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The House on ‘Mamgo Street

Objectives
By the end of this unit the student will be able to

1. comment on the symbolism in this novel; specifically discuss the possible use of “feet” and
“trees” as symbols.

2. discuss the author’s episodic style of writing and the unusual structure of the novel; be able
to point out examples of
+ the use of vignettes or small literary sketches
* the use of rhyming phrases similar to stanzas in a poem
* the lack of traditional punctuation for conversations between the characters.

3. relate how the author expresses her cultural identity in the following areas:
 the importance of family unity in times of crisis
« the responsibility of the older siblings for the younger children
* place of females in a Mexican/American household.

4. recognize the author’s frequent use of metaphors to describe life on Mango Street,
particularly in regard to the
+ red balloon
* music box
* tree in Meme’s backyard
* monkey garden.

5. discuss the lives of women on Mango Street and consider the extent to which the options
available to them to improve their lives are limited by
* early marriage
 abuse by husbands and fathers
* lack of life experience due to dominating men in their lives
 pressure by society to be docile
* burden of child rearing.

6. comment on the importance of names to the protagonist and illustrate how she is torn
between two cultures.

7. discuss the protagonist’s definition of friendship and her perception of the importance of
tolerance of individual differences.



10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

point out characters or vignettes in the novel which illustrate the following methods of
escaping from Mango Street and comment on the effectiveness of each:

* prostitution

+ early marriage

* education

* crime.

refer to incidents from the novel to support the protagonist’s belief that God is present on
Mango Street.

cite incidents from the novel to support the following generalizations:

» Prejudice and fear of other races is felt by people of all colors.

* What other people have is not necessarily better than what you have.

* Sickness may strike its victims randomly through no fault of their own.

point out areas of superstitions present in the protagonist’s life.

recognize characters from the novel who are stereotypes; point out characteristics of these
stereotypical groups:

* illegal immigrants

* legal immigrants trying to preserve their cultural heritage

+ girls who marry young hoping to escape Mango Street

» misplaced people from other parts of the country.

comment on the “shame of poverty” and the power it has to limit a person’s choices.

define a “coming of age” novel and discuss in what ways this novel fits that definition
considering the following:

* the ways the protagonist changes

* the insights into the world gained in the course of the story

+ the importance of returning to the old neighborhood to help others fulfill their dreams.
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Terms and Definitions

1. Theme - Any phrase or verse quotation used to introduce the novel, any general statement
about life or the situation that is spoken by a narrator or character who seems to speak
for the author, an idea given or in the conclusion of the novel, particularly as it affects the
major character. Many young adult novels are “coming of age” novels which take one of
two forms.

Loss of Innocence - In this type of story the child or young adult is living a blissfully
happy life innocent of any real evil or hardship. This innocence is shattered, however, by
what the character observes or experiences; this experience changes the character.

Rite of Passage - In some tribal cultures before a boy or girl becomes an adult he/she has
to undergo some ritual or test. In modern novels it usually involves the young person
undergoing a test or ordeal and passing this test.

Either type may include an epiphany in which the protagonist gains an insight into
people or the world.

2. Symbol - An object, person, or place that has a meaning in itself and may also stand for
something larger than itself.

3. Superstitions - Any belief or attitude based on fear or ignorance that is inconsistent with the
known laws of science.

4. Style - The way an author chooses and uses words, phrases, and sentences to tell a story.
For example, in an action/adventure story, the author may use simple words and short,
choppy sentences because this type of style moves the story along faster. But in a story
about a college professor, the same author may choose to use multisyllabic, unfamiliar
words and long convoluted sentences.

5. Stereotyping - The act of putting people into groups based on race, religion, nationality,
physical appearance, social class, or some other easily identified characteristic.

6. Metaphor - A comparison of two things that are basically unlike, in order to create a sharp
picture.

7. Protagonist - The central or main character in a story around which the plot centers. It is the
protagonist who usually engages the reader’s sympathy.



