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ABOUT THIS BOOK
In New Orleans, there lived a man who saw the streets as his calling, and he swept them clean. He 
danced up one avenue and down another and everyone danced along—the old ladies whistled and 
whirled. The old men hooted and hollered. The barbers, bead-twirlers, and beignet bakers bounded 
behind that one-man parade. But then came the rising Mississippi—and a storm greater than anyone 
had seen before.

Phil Bildner and John Parra tell the inspiring story of a humble man, and the heroic difference he made 
in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina.
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ABOUT THIS GUIDE
This teacher guide contains discussion questions and activities aligned with the Common Core State 
Standards. See inside for reference to the Reading and Writing strands and grade-specific standards.
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By Phil Bildner   Illustrated by John Parra
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PRE-READING ACTIVITIES   
Marvelous Cornelius was inspired by the life story of Cornelius Washington (1960–2008). As Phil Bildner 
explains in his Author’s Note, “Cornelius’s story has the flavor of folktales and folk heroes like John Henry, and 
by incorporating repetition, alliteration, and exaggeration, I have tried to honor those qualities in the telling.” 
Introduce your students to the American folk tale tradition. Review the following characteristics of tall tales: 

• These stories are often based on a real character
• The main character is typically larger than life or has superhuman abilities
• Elements of the story are exaggerated, often with the aim of adding good-natured humor or 

entertainment value
• The action-packed plots are full of obstacles which must be overcome

Read aloud a tall tale in class and ask students to identify the elements that make the story a tall tale. Then 
divide the class into small groups and instruct students to read another folk tale and identify the characteristics 
that make it a tall tale. Appropriate tales include the stories of Paul Bunyan, Molly Pitcher, Annie Oakley, Davy 
Crockett, Pecos Bill, Johnny Appleseed, or Calamity Jane. You may want to conclude with a conversation about 
the purpose of a tall tale. Discuss how these tales immortalize figures who serve as role models for others by 
embodying heroic qualities. 

Correlates with CCSS RL. 2-4.2, 2-4.3; SL. 2-4.1; WL. 2-4.2.

Read aloud the quotation from Martin Luther King, Jr. at the beginning of the book. Instruct students to 
write a paragraph explaining the message that King conveys. Ask them what kind of personal qualities King is 
describing in this quotation (like taking pride in one’s work), and direct them to write a second paragraph about 
something they do well and take pride in. Allow time in class for students to share their paragraphs.  

Correlates with CCSS W. 2-4.2; L. 2-4.5a.

The endpapers of the book feature a colorful patchwork of images including a fleur-de-lis (a symbol of New 
Orleans), an American flag, and a drum. Ask students to share what they can predict about the book’s subject 
matter based on these images.   

Correlates with CCSS RL. 2-4.7.
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WHILE READING: QUESTIONS RELATED  
TO TEXT & ILLUSTRATIONS

1. Explain to the class that in a picture book, the illustrations tell the story along with the text. Read the 
first line of the book aloud: “In the Quarter, there worked a man known in New Orleans as Marvelous 
Cornelius.” What additional information does the illustration on the first page of the story reveal about 
Marvelous Cornelius? What is his job? How does he work as though Martin Luther King, Jr. has spoken to 
him? Discuss how he is a role model for the people in the Quarter. 

2. Talk about how color relates to feelings. Ask students to describe the street scenes, and to consider the 
colors the illustrator uses to represent the French Quarter. What do the colors symbolize about this 
neighborhood? How do the people treat one another, and what are their feelings toward Cornelius? Why is 
he called Marvelous?

3. The author presents Cornelius as a larger-than-life figure, much like a folk hero in a tall tale. How does the 
illustrator use details in his art to portray this larger-than-life character?

4. Foreshadowing is a literary device in which an author shares a hint about something that will happen later 
in the story. How does the illustrator foreshadow Hurricane Katrina? Discuss how the illustrator shows the 
transformation of the city streets after Katrina.

