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GRADE 9 ORAL EXAM STUDY GUIDE 
 

NINTH GRADE HUMANE LETTERS ORAL EXAM  

Prepare for your oral exam by reviewing and revisiting your studies in light of the questions below. These 

questions will be the starting points for your exam.  

 

Remember to use several, specific examples from the texts and history we have studied.  

 

History:  

1. Explain the significance of the following dates: 1620, 1776, 1787, 1861, 1863, 1917, 1929, 1941, 

and 1963. It is not enough to identify the event concurrent with the date (i.e., “The Declaration of 

Independence was signed in 1776.”). Please also explain why the event is significant.  

 

2. Pick 3 or 4 of the following historical documents and think through how they have engaged in 

dialogue with the principles set out in the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, and the 

Federalist Papers. Knowing these three foundational texts well is important to successfully 

understand the dialogue.  

a. Mayflower Compact  

b. John Winthrop on Liberty  

c. Letters on the National Bank  

d. Washington’s Farewell Address  

e. Marbury v. Madison  

f. Calhoun’s Exposition and Protest  

g. Webster’s Second Reply to Hayne  

h. The Dred Scott Decision  

i. Springfield Speech  

j. Lincoln’s Second Inaugural  

k. Gettysburg Address  

l. The New Nationalism  

m. Wilson’s War Message to Congress  

n. FDR’s Four Freedoms  

o. Letter from a Birmingham Jail  

p. I Have A Dream  

 

Literature:  

1. Choose one poem and explain a) what the poem communicates and b) how the poem uses images, 

rhyme schemes, meter, allusions, etc. to communicate this.  

 

2. Review each work of literature you’ve read this year to remind yourself the “who, what, when, 

where, and how”. Then pick 2-3 questions from the next page and delve into them more 

substantially. 
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Literature Questions:  

 

“Revelation”  

1. What does it mean when it says the hogs pant with a secret life? What is that secret life? In terms 

of Mrs. Turpin, what does it mean to be a warthog from hell? Why does Ruby’s denial of such 

ring hollow?  

 

“Neighbor Rosicky”  

1. What does Polly learn from Rosicky’ s hands?  

2. Why does Rosicky fear the idea of his sons moving to the city? Do the stories he tells his family 

have anything to do with that fear? Explain.  

 

“The Open Boat”  

1. What makes the correspondent remember about the poem of the soldier of the legion who lay 

dying in Algiers? Does the situation in this poem have anything to do with the correspondent’s 

situation? Explain your answer using textual examples.  

2. “When it occurs to a man that nature does not regard him as important, and that she feels she 

would not maim the universe by disposing of him, he at first wishes to throw bricks at the temple, 

and he hates deeply the fact that there are no bricks and no temples. Any visible expression of 

nature would surely be pelted with his jeers. Then, if there be no tangible thing to hoot, he feels, 

perhaps, the desire to confront a personification and indulge in pleas, bowed to one knee, and with 

hands supplicant, saying: “Yes, but I love myself.” A high cold star on a winter's night is the word 

he feels that she says to him. Thereafter he knows the pathos of his situation.” What is the man’s 

reaction to the realization that he is not important to nature? What are the responses which occur 

to him? What answer does he think he will receive?  

 

Huckleberry Finn  

1. What makes Huck decide to go to hell? What is at stake in this decision? How do his emotions 

react as he deliberates? How does his conscience feel?  

2. “Human beings can be awful cruel to one another”, Huck reflects as he sees the king and duke 

carried off, tarred and feathered. Does Huck witness other instances of cruelty? If so, do those 

instances have anything in common? How does Huck act in the face of cruelty?  

 

“Civil Disobedience”  

1. How does Thoreau claim the individual should respond to injustice?  

 

Walden  

1. “I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, 

and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had 

not lived. I did not wish to live what was not life, living is so dear; nor did I wish to practice 

resignation, unless it was quite necessary. I wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow of 

life, to live so sturdily and Spartan-like as to put to rout all that was not life, to cut a broad swath 

and shave close, to drive life into a corner, and reduce it to its lowest terms...”Given this quote, 

reflect on the repeated assertions of the negative: not do this, not that, etc. What does it mean to 
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live what is not life? What does Thoreau mean when he describes how he wants to encounter 

“life”? How does living in the woods serve that goal? 

My Antonia 

1. When Jim and Lena go to see the opera together in Lincoln, Jim is transfixed by the old and 

crippled actress who plays the young, tragic heroine. He says that he believes in her utterly, 

despite the mismatch between the actress and the character. What is it about this performance 

which transfixes Jim so much? Does Jim have similar reactions to anyone else he encounters in his 

life in Nebraska? Explain.  

2. “More than any other person we remembered, this girl seemed to mean to us the country, the 

conditions, the whole adventure of our childhood” Jim’s friend says of Antonia in the introduction 

to the novel. What is it about Antonia which connects her to the country in their minds? Why are 

their memories of her so vivid?  

3. What does Jim say that happiness is? Does he ever experience happiness like this after his 

childhood? Give examples to explain your answer.  

 

Our Town  

1. The Stage Manager says that earth, “is straining away, straining away all the time to make 

something of itself” and that is why people get so tired that they need to sleep. What does he 

mean?  

 

The Red Badge of Courage  

1. Consider the title of this story. How important is the red badge of courage to the youth at the 

beginning of the story? Does it change? If so, how? If not, how not? Consider its significance to 

him at different points of his involvement in the war.  

2. How does the youth feel in the instances when he notices the sun? Do his descriptions reveal 

something about his sense of self? His experience of battle?  

 

To Kill A Mockingbird  

1. “You never really know a person until…you climb into his skin and walk around in it”, Atticus 

counsels Scout as she begins school (39). How does Scout come to understand this counsel? To 

what does she apply this advice? Is it a change for her? If so, what is different in her view of her 

world from the beginning of the novel to its end.  

2. What does Scout learn from the women in her life? Look at each of them and consider, what, if 

anything, she learned from each of them.  

 

The Old Man and the Sea  

1. Why does the old man want to catch the fish? What motivates him initially, and what keeps him 

going?  

2. How do the sharks impact the fish? According to the fisherman, do the sharks destroy the fish? 

Has the fisherman been defeated? Make your case using concrete examples. 

 


