the convicts. Piper plans to charge five

cents per shirt and split it between the group. (Chapter 7)

2. Natalie is sent home from school because she yells early in the morning and appears to be

unsettled at school. Mr. Prudy tells the Flanagans they cannot have someone who is

disruptive in their neighborhood, implying that the school is in a nice location. (Various

chapters)

Chapters 13-18

Reading Check

1. Their schedule (Chapter 14)

2. Her button box (Chapter 18)
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Short Answer

1. Mrs. Kelly believes the best strategy to “change” Natalie is to remove her comfort objects

from her. Mrs. Kelly instructs the family to take Natalie’s button box away and tells the family

that Natalie’s behavior will change if the family changes first. She instructs Natalie to spend

more time with Moose to help Natalie “join the human race.” Moose is concerned because his

mother has gotten her hopes up about strategies for Natalie in the past and sunk into a deep

depression when the strategies did not work. (Chapter 13)

2. When Piper returns the clothing washed by convicts to her peers, they are angry because

they expected their clothing to indicate in some way that they were washed by convicts. The

students had hoped to see blood or bullet holes in the shirts. (Chapter 16)

Chapters 19-22

Reading Check

1. Del Peabody’s father (Chapter 19)

2. The inmates’ mail (Chapter 21)

Short Answer

1. Moose and his friends immediately try to calm Natalie because they are concerned about

her when she curls into a ball. Helen becomes angry when she crosses the path of the kids

because Natalie is making a “spectacle” and she is embarrassed for Natalie. The children are

motivated by concern, and Helen is motivated by how others see her. (Chapter 20)

2. When Mrs. Capone enters the prison on Alcatraz, the metal detector goes off, and Mrs.

Capone is strip-searched because she speaks Italian and is unable to communicate

effectively. Mrs. Capone leaves the prison embarrassed and without having seen her son.

Moose understands that Al was once a young kid, too. Mrs. Capone’s attachment to children

is evident when she offers to hold Theresa’s sister. (Chapter 22)

Chapters 23-28

Reading Check
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1. A convict’s baseball (Chapter 23)

2. 105 (Chapter 24)

Short Answer

1. Moose’s first impression of Piper is later clouded by her superior attitude and unfair

treatment of him and Natalie. Piper calls Natalie the r-word and berates her. Piper is also

involved with the scheme to have the convicts clean other students’ laundry, but Piper’s

father doesn’t hold her accountable–only the other children who were involved are held

accountable. It is likely that Moose is no longer attracted to Piper because of her personality.

(Various chapters)

2. Moose sees a change in Natalie as they spend more time together. He is surprised when

she makes eye contact and even more surprised when she approaches a convict. Moose

finds himself enjoying his time with Natalie and feels closer to her than he has before.

(Various chapters)

Chapters 29-35

Reading Check

1. Piper (Chapter 29)

2. Convict 105 (Chapter 33)

Short Answer

1. Piper is always scheming in one way or another to see what she can get from the convicts.

She uses Mrs. Capone to attempt to meet Al Capone. When Piper’s plan fails, she attempts to

exploit the relationship between Natalie and Convict 105 to learn about Al Capone. (Various

chapters)

2. Helen refuses to face the reality that Natalie is not 10 years old and is never going to be like

everyone else. Moose confronts Helen with this reality, and she continues to deny it until Cam

becomes involved in the argument. Moose wants Natalie to be treated like a person, and his

empathetic plea is heard by both Helen and Cam. Moose’s plea inspires Cam to view Natalie

as his daughter rather than an object of pity. (Chapter 35)

Chapters 36-40
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Reading Check

1. Al Capone (Chapter 37)

2. “Done” (Chapter 40)

Short Answer

1. When Mrs. Kelly loses Natalie’s focus, she asks Natalie what she thinks Moose is up to.

The question regains Natalie’s focus and highlights the importance of Moose to his sister.

Natalie likes to think about Moose. (Chapter 37)

2. Moose writes a note to Al Capone, asking for his help. While Capone has not replied to

Piper’s notes in the past, Moose does get confirmation when he receives a letter in the shirt

that was washed in the prison, indicating that Capone had fulfilled his wishes. (Various

chapters)

AFTER READING

Discussion/Analysis Prompt

Several characters in Al Capone Does My Shirts face multiple moral dilemmas. Which of the

characters face the clearest moral dilemmas in the novel? How do the characters approach

these dilemmas? Why are the reactions to moral dilemmas different for each character?

Teaching Suggestion: Students may find it beneficial to brainstorm a list of the characters in
the novel to analyze them one by one before formally responding to the prompt. Students
might find it helpful to work in small groups to compile notes on each of the characters to
assist them in creating their responses.