5. The vocabulary in the story isn’t difficult. Encourage students to jot down unfamiliar words and try 
to define them by taking clues from the context. Examples include “sashayed,” “shimmied,” “hopper,” 

“strummed,” and “launched.”

6. The author chooses specific words to convey the spirit and music of New Orleans and Cornelius’s story. 
Choose a two-page spread such as the one that begins, “And just like those twisting tops, Cornelius danced, 
too.” Write the words on the board and insert blank lines for all the verbs, like “tango-ing,” “samba-ing,” 

“whistled,” and “whirled.” Instruct students to fill in new words that have the same meaning as the missing 
verbs. Read the new sentences aloud, and compare them to the original lines in the book. 

7. What does the blue bird symbolize? Discuss how Cornelius refuses to let the waterlogged city get him 
down. How does this make him a hero among the people? Ask students to explain how he influences others 
to help clean the streets. 

8. Explain the “flood of humanity” streaming to New Orleans after Katrina. How does the nation help the 
waterlogged city? 

9. Ask the class to describe what the sun represents on the last page.

Correlates with CCSS RL. 2-4.1, 2-4.3, 2-4.4, 2-4.5, 2-4.7; L. 2-4.1, 2-4.3, 2-3.4, 2-4.5; SL. 2-4.2, 2-4.3
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AFTER READING

Direct students to write a six-line poem about Marvelous Cornelius entitled “A Wizard of Trash Cans.” Ask 
them to use the following format:

• Line 1 should include only his name
• Line 2 should feature three present-tense verbs that describe his actions
• Lines 3, 4, and 5 should describe where he can be found, considering the setting
• Line 6 should include a summarizing thought that explains why he is considered a hero

Allow time in class for students to share their poems.

Correlates with CCSS W. 2-4.2; L. 2-4.5a.

Instruct students to use information from Marvelous Cornelius, books in the library, or sites on the Internet to 
learn about New Orleans and its culture. Challenge them to write a sentence that explains each of the twenty-
four symbols depicted on the book’s endpapers. 
Correlates with CCSS W. 2-4.8.

The author uses similes to evoke particular images. Ask students to explain the following simile: “He clapped 
the covers like cymbals and twirled the tins like tops.” How does this simile reflect an aspect of the culture of 
New Orleans? Discuss how the simile also embodies Cornelius’s attitude towards his work. 
Correlates with CCSS L. 2-4.5.

Invite the class to brainstorm the characteristics of a hero. Then ask students to pick a historical figure—like 
astronaut Neil Armstrong, women’s suffragist Elizabeth Cady Stanton, President Teddy Roosevelt, or civil 
rights activist John Lewis—and research the person’s contribution to society in order to write a tall tale. 
Remind students to use the characteristics of a tall tale to present their historical figures as folk heroes. Ask 
them to draw a picture of their chosen person to accompany their story.
Correlates with CCSS W. 2-4.8.
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FOR MORE INFORMATION OR QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS  
TEACHER GUIDE, CONTACT JAIME WONG AT  

JAIME_WONG@CHRONICLEBOOKS.COM.
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EXTENSION STRATEGIES

As a class, view a trailer for the documentary “Katrina’s Children,” available on the web. Discuss how  
art helps children express their feelings.
Correlates with CCSS RI. 2-4.7.

Share images of the devastation Hurricane Katrina wrought on New Orleans, readily available on the web. 
Many cities throughout the United States offered refuge for displaced families from New Orleans. Ask students 
to describe what it might be like to live in a strange city and attend a different school. Direct them to write a 
letter inviting a New Orleans family to their city. Allow time in class for students to share their letters.
Correlates with CCSS RI. 2-4.7; W. 2-4.4.

Author Phil Bildner was originally inspired to write about Cornelius Washington after reading an article  
in the Times-Picayune by reporter Katy Reckdahl. The Times-Picayune website still features an obituary  
about Cornelius Washington with a link to a video  interview with him. Share the article and the video with  
the students. Invite them to talk about any additional information they gain from these alternate sources  
of information.
Correlates with CCSS RI. 2-4.9.