8. First-person narrative - A manner of telling a story in which the narrator appears as the /
recollecting his or her own part in the events related either as a witness of the action or as
an important participant in it.

Third-person narrative - A manner of storytelling in which the narrator is not a character
within the events related but stands outside those events. In a third-person narrative, all
characters within the story are therefore referred to as /e, she, or they; but this does not
prevent the narrator from using the first person / or we in commenting on the events and
their meaning.

Omniscient - This is third-person narrative which allows the author to relate the thoughts
and feelings of all the characters in a godlike manner.

Limited omniscient - This is third-person narrative which allows the author to tell the
thoughts of only one character.

Objective View - This is third-person narrative where the author is recording action from a
neutral point of view.

Third-person narrative is the most common form of storytelling.

9. Episodic - A narrative of loosely connected incidents. There is no integrated plot. Sometimes
the only link between the episodes is the presence of the main character.
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Test

Esperanza is disappointed in her house on Mango Street because

A.
B.
C.

D.

it can be seen by the nuns from her school windows.

her family must share the yard with their neighbors.

it is red and crumbling with only one bathroom and it falls short of the family “dream”
house.

there are no stairs.

Which of the following statements about Esperanza is true?

A.
B.

Esperanza does not like her name because it is difficult for Americans to pronounce.
Esperanza was born in the year of the horse. This is unlucky because Mexicans do not
like their women to be strong.

C. Esperanza does not understand why she must care for her younger sister Nenny.
D.
E. A,B,and C

Both A and B

The music box Nenny finds in the junk store may be considered a metaphor for Esperanza’s
life because

A.
B.
C.

D.
E. A,B,and C

the music box is in an ugly case but plays beautiful music. Esperanza lives on an ugly
street, but inside she is capable of greatness.

the beauty of the music box is being greedily kept captive in the ugly junk shop by the
man just as the lives of women on Mango Street are restricted by the men in their lives.
the music box is something wonderful hidden by the mass of junk in the junk shop.
Esperanza is also something wonderful obscured by all of the characters on Mango
Street.

Both A and B

What, according to Esperanza’s view of the world, is wrong with Marin’s dream described
in the following quotation?

(13

.she’s going to get a real job downtown because that’s where the best jobs are,

since you always get to look beautiful and get to wear nice clothes and can meet
someone in the subway who might marry you.”

>

MmO 0w

Marin’s dream depends on a man to provide her with a happy life. Esperanza believes
women must learn to be strong and behave more like men.

Marin does not have the education or refinement to get one of those jobs downtown.
Marin’s father will never let her dress in fancy clothes or travel downtown.

Both A and B

A,B,and C



“The kids bend trees and bounce between cars and dangle upside down from knees and
almost break like fancy museum vases you can’t replace.”

The above passage is an example of

A. poetic lines in blank verse.

B. personification used to create images.

C. poetic style of writing prose which contains sound and images.

D. Both B and C

Which of the following incidents from the story supports the idea that feet may be a symbol

for growing up or maturing?

A. Rosa Vargas has too many children just like the fairy tale of the old woman who lived in
a shoe.

B. Esperanza is embarrassed by her ugly brown school shoes and won’t dance with the boy
at the baptism.

C. Rachel doesn’t fit into the fancy shoes the woman with the small feet gives to the girls.

D. Both A and B

E. A,B,andC

Esperanza’s belief in God is best demonstrated by

A. the fact that she thinks Darius is wise when he points out a cloud in the sky and says it
1s God.

B. her respect and admiration for the nuns at her school.

C. the compassion Esperanza and her friends demonstrate for Aunt Lupe’s suffering.

D. her efforts to prevent the boys from making Sally kiss them before they will return her
keys.

Which of the following vignettes in the novel help the reader to understand that Esperanza is
becoming a young woman?

A. Esperanza and her friends make up songs about hips, but Nenny who is younger is
unable to make up a similar song.

Esperanza lies about her age to get a job because Catholic school is expensive.