Differentiation Suggestion: Students with executive learning differences and others who
require assistance with analysis may find it beneficial to narrow their topic of discussion to
one to three character(s) from the novel, thus limiting the scope of their analyses.
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Activities

Use this activity to engage all types of learners, while requiring that they refer to and

incorporate details from the text over the course of the activity.

“Alcatraz News”

In this activity, students will create an article for the Alcatraz newspaper detailing events and

people in the novel.

Al Capone Does My Shirts is a historical novel set in the 1930s, while Al Capone is in the

Alcatraz prison. Create a newspaper article about noteworthy events that occur in the novel.

Use the characters in the novel to create interviews of eyewitness accounts. Then, create a

digital copy of your newspaper article complete with pictures and captions for your news

story. Use the details below to assist in the development of your article.

Select a noteworthy event in the book to report on in the local newspaper.

Identify the characters you would like to interview about the event.

Select pictures and research backstories to use in the article.

Draft your article with a headline, and revise after peer review.

Don’t forget to name your paper!

Share your news article with the class; as you describe your article, compare the article to the

description of the event(s) in the novel.

Teaching Suggestion: You may want to encourage students to use events such as Mrs.
Capone’s arrival on the island or Al Capone’s note to Moose as examples that might be
interesting to readers on the island, just as they were interesting to characters in the novel.
Students may find it beneficial to research Al Capone or his mother to use details about their
lives in the article; however, consider guiding students in this research as many resources on
this topic are not necessarily student friendly.

Differentiation Suggestion: For students who demonstrate interest and skills in audio-visual
communications, consider allowing students to script and record the news story, or for
students who prefer visual arts/artistic expression, consider allowing them to create a
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graphic-novel style news article with drawings, captions, and dialogue and/or narration. Some
students may also benefit from a graphic organizer to help them plan their product and
document their ideas before drafting it.

Essay Questions

Use these essay questions as writing and critical thinking exercises for all levels of writers,

and to build their literary analysis skills by requiring textual references throughout the essay.

Differentiation Suggestion: For English learners or struggling writers, strategies that work
well include graphic organizers, sentence frames or starters, group work, or oral responses.

Scaffolded Essay Questions

Student Prompt: Write a short (1-3 paragraph) response using one of the bulleted outlines

below. Cite details from the text over the course of your response that serve as examples and

support.

1. Alcatraz is described negatively by Moose at first, who claims it is a “rock covered by

cement topped with a bird turd and surrounded by water.” (Chapter 1)

How is the setting of Alcatraz Island developed as a character in the novel? (topic
sentence)
Explain how the history of the island, the visual appeal of the island, and the isolation of

the island all contribute to Alcatraz as its own character in the novel.

In your concluding sentence or sentences, describe how the author contributes to the

island’s character through her descriptions.

2. Piper is often depicted as selfish and unfeeling toward other characters.

What is Piper’s role in the novel? (topic sentence)
Explain how Piper influences Moose’s behavior and contributes to his character

development. Describe how Moose influences Piper’s behavior.

In your concluding sentence or sentences, explain whether you believe Moose should be

friends with Piper or not and why.
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3. The initial impression of the inmates on the island given in the novel is that they are

manipulative and cruel.

How do the prisoners on Alcatraz Island defy people’s expectations of them? (topic
sentence)
Explain how the perception of the prisoners changes after certain events in the novel.

Explain each event and what the situation or outcome shows about the prisoners.

In your concluding sentence or sentences, explain how these changes to prisoner

expectations are related to the novel’s theme of The Importance of Empathy and

Understanding.

Full Essay Assignments

Student Prompt: Write a structured and well-developed essay. Include a thesis statement, at

least three main points supported by text details, and a conclusion.

1. Natalie does not speak often with the characters in the novel, but she has a significant

impact on those around her. How does the author show readers Natalie’s impact on others?

What lesson is Natalie able to teach her family and friends? To what extent and in what ways

do the characters change their perspectives because of Natalie? Select events that support

your ideas to discuss in your essay.

2. Mrs. Carrie Kelly tells Helen Flanagan that “[they] can’t let [themselves] get in Natalie’s way

[…] [They’re] the stumbling block. If Natalie is going to change, [they] have to change first.”

(Chapter 13) Think about the concept of change in the novel. How were Helen and Cam a

“stumbling block” to Natalie’s growth? How might Moose have been a “stumbling block” for

Natalie? What did the characters do that ultimately allowed Natalie to change? Considering

this, do you think Natalie’s family made the right decision to send her away to school?

Support your evaluation with plot and character details.

