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ESSENTIAL QUESTION: WHAT IS THE MEANING OF RABIES IN MOCKINGBIRD?
TEACHER’S GUIDE
OVERVIEW
Harper Lee includes an episode in which Atticus shoots a rabid dog in chapter 10 of the novel.
Students today may know little about rabies as a disease and thus be unable to think critically
about this section of the novel. A brief reading on rabies – from a volume entitled Common
Diseases of Farm Animals, part of a series of Farm Manuals produced by Lippincott beginning in
1915 – illustrates what was, during the period when the novel is set, the basic understanding of
the disease, its dangers, and its mode of transmission. Using this brief reading allows students the
opportunity to think literally about rabies and then to use that literal understanding to reflect
more broadly about the many symbolic elements of this chapter.
TIMING
This brief reading can be used just prior to or just after students read chapter 10.
Consider the following guidelines regarding when to undertake the different activities:
Essential Question
for Discussion and
Writing
A. What’s so
dangerous about the
mad dog?

B. Who are the stray
dogs and what
makes them so
dangerous?

C. Whom does the
community turn to
during this moment

Objective

Suggested Timing

Suggested Additional
Rubric
Research

SW analyze the brief
description of rabies in
the informational text
and conduct research
on rabies in order to
write an essay about
what makes rabies so
dangerous in
Mockingbird.
SW analyze some of
the metaphorical
language in chapters 9
and 10 about stray dogs
in order to write an
essay identifying the
stray dogs in
Mockingbird and what
they represent.
SW analyze the
differences between
Atticus and Sheriff

After students have
finished chapter 10

B

Y

After students have
finished reading
chapter 10

A

N

After students have
finished reading
chapter 10

A

N
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of danger? Why?

D. What does rabies
foreshadow in the
novel?

Tate in order to
consider how everyone
turns to Atticus during
this moment of danger
and Atticus’s larger
role in the community.
SW consider the use of
rabies as an example of
literary foreshadowing
in order to make
predictions about the
novel based on analysis
of this incident.

After students have
finished reading
chapter 10.

A

N

NOTES ON THE ARTICLE
• Students may lack basic information about rabies as a disease – the dangers it posed (and
poses), its method of transmission, and the progress of the disease in an infected animal. This
lack of information may impede higher order analysis of the literary aspects of these chapters
– including the symbolism of racism in the novel and the foreshadowing elements of this
chapter.
• The passage has some scientific language but is generally accessible.
• Key vocabulary: inoculate, disposition, domestic, sullen, emaciated, ravages, delirium,
muzzle, temperate, manifested, incubation
SUGGESTED MEDIA LINKS
• Local health department information or CDC information on rabies
• The Animal Legal and Historical Center, run by the Michigan State University College of
Law, contains links to user-friendly information about animal law in all fifty states.
• There are some videos about rabies – in dogs, cats, and humans – on YouTube. A 1982
educational video by the American Veterinary Medical Association is dated but thorough
with a nice mix of information. Students might find it funny and informative.
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VOCABULARY WARM-UP

L.9-10.4, L.9-10.5, L.9-10.6	
  

WORDS TO OWN: inoculate, disposition, domestic, sullen, emaciated, ravages, delirium,
muzzle, temperate, manifested, incubation
	
  