Esperanza is attracted to Sire but knows she is not ready for a relationship with him.
Both A and B

A,B,and C

MmO 0w

Mamacita, who is upset because the baby is learning to speak English, illustrates that
A. 1itis very difficult for immigrants to raise their children in America and still maintain their
own cultural identity.
children adjust to the changes in their lives better than adults.
Mamacita is too old and fat to change her ways. She is selfish to try to deny the baby a
chance at a good life in America.
. Both A and B
A,B,and C

Qw

e )



10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

Which of the following chapters illustrates that Esperanza, after she achieves her dreams,
will return to Mango Street to help others escape? The chapter in which

A. she wants to have “bums” in her attic.

B. she talks about Geraldo and his unfortunate death.

C. Sally is looking at the linoleum roses in her new house.

D. Minerva, the writer, is trapped by her abusive husband.

“Four skinny trees with skinny necks and pointy elbows like mine. ...Let one forget

his reason for being, they’d all droop like tulips in a glass, each with their arms

around the other.”

The above passage from the novel best illustrates

A. that trees may be a symbol of maturity in this novel.

B. that trees have roots just as Esperanza has roots.

C. that trees grow despite the rough sidewalk, just as Esperanza grows despite her poverty.
D. that trees may be a symbol for family and family unity.

Which of the following superstitions is presented in the story?

Someone will die if a dog cries and then a yellow bird flies into a window.
To cure a headache, rub a cold egg across your face.

Wearing high-heeled shoes leads young girls into prostitution.

Both A and B

A,B,and C

SECROR-IS

Esperanza’s mother is not abused by her father, but her life is restricted because

A. she must take care of her aging mother-in-law as well as her four children.

B. she can speak two languages and sing opera but is forbidden by her husband to take the
train into the city.

C. she does not continue her education because she is ashamed of her poor clothes.

D. Both A and B

E. A,B,andC

The chapter titled “Those Who Don’t” refers to people who drive down Mango street by
accident and illustrates the theme that

sickness strikes its victims randomly.

what other people have is not necessarily better than what you have.

prejudice and fear of other races is felt by people of all colors.

Both A and B

A,B,and C

moQw>

The story about Esperanza and her rice sandwich shows that

Esperanza is ashamed of her mother.

both Esperanza and her mother have good imaginations and a good sense of humor.
Esperanza will do anything to separate herself from Nenny.

Both A and B

A,B,and C

MU QW >



16. The monkey garden may be considered a metaphor for life on Mango Street because

A. the garden is full of a big variety of life just as Mango Street is full of many kinds of
people.

B. the garden is well cared for until the family with the monkey moves away; then it
becomes cluttered with weeds and cars. Mango Street may have been beautiful at one
time but the people who built it have moved away and now it is crumbling like the
garden.

C. the garden is a pleasant refuge from life on Mango Street until Sally decides to kiss the
boys. Just as Mango Street was a fun place to play as a child but not a good place to
live as an adult woman.

D. Both A and B

E. A,B,andC

17. In the following quotation about the tree in Meme’s backyard, what do the balls in the
gutters represent?
“All around, the neighborhood of roofs, black-tarred and A-framed, and in their gutters, the
balls that never came back down to earth.”

the people who leave Mango Street and never return

the dreams of the people on Mango Street that never quite come true

Esperanza’s mother’s lost childhood.

Both A and B

A,B,and C

mO0w >

18. What is suggested about Esperanza’s future in the following passage from the book?

“Not a flat. Not an apartment in back. Not a man’s house. Not a daddy’s. A house all my

own.”

A. Esperanza wants to own a single family home in the future.

B. Esperanza wants to make a successful life for herself, independent of a husband or her
father.

C. Esperanza will always live alone.

D. Esperanza wants a pretty, feminine house rather than an ugly red brick house like her
father’s.

19. When Louis’ cousin steals the yellow Cadillac, Esperanza learns that
one way to get off Mango Street is to steal but it is not a good way.
Cadillacs are not as much fun to ride in as she imagined.

stealing is wrong and the thief goes to jail if caught.

