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Call It Courage Study Guide: Unlocking the Courage Within

call it courage study guide is more than just a tool for students grappling with Armstrong Sperry’s classic
novel; it’s a gateway to understanding themes of bravery, self-discovery, and cultural identity. Whether
you’re a teacher preparing lessons or a reader diving into the story for the first time, this guide will help
illuminate the rich layers of the narrative, making the journey alongside Mafatu, the protagonist, both

meaningful and memorable.

Understanding the Core of Call It Courage

At its heart, Call It Courage is a coming-of-age tale set against the backdrop of Polynesian islands. The story
centers on Mafatu, a young boy who struggles with fear and a sense of inadequacy, especially around
water, which is vital in his island community. This study guide aims to help readers grasp the novel’s
central themes and character development, shedding light on why the story continues to resonate decades

after its publication.

The Significance of Courage and Fear

One of the most compelling elements the study guide highlights is the theme of courage. Mafatu’s journey
is not just physical but deeply emotional. His initial fear of the sea, which ostracizes him from his peers and
family, is a metaphor for the challenges everyone faces when confronting their deepest anxieties. The
novel invites readers to reflect on what true courage means—it's not the absence of fear, but the

determination to face it.

Setting as a Character

The vivid descriptions of the Polynesian islands do more than provide a backdrop; they shape the narrative
and influence Mafatu’s growth. This study guide encourages readers to pay close attention to the
environment—how the sea, the animals, and the island terrain interact with the characters. The natural
world in Call It Courage is almost a character itself, reflecting themes of survival, respect for nature, and

the interconnectedness of life.



Character Analysis: Diving Deep into Mafatu’s Journey

Understanding Mafatu’s character arc is essential for a comprehensive grasp of the novel. The study guide
breaks down his transformation from a scared boy to a confident young man, emphasizing the internal and

external challenges he faces.

Mafatu’s Initial Struggles

At the beginning, Mafatu is portrayed as timid and isolated, largely due to his fear of the sea—a fear that is
particularly crippling given his cultural context where bravery and skill in the water are highly valued.
The study guide suggests readers consider how this fear shapes his identity and relationships, setting the

stage for his eventual growth.

The Journey of Self-Reliance

Mafatu’s decision to leave his village and survive alone on a deserted island symbolizes his quest for self-
reliance. His experiences—crafting tools, hunting, and confronting natural dangers—are milestones in his
personal development. This part of the novel illustrates themes of resilience and resourcefulness, which the

study guide encourages readers to analyze in relation to their own lives.

Supporting Characters and Their Roles

Though Mafatu’s journey is central, other characters like his father, mother, and the villagers play crucial
roles in shaping the narrative. The study guide points out how these relationships highlight cultural
expectations and the pressures Mafatu faces. Additionally, his interactions with animals, such as the albatross

and shark, symbolize his evolving courage and respect for nature.

Exploring Themes and Symbols in Call It Courage

Beyond character and plot, the novel is rich with themes and symbolism that a good study guide will

unpack thoroughly.



The Power of Nature

Nature in Call It Courage is both a challenge and a teacher. Mafatu’s survival depends on his ability to
understand and respect the natural world. The study guide encourages readers to explore how different

elements—storms, animals, the sea—serve as metaphors for the internal battles Mafatu faces.

Isolation and Growth

Isolation is a double-edged sword in the story. While Mafatu’s solitude is initially a punishment and a
source of fear, it ultimately becomes a catalyst for growth and transformation. Readers following the study
guide will find it useful to examine how solitude forces Mafatu to rely on himself and discover his inner

strength.

Symbolism of the Sea

The sea represents both fear and freedom in the novel. Mafatu’s initial terror contrasts with his later
mastery and respect for the ocean. This dual symbolism is a key point in the study guide, encouraging

readers to think about how fear can evolve into empowerment through understanding and experience.

Tips for Teachers and Students Using the Call It Courage Study
Guide

Engaging with Call It Courage can be a rewarding experience when approached thoughtfully. Here are

some helpful suggestions drawn from effective study guides:
¢ Encourage Personal Reflection: Ask students to relate Mafatu’s challenges to their own experiences
with fear or adversity.

¢ Use Visual Aids: Maps of Polynesia or illustrations of the island environment can enrich

comprehension and bring the setting to life.

¢ Discuss Cultural Context: Explore Polynesian culture and traditions to deepen understanding of the

characters’ motivations and values.

¢ Analyze Literary Devices: Identify metaphors, symbolism, and imagery to appreciate Sperry’s
storytelling craft.



e Incorporate Creative Assignments: Have students write journal entries from Mafatu’s perspective or

create survival guides based on his experiences.