3. Each new friend Moose makes on Alcatraz Island has specific traits. How does Moose

grow as a result of his new friends and acquaintances? What qualities does each friend

encourage in Moose? Why might the author have used friends as a catalyst for Moose’s

character growth?
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Cumulative Exam Questions

Multiple Choice and Long Answer questions create ideal opportunities for whole-text review,

unit exam, or summative assessments.

Multiple Choice

1. How do the locals on the island treat the prisoners at the beginning of the novel?

A) More than human

B) As heroic and noteworthy

C) Less than human

D) As vile and shameless

2. How is Piper’s character best described?

A) A rude tyrant

B) As kind but entitled

C) As others-centered

D) A misunderstood mean girl

3. What is the significance of the novel’s setting being on an island?

A) It represents the ideal life of the famous.

B) It symbolizes the feeling of being trapped.

C) It represents emotional detachment.

D) It signifies an isolated paradise.

4. What event in the novel best describes how Moose is uniquely attuned to Natalie’s needs?

A) He asks her to recite multiplication facts to Piper.

B) He thought it was a bad idea for his parents to separate her from him.

C) He is the first to discover she has forgotten her favorite blanket.

D) He is aware of her body language and distracts her with indexes.

5. How is Warden William’s character best described?

A) Democratic

B) Dictatorial

C) Diplomatic
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D) Strategic

6. Why is Moose often conflicted regarding Natalie?

A) He wants to protect her but is also proud of her.

B) He attempts to control her but is unable to.

C) He feels indifferent to her mannerisms and behavior.

D) He is embarrassed and ashamed of her.

7. How does Moose use Alcatraz to his advantage?

A) He uses his experiences on the island to entertain others.

B) He exploits his knowledge of the convicts to inform others.

C) He fabricates stories about the island to win friends.

D) He provides unique details about the convicts that others want to know.

8. What is Natalie’s greatest strength?

A) Sorting

B) Language Arts

C) Building

D) Mathematics

9. How does Moose’s observation of Mrs. Capone change his perspective on the convicts?

A) He begins to understand that they are real people with families.

B) Moose becomes more fearful of convicts and avoids them.

C) He becomes indifferent toward the convicts and their families.

D) He learns that convicts are unfairly treated by society.

10. What choice best represents Helen’s perspective on Natalie’s autism?

A) She is very positive; she hopes Natalie will be able to “overcome” her autism.

B) She is critical of Natalie’s autism and thinks it should be “solved.”

C) She is “delusional,” often refusing to face the reality of Natalie’s situation.

D) She is afraid of Natalie’s autism and avoids being around her.

Long Answer

Compose a response of 2-3 sentences, incorporating text details to support your response.
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1. Describe Piper’s character and explain the most probable reason Piper behaves the way

she does.

2. Why is Natalie’s care a major source of conflict for Moose’s family?

Exam Answer Key

Multiple Choice

1. C (Various chapters)

2. A (Various chapters)

3. B (Various chapters)

4. D (Various chapters)

5. B (Various chapters)

6. A (Various chapters)

7. C (Various chapters)

8. D (Various chapters)

9. A (Various chapters)

10. C (Various chapters)

Long Answer

1. Piper is portrayed as manipulative, entitled, and self-serving, often using other people for

her own purposes. Piper appears to have adopted this attitude because her father is powerful

and never enforces consequences for Piper’s behavior. (Various chapters)

2. Natalie’s autism is a major source of conflict for Moose’s family because of the time and

the stigma surrounding her when little was known or understood about her condition and

behavior. Natalie’s autism requires a lot of attention and resources, causing tension and

resentment among family members who have differing opinions on how to handle her care.

(Various chapters)
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Introduction

Al Capone Does My Shirts

Genre: Fiction; middle-grade historical fiction

Originally Published: 2004

Reading Level/Interest: Lexile 600L; grades 5-6

Structure/Length: 3 parts, 40 chapters; approx. 288 pages; approx. 6 hours, 10 minutes

on audio

Protagonist/Central Conflict: In the 1930s, Moose Flanagan and his family move to

Alcatraz when his father takes a job as an electrician and guard at the prison so his sister

Natalie can attend a school in San Francisco for her intellectual needs. When he notices

Natalie hanging around Onion, Convict 105, he starts to worry until Onion reassures him

that she will be accepted into the school. When she isn’t, Moose enlists the help of

inmate Al Capone to get his sister accepted into the school she needs. Between

protecting his sister, resisting the irresistible warden’s daughter Piper, and staying out of

trouble, Moose realizes that trouble is never far away at Alcatraz.