Both A and B

A, B,and C

mUQw>



20. Esperanza prefers to play with Rachael and Lucy instead of Cathy because

A. Rachael and Lucy are from Mexico just like Esperanza’s family.

B. Cathy refuses to let Esperanza ride her bicycle alone; instead she insists that Esperanza
ride on the handlebars while Cathy pedals.

C. Cathy hurts Esperanza’s feelings by saying her family is moving away because the
neighborhood is getting bad.

D. Rachael and Lucy take the time to tell Esperanza all about the people in the
neighborhood.

Essays
(Answer any two.)

1.

Refer to incidents in the story to show that this is a coming-of-age story. Include examples
of how the protagonist has changed from the beginning of the novel and point out any
insights into life she may have gained along the way.

Many critics believe this is a feminist novel. Support or refute this idea by citing incidents
from the novel.

. Discuss Esperanza’s cultural identity as it pertains to the following:

* her name
 her responsibility/importance of family
» superstitions/traditions as part of her everyday life.

Esperanza learns about life on Mango Street by observing many different people living there.
What does she learn about life from the following characters?

+  Sally

» Sire

e Aunt Lupe.
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Answer Key
6. B 1. D 16.
7. A 12. D 17.
8. E 13. C 18.
9. A 14. C 19.

10. A 15. B 20.



10.

1.

12.

The House on ‘Mamgo Street

Questions for Discussion and Essay

How does Esperanza feel about the house on Mango Street at the beginning of the novel?
Describe her parent’s idea of a “dream house.”

Why does Esperanza want to be called ZeZe the X?

Define metaphor. Discuss how Cisneros uses the following metaphors to help describe

Esperanza’s life on Mango Street by comparing Esperanza to

» ared balloon

* the music box in the junk store

 the large tree in Meme’s backyard which was chosen for the First Annual Tarzan
Jumping Contest.

Why does Esperanza try to prevent Sally from kissing the boys to get back her keys?
Why doesn’t Tito’s mother help rescue Sally from her son?

Find an example of rhyming phrases in the chapters. What other elements of poetry are
present in this novel?

What are the advantages in writing a novel in short episodes or vignettes?

Why do you think the following phrase is found in both the first and last chapters of the
book?

“We didn’t always live on Mango Street. Before that we lived on Loomis on the third floor,
and before that we lived on Keeler. Before Keeler it was Paulina....”

Cite incidents from the story to support that Esperanza believes God watches over the
people on Mango Street.

What does Aunt Lupe tell Esperanza after she reads her aunt a poem she has written? Why
do Esperanza and her friends make fun of Aunt Lupe?

List three chapters from the novel that mention feet. What do you think feet symbolize in
these chapters?

What do the chapters in the book about Sire, Hips, and First Job tell the reader about
Esperanza’s maturity level?

Compare and contrast Mamacita and Geraldo. What do you think Esperanza learns from
these characters?



13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

What is wrong with Marin’s desire to work in town and perhaps find a husband who can
buy her a house?

Why is it unlucky for Esperanza to be born in the year of the horse? What does the
following quotation say about her brother’s behavior in their home?

“I have begun my own quiet war. Simple. Sure. I am one who leaves the table like a man,
without putting back the chair or picking up the plate.”

Write a brief character sketch about Esperanza’s mother. What evidence is there that her
dreams are unfulfilled in her life?

Compare and contrast Sally’s life with Esperanza’s. What advantages in life does Esperanza
have that might help Esperanza from following in Sally’s footsteps?

What does Esperanza learn about life when she tries to eat a rice sandwich in the Canteen at
school?

In what ways can the monkey garden be called a metaphor for Esperanza’s life on Mango
Street?

What thoughtless remark does Cathy make to Esperanza the first day they meet? What do
Rachel and Lucy say to hurt Esperanza and her family?