Section A: Use context clues:	
  Read the following sentences and use context clues to determine
the meaning of the underlined words.
1) The passage indicates that to prevent the spread of rabies, all dogs should be muzzled. Since
we have learned that the disease spreads when one animal bites another, we can infer that
muzzling an animal prevents those bites. Using that understanding, what do you think a muzzle
might be?
2) The passage suggests that a rabid dog “may move about snapping at imaginary objects in its
delirium.” Based on the context here and your understanding of what it might mean to snap at
imaginary as opposed to real objects, what can you infer delirium to mean?
Section B: More context clues: Here your task is to use context clues to understand the
word’s meaning AND to practice your context clues skills.
1) She has a pleasant and sunny disposition; it is a rare day when you see her with a frown on her
face. Disposition here means
a) nature
b) ability
c) frown
d) unwilling
2) Which word from the sentence in question 1 best helps the reader to understand the meaning
of disposition?
a) rare
b) day
c) she
d) pleasant
3) When my sister is feeling sullen, she locks herself in her room, and no one in the family dares
to disturb her in her gloomy, bitter sanctuary. Sullen here means
a) irritated
b) chatty
c) disturb
d) tired
4) Which word from the sentence in question 3 best helps the reader to understand the meaning
of sullen?
a) gloomy
b) family
c) locks
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d) feeling
Section C: Sometimes common words are used in uncommon ways. Use the dictionary in order
to understand the uncommon meanings of these common words.
1) “Rabies is an infectious disease affecting the nervous system, that is transmitted by the bite of
a rabid animal and the inoculation of the wound with the virus present in the saliva.” We are
accustomed to the word inoculation in relation to vaccines used for the prevention disease. So,
you might receive a flu vaccine to inoculate yourself against the flu. Here, the passage uses
inoculation differently but in a related way. Explain why inoculation of the wound here would
cause rabies.
2) During the time of Mockingbird, a maid might be referred to as a domestic. And you can find
a lot of discussion in the domestic news about what is going on in our country. But when Craig
references rabies in “domestic animals and man,” he is using domestic in a different way. What
is a domestic animal? Can you see any relationship between the different meanings of the word
domestic?
Section D: Use the dictionary to look up the underlined words and answer the following
questions based on their definitions.
1) She hopes to be a veterinarian and plans to care for domestic animals. Do you expect she will
know how to care for lions and tigers?
2) The cat was emaciated. The veterinarian could be expected to suggest more food or less?
Why?
3) The storm ravaged the neighborhood. What sorts of things might the people have said when
they emerged from their homes after the storm?
4) Susan wants to attend college in a temperate climate. Do you think she will consider a school
in Alaska or Arizona? Why or why not?
5) I tried to hide my fears, but they manifested themselves in my sweaty palms, shaky hands, and
nervous giggle. If I don’t want my feelings to be made manifest, what should I do?
6) If the incubation period for rabies is from 10 to 70 days, then a dog could have the disease for
a while before the symptoms emerge. Do you think 70 days is a long or a short incubation period
for a disease? How long do you think the incubation period is for the flu?
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Section E: Practice parts of speech by choosing the correct word that best fits in the blank
within the following sentences.
1) A combination of too much caffeine, too little sleep, and too much pressure can produce a
state of ______ in some students.
a) delirium
b) delirious
c) deliriums
d) deliria
2) At certain points in history, a thin physique has been considered disgusting, unhealthy, and a
bad omen; during these periods, an _____ person was looked down upon.
a) emaciate
b) emaciated
c) emaciation
d) emaciates
3) The girls’ and boys’ track teams descended on the buffet and loaded their plates with food;
truly, the buffet table was subjected to the ______ of their appetites.
a) ravage
b) ravished
c) ravishment
d) ravages
Section F: Vocabulary skits
Use the model sentences and definitions to understand the words in question. Create a skit in
which you address the given topic. Every member of the group must use the vocabulary word at
least once during your performance of the skit.
1) sullen – irritated, gloomy, morose, sluggish
• I do not advise addressing the principal in a sullen tone.
• The children were sullen and short-tempered after waiting in a long line in the hot sun.
• Parents often describe their teenage children as sullen and uncommunicative, but,
sometimes, young adults want their space and privacy.
Scenario: Because of a recent flood in the school gymnasium, the school dance has been
cancelled. The students are understandably upset, and their behavior in class is sullen. Create
a skit in which the English teacher tries to engage her sullen students and ask them to talk
about their feelings. Many of the students remain sullen.
2) emaciated - bony, cadaverous, gaunt, haggard, excessively thin
• The rescued dog had spent weeks on the street without proper food, and he looked tired
and emaciated.
• The old man had suffered the ravages of disease; his body was weak and emaciated.
• The general complained his troops were not being given adequate supplies and were
growing sullen and emaciated.
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Scenario: Because of a conflict in the region, food supplies have been disrupted and a city’s
residents have become emaciated. Create a skit in which the residents of the city plead for
more food supplies from a relief organization.
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Essential Question:
What is the meaning of rabies in Mockingbird?
INTRODUCTION
In chapter 10 of To Kill a Mockingbird, Atticus shoots a rabid dog.
Today, rabies is a fairly rare although still dangerous occurrence. In
the 1930s, during the time the novel was set, rabies was more
common. A brief reading on rabies, from a volume entitled
Common Diseases of Farm Animals, part of a series of farm
manuals dating back to 1915, illustrates what was understood about
the disease and its dangers and how veterinary authorities hoped the
disease could be controlled.
From Common Diseases of Farm Animals
By R. A. Craig
Rabies is an infectious disease affecting the nervous system that is
transmitted by the bite of a rabid animal and the inoculation of the
wound with the virus present in the saliva. It is commonly
considered a disease of dogs, but because of the disposition of rabid
dogs to bite other animals, rabies is common in domestic animals
and man.
Rabies is widely distributed, being most prevalent in the temperate
zone, and where the population is most dense. It has been excluded
from Australia, Tasmania and New Zealand by a rigid inspection
and quarantine of all imported dogs.
The specific cause of rabies is probably a protozoan parasite. The
germ spreads from the wounds through the nerves and central
nervous system. The disease-producing organisms are present in
great numbers in the nerve-tissue and saliva.
The period of incubation varies from a few days to several months.
It is usually from ten to seventy days.
…
In the dog, the symptoms may be divided into three stages. The
first, or melancholy stage, usually lasts from twelve to forty-eight
hours. The animal's behavior is altered and it becomes sullen,
irritable and nervous. Sometimes it is friendly and inclined to lick
the hand of its master. An inclination to gnaw or swallow
indigestible objects is sometimes noted. Frequently a certain part of
the skin is rubbed or licked.