Potential Sensitivity Issues: Underage drinking; sexual innuendo; references to convicts’

crimes; insensitive, derogatory language regarding disability and autism

Gennifer Choldenko, Author

Bio: Born in Santa Monica, California; youngest of four kids; earned a BA in English and

American Literature from Brandeis University and a BFA in illustration from Rhode Island

School of Design; self-proclaimed fitness fanatic, book lover, and coffee lover; has a

German Shepherd named Sasha who has a secret life as a Russian princess

Other Works: If a Tree Falls at Lunch Period (2007); Al Capone Shines My Shoes (2009);

No Passengers Beyond This Point (2011); One-Third Nerd (2019)

Awards: Newbery Honor (2007); California Young Reader Medal (2007)

CENTRAL THEMES connected and noted throughout this Teaching Unit:

The Importance of Empathy and Understanding

Disability

Imprisonment
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STUDY OBJECTIVES: In accomplishing the components of this Unit, students will:

Gain an understanding of the social and historical contexts of the 1930s that incite

Moose’s conflict.

Analyze paired texts and other brief resources to make connections via the text’s themes

of Empathy, Disability, and Imprisonment.

Plan and design a newspaper article about an event that occurs in the novel based on

text details.

Analyze and evaluate plot and character details to draw conclusions in structured essay

responses regarding empathy, Moose’s character, and other topics
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Before Reading

Use these questions or activities to help gauge students’ familiarity with and spark their

interest in the context of the work, giving them an entry point into the text itself.

Short Answer

1. What important events happened in the 1930s? What might have caused a spike in crime

during this time?

Teaching Suggestion: Moose, the novel’s protagonist, is forced to move to Alcatraz Island
when his parents are seeking help for his sister’s autism. The novel is set in the 1930s, when
Al Capone is imprisoned on the island. Introducing the novel might include direct instruction
or student investigation into the social upheaval of the 1930s and the spike in crime during
this time. Students might utilize these or similar resources for an overview of the 1930s and
Prohibition’s role in the rise of crime.

This 2-minute video provides a brief overview of major events that occurred in the 1930s.

This 5-minute video describes Prohibition and its role in the rise of crime.

2. What is autism? How might treatment for children on the autism spectrum be different

today than it was in the past?

Teaching Suggestion: Natalie, Moose’s sister, is on the autism spectrum. Her family is
uncertain of how to help her because there is little understanding of autism in the 1930s. With
sensitivity to class members’ individual differences, consider using the following or similar
resources to identify the autism spectrum, learn about the characteristics of those who are
on the autism spectrum, and learn about how autism might have been treated in the 1930s.
Independent exploration of the resources followed by private reader response entries in notes
or a reading journal might be one fitting strategy.

This 7-minute video describes the autism spectrum.

This article explores the life of Donald Grey Triplett who was the first person to be

diagnosed with autism.
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Personal Connection Prompt

This prompt can be used for in-class discussion, exploratory free-writing, or reflection

homework before reading the novel.

Consider a time when you and your friends or family had a difficult problem you did not know

how to resolve. What conflicting opinions arose as you attempted to solve the problem? Who

did you agree with and who did you disagree with? Why is conflict resolution sometimes

difficult?

Teaching Suggestion: Moose’s sister, Natalie, is on the autism spectrum. Her family wrestles
to understand her differences at a time when there was little information for families. The
family disagrees on how Natalie should be treated. Connected discussion topics might
include difficult problems, when people disagree on resolutions, and why compromising can
be difficult in some situations.
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During Reading

Reading Check and Short Answer questions on key points are designed for guided reading

assignments, in-class review, formative assessment, quizzes, and more.

Chapters 1-6

Reading Check

1. Where does Moose’s father intend to send Natalie to school?

2. Who is the first person to introduce themself to Moose and Natalie?

3. Who does the laundry on the island?

Short Answer

Answer each question in at least 1 complete sentence. Incorporate details from the text to
support your response.

1. How does Moose Flanagan feel about moving to Alcatraz, and what evidence supports

your assessment of his feelings?

2. Why does Moose have conflicting feelings about Natalie?

3. Describe the role that has been given to Theresa on the island.

Paired Resource

Alcatraz Island

This article explores the history behind Alcatraz Island.

The information connects to theme of Imprisonment.

How did Alcatraz Island acquire its name? After the island was acquired by the United

States, what was it first used for? When did Alcatraz officially become a federal prison?

Who were some of the infamous or well-known inmates on the island? What is Alcatraz

Island used for today?
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Chapters 7-12

Reading Check

1. What does Moose write a note to Scout about?

2. Who is recommended to Helen as a special education tutor for Natalie?

Short Answer

Answer each question in at least 1 complete sentence. Incorporate details from the text to
support your response.