Cite incidents from the story to support or refute the following statement: Trees are a
symbol for family and family unity in this story.

What evidence is there that Esperanza believes the fortune teller is really able to tell her
fortune? List two other “cures” attributed to Elenita’s power.

What do the following female characters in the story have in common?
* Minerva

» Rafaela

+ Sally

How do the following female characters give Esperanza hope for her future?
* Alicia

» the three sisters at the funeral

Read the Chapter titled And Some More. What is different about the punctuation in this
chapter? Are there times when it is confusing to the reader?

How does the reader know Esperanza wants to be a writer?



26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

Define a “coming of age novel.” Trace Esperanza’s growth from the beginning to the end of
the novel. What does she learn about herself and her place on Mango Street by the end of
the story?

Approximately how much time passes by the end of the novel? Will Esperanza ever realize
her dream of a home away from Mango Street? Does she still want one?

In what ways does Esperanza’s family rally together in times of crisis?

Esperanza has a very mixed view of men in this novel. Which male characters do you think
she approves of? Do you think she will ever want to get married?

Define episodic novel. What did you like or dislike about a novel written in this style?
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Notes

This episodic novel is the story of a young Mexican-American girl growing up in the poor
neighborhoods of Chicago. Cisneros writes in a poetic style with short, easy-to-read chapters,
that are rich in metaphors and interesting characters. Because of its style, interesting characters,
and very relevant themes of sexism, cultural identity, racism, and the impact of poverty on

children, this novel is studied in grade schools as well as university-level classes.

Background Information
Sandra Cisneros
Sandra Cisneros, like her protagonist, is a Hispanic who grew up in the poor neighborhoods of
Chicago. In addition to the novel The House on Mango Street, Cisneros has published a collection

of short stories and several books of poetry.

The example answers in this unit are “suggestions” only. They are intended to give the teacher a
starting point for class discussion of the very poetic chapters in this novel. There are other
possible interpretations of the symbols and lessons in this book that are equally valid to those

presented in this unit.

All references come from the Vintage Books edition of The House on Mango Street, copyright

1984.
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Study Guide
Teacher’s Copy

The House on Mango Street

1.

Why is the house on Mango Street an improvement over the narrator’s other homes? In
what ways does it fall short of her “dream” house?

The house is an improvement because the family owns the house on Mango Street. They
don’t have to share the yard or worry about disturbing their neighbors. But the house on
Mango Street is not what she dreamed about because it is red, and crumbling with only a
small yard, one bathroom, and ordinary hallway stairs.

How large is the narrator’s family? What is their religion? What do you think the following
quotation says about the narrator’s feelings about her home?

“I knew then I had to have a house. A real house. One I could point to.”

There are six members in the family—two boys, two girls, and two parents. They are
probably Catholic because the narrator attends a Catholic school.

Answers will vary.
Example: The narrator may feel ashamed of her home because her family is poor.

What do you think is the significance of the “four little elms the city planted by the curb”?
Answers may vary.

Example: It is possible the four small trees represent the four children in the narrator’s
family. They are stuck in this part of the city just as the trees are rooted in the ground.



Hairs

Vocabulary

rosettes — little roses

1.

What character traits are suggested for each of the following family members by the
narrator’s description of each one’s hair?

Papa - His hair is described as being like a broom. Is she is saying he is a man destined to
do clean-up work, just like a broom?
Carlos - He does not need to comb his hair. Is the narrator saying that he knows who he is
and is sure of himself?
Nenny - Her hair is described as slippery. Is the narrator saying Nenny is difficult to
understand?
Kiki - He has hair like fur. Is she suggesting that he is still a baby?

What does the following quotation suggest about the quality of the narrator’s home?

“The snoring, the rain, and Mama’s hair that smells like bread.”
While answers will vary, it does suggest that the narrator feels safe with her family. Her
father may snore, but he is a consistent presence in the home. The rain, or trouble, falls
outside the warmth of the family. Her mother smells like bread, which could mean she is the
one who meets the needs of the children, both physically and emotionally.