Reflect on the Essential Question:
What does the question suggest to
you? How can a disease have a
meaning in a novel? Speculate about
possible symbolic meanings for rabies.
Reflect on the Introduction: The
introduction tells you that the piece
you are about to read was written for a
series of farm manuals in 1915. What
does that suggest to you about the
intended audience for the piece? How
scientifically reliable do you think a
discussion of rabies from 1915 is
today?

Reflect on the title: Common
Diseases of Farm Animals. In what
sense is rabies a common disease of
farm animals? Is that true today?
Vocabulary: Craig describes the
transmission of rabies “by the bite of a
rabid animal and the inoculation of the
wound with the virus present in the
saliva.” What exactly is he saying
here? A healthy animal is bitten by a
rabid animal. Who has the wound?
Whose saliva goes into the wound? In
what sense is the healthy animal
inoculated? What is going to happen
to the healthy animal as a result of this
inoculation?
Notice that Craig says that rabies is
“considered a disease of dogs” but
“common in domestic animals and
man.” Is he saying that it is common
for men and women to have rabies?
Vocabulary: Craig describes the
incubation period for rabies. For how
many days can you be infected with
the virus and not show any
symptoms?
Notice the use of language here: “The
animal’s behavior is altered and it
becomes sullen, irritable and nervous.”
How does Craig’s description of a dog
here differ from how you might
describe your family’s pet? What
specific linguistic choices does Craig
make in his writing?
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Key idea: Craig describes three stages
in the progression of the disease in
dogs. In your own words, describe these
three stages. What are the key
differences between the different
stages?

The second, or furious stage, may last several days. Violent
nervous or rabid symptoms are manifested, and the dog may leave
home and travel long distances. The animal usually shows a strong
inclination to bite. It may move about snapping at imaginary
objects in its delirium, and may bite any person or animal with
which it comes in contact. The bark is peculiar, the appetite is lost
and the animal becomes weak and emaciated.
In the third, or paralytic stage, the dog may present an emaciated,
dirty, ragged appearance. The lower jaw may drop, the tongue
hangs from the lips and the eyes appear sunken and glassy.
Paralysis of the hind parts may be present.
…

Reflect: Why do you think Craig
recommends that a dog that bites a
person should be confined or killed?
Why might this have been an important
recommendation in 1915?
Reflect: The dates when states passed
laws requiring the vaccination of dogs
vary widely. New Jersey began to
require vaccination in 1942, North
Carolina required it in 1935, and
Alabama did not require vaccination
until 1975. Why do you think there might
be so much variety?

Key idea: Craig asserts that the key to
treated rabies is prevention and he
makes certain specific
recommendations. In what kind of a
world do his recommendations make
sense? Does his description of “dogs
running at large” reflect the reality of
your world?

In dogs the diagnosis is confirmed by a microscopical examination
of the vagus ganglia and that portion of the brain known as
Amnion's horn, and the finding of Negri bodies in the nerve-cells.
In case a person is bitten by a dog, the animal should be confined
until the disease is well advanced and killed or allowed to die. The
head should then be removed and forwarded to the State
laboratory, or wherever such examinations are made.
The treatment is preventive. Wherever an outbreak of rabies
occurs all dogs should be confined on the owner's premises or
muzzled. All dogs running at large without muzzles should be
promptly killed. A heavy tax on dogs, and the killing of all dogs
not wearing a license tag, would prevent the heavy financial loss
resulting from rabies, and the ravages of wandering dogs in the
United States. In countries where the muzzling of dogs is enforced
during the entire year, rabies is a rare disease.
Source: R. A. Craig, Common Diseases of Farm Animals.
Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott and Company, 1915. 229-301. Print.
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CHECK FOR UNDERSTANDING
RI.9-10.1, RI.9-10.4, RI.9-10.6	
  