1. What is Piper’s idea for making money, and how does she plan to implement it?

2. What reason is given by the school for sending Natalie home?

Paired Resource

“Seeking the Humanity of Al Capone”

This article describes the life of Al Capone and his eventual rise in history/folklore as a

somewhat mythological figure. (Teacher-appropriate; not student-facing)

This information connects with the themes of The Importance of Empathy and

Understanding, Imprisonment, and Disability.

Chapters 13-18

Reading Check

1. What is Moose instructed to ask the baseball players to change so he can watch Natalie?

2. What does Moose give back to Natalie after he learns he will not be able to play in the

baseball game?

Short Answer
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Answer each question in at least 1 complete sentence. Incorporate details from the text to
support your response.

1. What is Mrs. Kelly’s strategy for helping Natalie, and why does Moose find it concerning?

2. Why are the students angry with Piper when she returns their clothing? What were they

expecting?

Paired Resource

“September 9, 1931: Al Capone Turns out for Cubs-White Sox Charity Exhibition in Chicago”

This article and image from the Society for American Baseball Research details the

family life of Al Capone and his sharing of his love of baseball with his son. (Teacher-

appropriate; not student-facing)

Teachers might consider sharing the baseball game image and select content from the

article.

Shared themes include The Importance of Empathy and Understanding and

Imprisonment.

To accompany select content: Why was Al Capone at a professional baseball game in

1931? Who was he with? Why might this have been a significant event for him to attend

with the person he attended with? What do you learn about Capone from the article?

Chapters 19-22

Reading Check

1. Who reveals the laundry operation to the Warden?

2. What has Piper been reading while she was away at her grandmother’s?

Short Answer

Answer each question in at least 1 complete sentence. Incorporate details from the text to
support your response.
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1. How do the characters respond when Natalie curls into a ball after Moose accidentally

kicks a can into Natalie’s button box? What is revealed about the characters’ motivations by

their responses?

2. Why do Mrs. Capone’s plans to visit her son go awry, and what realization does Moose

have about her after she leaves the island?

Paired Resource

“This Is What Life in Alcatraz Was Really Like”

This 11-minute video describes life in the prison on Alcatraz.

Shared themes include Imprisonment and The Importance of Empathy and

Understanding.

Who was the most infamous inmate in Alcatraz? What did the inmates do for recreational

purposes? What were some of the perks of the prison? What was life like for children on

Alcatraz Island? What kinds of recreational activities did inmates participate in?

Chapters 23-28

Reading Check

1. What does Scout want Piper to collect for him?

2. What is the number Natalie states that causes Moose to attempt to guess its source?

Short Answer

Answer each question in at least 1 complete sentence. Incorporate details from the text to
support your response.

1. Early in the novel, Moose describes Piper as cute, but when Scout confesses to Moose that

he thinks Piper is cute, Moose says he doesn’t think she is. Why do you think Moose changed

his mind about Piper?
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2. How does the relationship between Moose and Natalie change as they spend more time

together?

Chapters 29-35

Reading Check

1. Who does Annie warn Moose about?

2. Who does Natalie run to see the day before her interview with the school?

Short Answer

Answer each question in at least 1 complete sentence. Incorporate details from the text to
support your response.

1. How does Piper use people as tools to get what she wants?

2. Why does Moose argue with Helen on Natalie’s birthday, and how does it begin to change

the relationship between Natalie and her parents?

Chapters 36-40

Reading Check

1. Who does Moose suggest to the Warden may be able to grant him a favor?

2. What is on the note Moose finds in his clean shirt?

Short Answer

Answer each question in at least 1 complete sentence. Incorporate details from the text to
support your response.

1. What does Mrs. Kelly ask Natalie when Natalie begins to lose focus? What does it say

about Natalie’s relationship with Moose?
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2. Who likely grants Moose’s request for Natalie’s attendance at school, and how do you

know?

Recommended Next Reads

The Watsons Go to Birmingham–1963 by Christopher Paul Curtis

This historical fiction novel is about a 10-year-old boy who is removed from his

hometown and taken to Birmingham, Alabama, where he experiences the 16th Street

Baptist Church Bombing.

Shared themes include The Importance of Empathy and Understanding.

Shared topics include prejudice, fitting in, and family.

The Watsons Go to Birmingham on SuperSummary

Al Capone Shines My Shoes by Gennifer Choldenko

This novel is the sequel to Al Capone Does My Shirts. After Al Capone grants Moose his

favor, he expects a favor from Moose in return.

Shared themes include Disability, Imprisonment, and The Importance of Empathy and

Understanding.

Shared topics include self-reliance, honesty, and friendship.