Literary Style and Language Features

Call It Courage is notable for its simple yet evocative prose, which makes it accessible to younger readers
while still rich in imagery and emotional depth. The study guide often points out how Sperry’s language
choices—such as vivid descriptions and personification of nature—enhance the immersive quality of the

story.

Language as a Window into the Setting

Sperry’s descriptive style helps readers visualize the island’s lush landscapes and the treacherous sea. The
study guide suggests paying attention to sensory details that bring the environment alive, such as sounds,

colors, and textures.

Dialogue and Character Voice

Though the narrative is largely third-person, the dialogue reflects cultural nuances and character
personalities. The guide encourages examining how speech patterns and interactions reveal societal norms

and individual traits.
Call It Courage in the Classroom: Enhancing Literary
Appreciation

Teachers often seek ways to make classic literature engaging and relevant. Using a call it courage study
guide can transform the novel from a simple reading assignment into a dynamic discussion about bravery,

self-growth, and cultural identity.

Interactive Discussion Points

- What does courage mean to you, and how does Mafatu’s story challenge or reinforce your ideas?



- How does the setting influence the characters’ decisions and growth?

- In what ways does Mafatu’s journey reflect universal themes of fear and triumph?

Connecting to Modern Readers

The themes in Call It Courage remain timeless. The study guide encourages drawing parallels between
Mafatu’s experiences and modern challenges such as overcoming social anxiety or stepping out of comfort

zones. This relevance helps students connect emotionally with the story.

Final Thoughts on Using a Call It Courage Study Guide

Engaging with a well-crafted study guide can deepen readers’ appreciation for Armstrong Sperry’s Call It
Courage by unpacking its thematic richness and cultural context. Whether used in classrooms or for
personal enrichment, the guide provides a roadmap to explore courage, resilience, and identity through the
lens of an unforgettable island adventure. The novel’s enduring appeal lies in its ability to inspire readers to

face their own fears with determination and heart.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Call It Courage'?

The main theme of 'Call It Courage' is overcoming fear and personal growth through courage and

determination.

Who is the protagonist of 'Call It Courage'?

The protagonist of 'Call It Courage' is Mafatu, a young boy who struggles with fear but eventually learns to

be brave.

‘What challenges does Mafatu face in 'Call It Courage'?

Mafatu faces challenges such as isolation on an island, surviving in the wilderness, confronting wild

animals, and overcoming his fear of the sea.

How does Mafatu's character develop throughout the story?

Mafatu's character develops from a fearful and insecure boy into a confident and courageous young man

who learns to trust himself.



What role does the setting play in 'Call It Courage'?

The setting, primarily a deserted island and the ocean, serves as both a physical and symbolic backdrop for

Mafatu's journey of self-discovery and bravery.

‘What lessons can readers learn from 'Call It Courage'?

Readers can learn the importance of facing fears, perseverance, self-reliance, and the value of courage in

overcoming life's obstacles.

Why is 'Call It Courage' considered a good book for study guides?

It is considered good for study guides because it offers rich themes, character development, and moral

lessons that provoke thoughtful discussion and analysis.

How does Mafatu prove his courage in the story?

Mafatu proves his courage by surviving alone on an island, hunting for food, confronting a wild boar, and

ultimately returning home as a changed person.

What symbols are used in 'Call It Courage'?

Symbols in the book include the sea, representing fear and the unknown, and the wild animals,

symbolizing challenges Mafatu must overcome.

How can 'Call It Courage’ be used to teach students about bravery?

The story can be used to teach students about bravery by showing Mafatu's journey from fear to courage,

encouraging them to face their own fears and grow stronger.

Additional Resources

Call It Courage Study Guide: An In-Depth Exploration of Themes and Literary Significance

call it courage study guide serves as an essential resource for students, educators, and literature enthusiasts
seeking to delve into Armstrong Sperry’s classic coming-of-age novel. This study guide provides a
structured framework to understand the narrative, characters, and underlying messages of "Call It
Courage,” a story that remains relevant for its exploration of bravery, self-discovery, and the human spirit.
By integrating critical analysis, thematic discussions, and contextual insights, this guide aims to enhance

comprehension and provoke thoughtful reflection on the novel’s enduring appeal.



Understanding the Context and Background

"Call It Courage," first published in 1940, is a seminal work in children’s literature, awarded the Newbery
Medal for its compelling portrayal of personal growth and courage. Set in the Polynesian islands, the novel
follows the protagonist, Mafatu, a young boy who struggles with his fear of the sea—a crippling handicap in
his seafaring community. The novel’s historical and cultural settings are vital to appreciating its depth; it
offers readers a glimpse into island life and the challenges faced by indigenous communities dependent on

the ocean.