1) Craig writes: “In dogs the diagnosis is confirmed by a
microscopical examination of the vagus ganglia and that portion of the brain known as Amnion’s
horn.” If the dog’s brain is not examined in this way, it means
a) a diagnosis of rabies cannot be confirmed
b) a diagnosis of rabies is incorrect
c) a diagnosis of rabies must be confirmed in some other way
d) the dog must be allowed to die
2) Which of the following is NOT a symptom of rabies in dogs
a) friendliness
b) licking
c) peculiar bark
d) howling
3) Craig’s main goal in writing this piece seems to be
a) explaining how to diagnose rabies
b) explaining how to prevent the spread of rabies
c) explaining how to treat rabies
d) explaining how rabies is spread
4) Craig recommends “the killing of all dogs not wearing a license tag.” Why would he make
this recommendation?
a) Dogs without a license probably have rabies.
b) Dogs without a license haven’t been vaccinated against rabies.
c) Dogs without a license may be at greater risk of having or spreading rabies.
d) Dogs without a license are not pets.
5) In his discussion, Craig writes that a rabid animal “may move about snapping at imaginary
objects in its delirium, and may bite any person or animal with which it comes in contact.” By
delirium, Craig means
a) confusion
b) anger
c) fury
d) motion
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WRITING AND DISCUSSION
A. What’s so dangerous about a mad dog?

RL.9-10.1, RL.9-10.2, RL.9-10.4, RI.9-10.1,
RI.9-10.8, W.9-10.2, W.9-10.4, W.9-10.5,
W.9-10.7, W.9-10.8, W.9-10.9, SL.9-10.1,
SL.9-10.4, L.9-10.1, L.9-10.2, L.9-10.3	
  

1. Discuss: Use Table A-1 to compare the symptoms of
rabies described by Lee in Mockingbird with those described by Craig in Common Diseases of
Farm Animals. Based on your comparison, what stage of the disease do you think Tim Johnson
is at?
2. Research and Discuss: Use Table A-2 to conduct some basic research on how rabies is
handled today in your state in comparison with how it was handled in 1915. The website for
your state’s department of health is a good place to start your research. Do the laws and
procedures in relation to rabies suggest that rabies is still a frightening and dangerous disease?
3. Discuss: After Jem and Scout inform Calpurnia of Tim Johnson’s condition, she springs into
action. Using Table A-3, identify what Calpurnia does and discuss what each of her actions
indicates about the danger of rabies.
4. Write: What’s so dangerous about a mad dog? In particular, in the world of Mockingbird,
what kind of a threat does rabies pose to Scout, Jem, and the community of Maycomb? Why was
rabies such a frightening disease during the time the novel was set? Is it still so dangerous today?
Use examples from Craig and Mockingbird in your response.
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Table A-1: Symptoms of rabies
Rabies symptoms in Mockingbird
“he was alist”

Rabies symptoms in Common Diseases
“Paralysis of the hind parts might be present”
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Table A-2: What do we do about rabies?
Research questions
Is vaccination of all dogs
required? How often?

In 1915 when Craig wrote
Common Diseases
Vaccination was not available

Today in your state

If a dog bites a person, what
happens?

If an outbreak of rabies
occurs, what happens?

If an unlicensed dog is found,
what happens?

If a person is bitten by a rabid
dog, what happens?
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Table A-3: Why does Calpurnia react the way she does?
Action
Calpurnia first tries to secure
the safety of the children

Textual evidence from
Mockingbird
“Calpurnia stared, then
grabbed us by the shoulders
and ran us home. She shut the
wood door behind us”

Your interpretation
There is no time to lose;
because of Tim Johnson’s
condition, the kids need to be
safe behind doors.
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B. Who are the stray dogs and what makes them so
dangerous?