Al Capone Shines My Shoes on SuperSummary

Chapters 1-6

Reading Check

1. Esther P. Marinoff School for those with intellectual disabilities (Chapter 1)

2. Theresa Mattaman (Chapter 2)

3. The convicts (Chapter 5)

Short Answer
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1. When Moose first describes Alcatraz, he says it is a “rock covered with cement topped with

a bird turd and surrounded by water.” (Chapter 1) He is uneasy about living so close to a

prison and describes the houses as being nothing but cement. These statements indicate

that Moose believes the island itself is not visually appealing and is cold and dangerous.

(Various chapters)

2. Moose is simultaneously protective of his sister and confused about her behavior. He

explains that he is never sure what will “set her off.” (Chapter 2) An example of this is when he

did not greet Natalie one morning, and she cried for two hours afterward. He is insecure about

others meeting Natalie because he is afraid they will not understand her either. (Various

chapters)

3. Theresa has been given the task of looking for newly dead criminals on the island. She was

assigned this task by Piper. (Chapter 3)

Chapters 7-12

Reading Check

1. Baseball (Chapter 7)

2. Mrs. Kelly (Chapter 11)

Short Answer

1. Piper decides to sell laundry service to the kids at school by hiding their laundry with the

laundry of the families whose laundry is washed by the convicts. Piper plans to charge five

cents per shirt and split it between the group. (Chapter 7)

2. Natalie is sent home from school because she yells early in the morning and appears to be

unsettled at school. Mr. Prudy tells the Flanagans they cannot have someone who is

disruptive in their neighborhood, implying that the school is in a nice location. (Various

chapters)

Chapters 13-18

Reading Check

1. Their schedule (Chapter 14)

2. Her button box (Chapter 18)
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Short Answer

1. Mrs. Kelly believes the best strategy to “change” Natalie is to remove her comfort objects

from her. Mrs. Kelly instructs the family to take Natalie’s button box away and tells the family

that Natalie’s behavior will change if the family changes first. She instructs Natalie to spend

more time with Moose to help Natalie “join the human race.” Moose is concerned because his

mother has gotten her hopes up about strategies for Natalie in the past and sunk into a deep

depression when the strategies did not work. (Chapter 13)

2. When Piper returns the clothing washed by convicts to her peers, they are angry because

they expected their clothing to indicate in some way that they were washed by convicts. The

students had hoped to see blood or bullet holes in the shirts. (Chapter 16)

Chapters 19-22

Reading Check

1. Del Peabody’s father (Chapter 19)

2. The inmates’ mail (Chapter 21)

Short Answer

1. Moose and his friends immediately try to calm Natalie because they are concerned about

her when she curls into a ball. Helen becomes angry when she crosses the path of the kids

because Natalie is making a “spectacle” and she is embarrassed for Natalie. The children are

motivated by concern, and Helen is motivated by how others see her. (Chapter 20)

2. When Mrs. Capone enters the prison on Alcatraz, the metal detector goes off, and Mrs.

Capone is strip-searched because she speaks Italian and is unable to communicate

effectively. Mrs. Capone leaves the prison embarrassed and without having seen her son.

Moose understands that Al was once a young kid, too. Mrs. Capone’s attachment to children

is evident when she offers to hold Theresa’s sister. (Chapter 22)

Chapters 23-28

Reading Check
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1. A convict’s baseball (Chapter 23)

2. 105 (Chapter 24)

Short Answer

1. Moose’s first impression of Piper is later clouded by her superior attitude and unfair

treatment of him and Natalie. Piper calls Natalie the r-word and berates her. Piper is also

involved with the scheme to have the convicts clean other students’ laundry, but Piper’s

father doesn’t hold her accountable–only the other children who were involved are held

accountable. It is likely that Moose is no longer attracted to Piper because of her personality.

(Various chapters)

2. Moose sees a change in Natalie as they spend more time together. He is surprised when

she makes eye contact and even more surprised when she approaches a convict. Moose

finds himself enjoying his time with Natalie and feels closer to her than he has before.

(Various chapters)

Chapters 29-35

Reading Check

1. Piper (Chapter 29)

2. Convict 105 (Chapter 33)

Short Answer

1. Piper is always scheming in one way or another to see what she can get from the convicts.

She uses Mrs. Capone to attempt to meet Al Capone. When Piper’s plan fails, she attempts to

exploit the relationship between Natalie and Convict 105 to learn about Al Capone. (Various

chapters)

2. Helen refuses to face the reality that Natalie is not 10 years old and is never going to be like

everyone else. Moose confronts Helen with this reality, and she continues to deny it until Cam

becomes involved in the argument. Moose wants Natalie to be treated like a person, and his

empathetic plea is heard by both Helen and Cam. Moose’s plea inspires Cam to view Natalie

as his daughter rather than an object of pity. (Chapter 35)

Chapters 36-40
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Reading Check

1. Al Capone (Chapter 37)

2. “Done” (Chapter 40)

Short Answer

1. When Mrs. Kelly loses Natalie’s focus, she asks Natalie what she thinks Moose is up to.

The question regains Natalie’s focus and highlights the importance of Moose to his sister.