The study guide emphasizes the importance of this contextual backdrop, encouraging readers to consider
how geography and culture influence character development and plot progression. Additionally, it prompts
readers to explore the historical perspectives of the early 20th century when the novel was written,

shedding light on colonial attitudes and the representation of indigenous peoples in literature.

Character Analysis and Development

One of the pivotal elements in the call it courage study guide is the detailed character analysis, particularly
focusing on Mafatu’s transformation. Initially depicted as timid and insecure, Mafatu’s journey is
emblematic of the universal struggle to overcome fear and assert one’s identity. The guide breaks down
key moments in the narrative where Mafatu confronts his fears—such as his solitary voyage and survival

on a deserted island—illustrating how these experiences cultivate resilience.

Mafatu: The Archetype of Courage

Mafatu’s character can be analyzed through the lens of the hero’s journey archetype. His departure from
the safety of his village, the trials he faces in isolation, and eventual return as a changed individual reflect
classic storytelling patterns. The study guide highlights how this structure reinforces the novel’s message

that courage is not the absence of fear but the triumph over it.

Supporting Characters and Their Roles

The guide also examines secondary characters, including Mafatu’s father and his fellow islanders, who
represent societal expectations and cultural norms. Their interactions with Mafatu provide insight into
communal values and the pressures that shape individual behavior. Understanding these dynamics enriches

the reader’s grasp of the protagonist’s internal conflicts and motivations.



Thematic Exploration

A comprehensive call it courage study guide delves deeply into the novel’s central themes, which
contribute to its lasting impact and relevance. Themes such as bravery, self-reliance, man versus nature,

and the quest for identity are interwoven throughout the narrative.

Bravery and Fear

At its core, "Call It Courage" grapples with the concept of bravery. The guide encourages readers to dissect
what bravery means in different contexts—physical, emotional, and moral. Mafatu’s fear of the sea is a
literal obstacle, but it also symbolizes deeper psychological barriers. This thematic analysis invites critical

thinking about how fear influences decision-making and personal growth.

Man Versus Nature

The novel’s vivid descriptions of the island environment and Mafatu’s survival challenges underscore the
classic man-versus-nature conflict. The study guide suggests exploring how nature is portrayed both as a
formidable adversary and a source of beauty and sustenance. This duality prompts readers to reflect on

humanity’s relationship with the natural world, a topic increasingly significant in contemporary discourse.

Identity and Self-Discovery

Mafatu’s journey is also a metaphorical voyage toward self-discovery. The guide explores how his
experiences lead to a stronger sense of self and community belonging. This theme resonates with readers

navigating their own paths toward maturity and self-acceptance.

Literary Devices and Style

Understanding Armstrong Sperry’s literary techniques is another core component of the call it courage
study guide. The novel’s style, characterized by straightforward prose and rich imagery, serves to immerse

readers in Mafatu’s world.



Symbolism and Imagery

The guide highlights the use of symbolism, such as the sea representing both fear and freedom, and the
island as a place of isolation and growth. Sperry’s descriptive language paints vivid pictures of the natural

surroundings, enhancing the emotional impact of the narrative.

Narrative Structure and Point of View

"Call It Courage" employs a third-person limited point of view, centering on Mafatu’s experiences and
perceptions. This perspective allows readers intimate access to his thoughts and feelings, fostering empathy
and engagement. The study guide encourages analysis of how this narrative choice affects storytelling and

reader connection.

Educational Applications and Study Tips

For educators and students alike, the call it courage study guide offers practical strategies for engaging with
the text. It includes discussion questions, essay prompts, and project ideas designed to deepen understanding

and encourage critical thinking.
¢ Discussion Questions: Prompts about themes, character motivations, and cultural context to facilitate
classroom dialogue.

o Essay Topics: Suggestions for analytical writing, such as exploring Mafatu’s character arc or the

novel’s treatment of fear.

¢ Creative Projects: Ideas for visual or dramatic interpretations that help students internalize the story’s

messages.

Additionally, the guide recommends close reading techniques and note-taking methods to help students

track thematic developments and literary devices throughout the novel.

Comparative Literature Perspectives

In an educational setting, placing "Call It Courage” alongside other coming-of-age or adventure novels can



illuminate its unique contributions and shared motifs. The study guide often references works like "The
Old Man and the Sea" by Ernest Hemingway or "Hatchet" by Gary Paulsen to draw parallels and contrasts

in themes of survival and courage.

This comparative approach enriches the reader’s appreciation of Sperry’s narrative choices and the broader

literary tradition of exploration and self-discovery.

The call it courage study guide ultimately functions as a comprehensive tool that not only aids in
understanding the novel’s content but also encourages a deeper engagement with its themes and literary
artistry. It supports readers on a journey parallel to Mafatu’s own, fostering insights into the nature of fear,

bravery, and the resilience of the human spirit.
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