RL.9-10.1, RL.9-10.2, RL.9-10.3, RL.910.4, RI.9-10.1, W.9-10.1, W.9-10.4,
W.9-10.5, W.9-10.9, SL.9-10.1, L.9-10.1,
L.9-10.2, L.9-10.3, L.9-10.4, L.9-10.5	
  

1. Discuss: In chapter 9, Scout’s cousin Francis, speaking of
Dill, tells Scout, “If Uncle Atticus lets you run around with stray dogs, that’s his own business,
like Grandma says, so it ain’t your fault.” Francis is using a metaphor here to compare Dill to a
stray dog. Why? In what way is Dill like a stray dog?
2. Discuss: In this same section, Francis continues on, telling Scout that “Grandma says it’s bad
enough he lets you all run wild, but now he’s turned out a nigger-lover we’ll never be able to
walk the streets of Maycomb agin.” In this sentence, who is being compared to a stray dog? Who
has made the streets of Maycomb unsafe? Explain.
3. Write: Francis suggests that Dill and Scout are like stray dogs, running wild in the
community, and that their behavior has made Maycomb unsafe for their family. Using what you
have learned about rabies and the dangers stray dogs pose in spreading rabies, discuss Francis’s
metaphor. Is Francis right to compare Dill, Scout, and Jem to stray dogs? Do the children pose a
danger in the community? Use examples from Craig and Mockingbird in your response.
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C. Whom does the community turn to during this moment of
danger?

RL.9-10.1, RL.9-10.2, RL.9-10.3,
RL.9-10.4, RI.9-10.1, W.9-10.1, W.910.4, W.9-10.5, W.9-10.9, SL.9-10.1,
L.9-10.1, L.9-10.2, L.9-10.3, L.9-10.5	
  

1. Discuss: Based on what you have read about rabies, assess
the danger posed by Tim Johnson. What stage of the disease do you think he is in? Use Table A1 (if you have not already done so for question A) to outline the evidence for the kind of threat he
poses to Maycomb.
2. Discuss: Using Tables C-2a and C-2b, compare what you know of Sheriff Heck Tate and
Atticus. Who seems more typically powerful and authoritative? Who do you imagine would be
better to take the shot against Tim Johnson?
3. Discuss: Craig makes specific recommendations about handling potential rabies cases.
Consider what Sheriff Tate and Atticus do in light of Craig’s recommendations. Would Craig be
satisfied with how they handled the situation? Why or why not?
4. Write: In light of what we know from Craig of the danger of rabies, consider how Maycomb
responds to the threat of Tim Johnson. Would Craig have been satisfied by the sheriff’s actions?
By Atticus’s? What do you think this episode shows about how Maycomb faces danger? Use
examples from Craig and Mockingbird in your response.
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Tables C-1a and C-1b: Comparing Atticus and Sheriff Tate
Atticus
Characteristic
older

Tate
Characteristic
seems comfortable with guns

Textual evidence
“he was nearly fifty …. much older than the
parents of our school contemporaries”

Textual evidence
“His belt had a row of bullets sticking in it. He
carried a heavy rifle.”
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D. What does rabies represent and foreshadow in the novel?
1. Discuss: Using Table D-1, consider the disease of rabies as
symbolic and the episode with Tim Johnson as an example of
literary foreshadowing. What might this episode foreshadow?

RL.9-10.1, RL.9-10.2, RL.9-10.3,
RL.9-10.4, W.9-10.1, W.9-10.4, W.910.5, W.9-10.9, SL.9-10.1, L.9-10.1,
L.9-10.2, L.9-10.3, L.9-10.4, L.9-10.5	
  

2. Discuss: The rabid dog in the novel has a human name, Tim Johnson, rather than a traditional
dog name like Spot and Ginger. He is also described as “the pet of Maycomb.” What do these
choices imply about the dog? What could his name and his status as the pet of the community
suggest about the health of the community? Discuss what you think Tim Johnson’s sickness may
represent symbolically within the novel.
3. Write: Based on the events in chapter 10, what can you predict about the health of the
community of Maycomb and about what Atticus’s role will be in acting to safeguard the
community? Use examples from Mockingbird in your response.
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Table D-1: What does rabies represent and foreshadow in the novel?
Aspect of rabies

Representation in
the novel

Specific example

Rabies is spread
by dogs who
aren’t properly
cared for and
controlled by
their owners

Many people in the
novel are not being
properly cared for by
society and are
running wild with
their behavior

Scout explains that
the Ewell children
come to school “the
first day every year
and then leave” and
that they “Ain’t got
no mother … and
their paw’s right
contentious.”

What the rabies episode
might foreshadow later in
the novel
Atticus is the one who kills
Tim Johnson; maybe
Atticus will be the one who
intervenes to keep the
Ewell family dysfunction
from spreading further into
the community

Spread by biting

Animal’s
behavior is
altered; animal is
delirious,
paranoid, crazy
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