Natalie likes to think about Moose. (Chapter 37)

2. Moose writes a note to Al Capone, asking for his help. While Capone has not replied to

Piper’s notes in the past, Moose does get confirmation when he receives a letter in the shirt

that was washed in the prison, indicating that Capone had fulfilled his wishes. (Various

chapters)
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After Reading

Several characters in Al Capone Does My Shirts face multiple moral dilemmas. Which of the

characters face the clearest moral dilemmas in the novel? How do the characters approach

these dilemmas? Why are the reactions to moral dilemmas different for each character?

Teaching Suggestion: Students may find it beneficial to brainstorm a list of the characters in
the novel to analyze them one by one before formally responding to the prompt. Students
might find it helpful to work in small groups to compile notes on each of the characters to
assist them in creating their responses.

Differentiation Suggestion: Students with executive learning differences and others who
require assistance with analysis may find it beneficial to narrow their topic of discussion to
one to three character(s) from the novel, thus limiting the scope of their analyses.

Use this activity to engage all types of learners, while requiring that they refer to and

incorporate details from the text over the course of the activity.

“Alcatraz News”

In this activity, students will create an article for the Alcatraz newspaper detailing events and

people in the novel.

Al Capone Does My Shirts is a historical novel set in the 1930s, while Al Capone is in the

Alcatraz prison. Create a newspaper article about noteworthy events that occur in the novel.

Use the characters in the novel to create interviews of eyewitness accounts. Then, create a

digital copy of your newspaper article complete with pictures and captions for your news

story. Use the details below to assist in the development of your article.

Select a noteworthy event in the book to report on in the local newspaper.

Identify the characters you would like to interview about the event.

Select pictures and research backstories to use in the article.

Draft your article with a headline, and revise after peer review.

Don’t forget to name your paper!
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Share your news article with the class; as you describe your article, compare the article to the

description of the event(s) in the novel.

Teaching Suggestion: You may want to encourage students to use events such as Mrs.
Capone’s arrival on the island or Al Capone’s note to Moose as examples that might be
interesting to readers on the island, just as they were interesting to characters in the novel.
Students may find it beneficial to research Al Capone or his mother to use details about their
lives in the article; however, consider guiding students in this research as many resources on
this topic are not necessarily student friendly.

Differentiation Suggestion: For students who demonstrate interest and skills in audio-visual
communications, consider allowing students to script and record the news story, or for
students who prefer visual arts/artistic expression, consider allowing them to create a
graphic-novel style news article with drawings, captions, and dialogue and/or narration. Some
students may also benefit from a graphic organizer to help them plan their product and
document their ideas before drafting it.

Use these essay questions as writing and critical thinking exercises for all levels of writers,

and to build their literary analysis skills by requiring textual references throughout the essay.

Differentiation Suggestion: For English learners or struggling writers, strategies that work
well include graphic organizers, sentence frames or starters, group work, or oral responses.

Scaffolded Essay Questions

Student Prompt: Write a short (1-3 paragraph) response using one of the bulleted outlines

below. Cite details from the text over the course of your response that serve as examples and

support.

1. Alcatraz is described negatively by Moose at first, who claims it is a “rock covered by

cement topped with a bird turd and surrounded by water.” (Chapter 1)

How is the setting of Alcatraz Island developed as a character in the novel? (topic
sentence)
Explain how the history of the island, the visual appeal of the island, and the isolation of

the island all contribute to Alcatraz as its own character in the novel.
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In your concluding sentence or sentences, describe how the author contributes to the

island’s character through her descriptions.

2. Piper is often depicted as selfish and unfeeling toward other characters.

What is Piper’s role in the novel? (topic sentence)
Explain how Piper influences Moose’s behavior and contributes to his character

development. Describe how Moose influences Piper’s behavior.

In your concluding sentence or sentences, explain whether you believe Moose should be

friends with Piper or not and why.

3. The initial impression of the inmates on the island given in the novel is that they are

manipulative and cruel.

How do the prisoners on Alcatraz Island defy people’s expectations of them? (topic
sentence)
Explain how the perception of the prisoners changes after certain events in the novel.

Explain each event and what the situation or outcome shows about the prisoners.

In your concluding sentence or sentences, explain how these changes to prisoner

expectations are related to the novel’s theme of The Importance of Empathy and

Understanding.

Full Essay Assignments

Student Prompt: Write a structured and well-developed essay. Include a thesis statement, at

least three main points supported by text details, and a conclusion.

1. Natalie does not speak often with the characters in the novel, but she has a significant

impact on those around her. How does the author show readers Natalie’s impact on others?

What lesson is Natalie able to teach her family and friends? To what extent and in what ways

do the characters change their perspectives because of Natalie? Select events that support

your ideas to discuss in your essay.
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2. Mrs. Carrie Kelly tells Helen Flanagan that “[they] can’t let [themselves] get in Natalie’s way

[…] [They’re] the stumbling block. If Natalie is going to change, [they] have to change first.”

(Chapter 13) Think about the concept of change in the novel. How were Helen and Cam a

“stumbling block” to Natalie’s growth? How might Moose have been a “stumbling block” for

Natalie? What did the characters do that ultimately allowed Natalie to change? Considering

this, do you think Natalie’s family made the right decision to send her away to school?

Support your evaluation with plot and character details.

3. Each new friend Moose makes on Alcatraz Island has specific traits. How does Moose

grow as a result of his new friends and acquaintances? What qualities does each friend

encourage in Moose? Why might the author have used friends as a catalyst for Moose’s

character growth?

Multiple Choice and Long Answer questions create ideal opportunities for whole-text review,

unit exam, or summative assessments.

Multiple Choice

1. How do the locals on the island treat the prisoners at the beginning of the novel?

A) More than human

B) As heroic and noteworthy

C) Less than human

D) As vile and shameless

2. How is Piper’s character best described?

A) A rude tyrant

B) As kind but entitled

C) As others-centered

D) A misunderstood mean girl

3. What is the significance of the novel’s setting being on an island?

A) It represents the ideal life of the famous.

B) It symbolizes the feeling of being trapped.

C) It represents emotional detachment.

D) It signifies an isolated paradise.
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4. What event in the novel best describes how Moose is uniquely attuned to Natalie’s needs?

A) He asks her to recite multiplication facts to Piper.

B) He thought it was a bad idea for his parents to separate her from him.

C) He is the first to discover she has forgotten her favorite blanket.

D) He is aware of her body language and distracts her with indexes.

5. How is Warden William’s character best described?

A) Democratic

B) Dictatorial

C) Diplomatic

D) Strategic

6. Why is Moose often conflicted regarding Natalie?

A) He wants to protect her but is also proud of her.

B) He attempts to control her but is unable to.

C) He feels indifferent to her mannerisms and behavior.

D) He is embarrassed and ashamed of her.

7. How does Moose use Alcatraz to his advantage?

A) He uses his experiences on the island to entertain others.

B) He exploits his knowledge of the convicts to inform others.

C) He fabricates stories about the island to win friends.

D) He provides unique details about the convicts that others want to know.

8. What is Natalie’s greatest strength?

A) Sorting

B) Language Arts

C) Building

D) Mathematics

9. How does Moose’s observation of Mrs. Capone change his perspective on the convicts?

A) He begins to understand that they are real people with families.

B) Moose becomes more fearful of convicts and avoids them.

C) He becomes indifferent toward the convicts and their families.

D) He learns that convicts are unfairly treated by society.
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10. What choice best represents Helen’s perspective on Natalie’s autism?

A) She is very positive; she hopes Natalie will be able to “overcome” her autism.

B) She is critical of Natalie’s autism and thinks it should be “solved.”

C) She is “delusional,” often refusing to face the reality of Natalie’s situation.

D) She is afraid of Natalie’s autism and avoids being around her.

Long Answer

Compose a response of 2-3 sentences, incorporating text details to support your response.

1. Describe Piper’s character and explain the most probable reason Piper behaves the way

she does.

2. Why is Natalie’s care a major source of conflict for Moose’s family?

Multiple Choice

1. C (Various chapters)

2. A (Various chapters)

3. B (Various chapters)

4. D (Various chapters)

5. B (Various chapters)

6. A (Various chapters)

7. C (Various chapters)

8. D (Various chapters)

9. A (Various chapters)

10. C (Various chapters)

Long Answer

1. Piper is portrayed as manipulative, entitled, and self-serving, often using other people for

her own purposes. Piper appears to have adopted this attitude because her father is powerful

and never enforces consequences for Piper’s behavior. (Various chapters)
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2. Natalie’s autism is a major source of conflict for Moose’s family because of the time and

the stigma surrounding her when little was known or understood about her condition and

behavior. Natalie’s autism requires a lot of attention and resources, causing tension and

resentment among family members who have differing opinions on how to handle her care.

(Various chapters)
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