About how old do you think the narrator is at the beginning of the novel?

Answers will vary.



Boys & Girls

1.

What qualities does the narrator want in a best friend?

She wants someone who will keep her secrets and understand her jokes.

In what way can it be said the narrator has “mixed” feelings about her sister Nenny?

The narrator accepts that her sister is her responsibility. She is close to her family, so she
understands why she is stuck with Nenny. However, the narrator longs for a friend her own
age who is capable of understanding her. She both loves her sister and wishes she were a

different person.

This novel is written in a poetic style. What do you think is the meaning of the following
metaphor?

“Until then I am a red balloon, a balloon tied to an anchor.”

The narrator longs to be free but must look after her sister. She wants to lead her own life,
possibly away from the neighborhood, but is tied to it by her family.



My Name

Vocabulary

chandelier — a holder for several candles or electric lights

1.

Why is it bad luck for a woman to be born in the year of the horse?

A horse is strong. When a woman is born in the year of the horse, she is strong, too. It is
bad luck because Mexicans do not like a woman to be strong.

Why does Esperanza say that she has her grandmother’s name but doesn’t “want to inherit
her place by the window”?

Esperanza does not want to be trapped into a marriage and unable to follow her dreams.
She does not want to be like her grandmother sitting by a window watching life instead of
experiencing it.

What does Esperanza dislike about her name? Why do you suppose she wants to be called
Zeze the X?

Possibly Esperanza dislikes her name because it is not pretty in English. Since she must live
in an English-speaking world, she wants a pretty name.

Zeze may sound pretty in both languages. One suggestion is that she wants the X after her
name because Esperanza wants to be an individual, not just Mexican.



Cathy Queen of Cats

1.

This chapter is written partly with Esperanza as the narrator and partly with Cathy
narrating. What is the first line narrated by Cathy? What is the last? Why do you think the
author decides to write part of this chapter from Cathy’s point of view?

The first line is “I am the great great-grand cousin of the queen of France.” The last line is
“She used to like me, but now she doesn’t.”” Cisneros may want the reader to know the
observations about Esperanza’s new neighborhood are Cathy’s. Esperanza has yet to meet
most of these people.

What does Cathy say to hurt Esperanza? How are Cathy’s parents and Esperanza’s
parents alike?

Cathy tells Esperanza they are moving because the neighborhood is getting bad. Cathy
forgets that Esperanza has just moved in and may be one of the reasons Cathy’s family is
moving away.

Esperanza’s parent’s dream about a beautiful new house just as Cathy’s parent’s dream
about inheriting a new house.



Our Good Day
1. Briefly describe Lucy and Rachel. Why do you think Esperanza likes them?

Lucy and Rachel are wearing old clothes with shiny shoes. Rachel likes to laugh and Lucy
does all of the talking. They are from Texas.

Esperanza likes them because they want to be her friend and they don’t laugh at her name.
2. Why do you think Esperanza decides to buy the bicycle with Lucy and Rachel, knowing she
will make Cathy “mad forever”? What does Esperanza learn about herself and the kinds of

friends she wants to have?

Answers will vary.

Laughter

1. In what ways is Esperanza’s sister, Nenny, similar to Esperanza?
Nenny and Esperanza both laugh alike. Also, they share a past. The family must have been
to Mexico because Esperanza recognizes the Mexican style house. Nenny shares her

experience in Mexico and is able to see the same Mexican style to the house.

2. This is an episodic novel written in small vignettes or literary sketches. What observation
about family do you think Cisneros is making in this chapter?

Cisneros may be saying that there is a natural closeness between family members even
though Esperanza did not choose Nenny to be her sister.



Gil’s Furniture Bought & Sold

Vocabulary

marimbas — a hand-held instrument of African origin, resembling a xylophone

1.

What are the “gold glasses floating in the dark™?

The black man who owns the junk store wears glasses. The store is so dark that only his
glasses show when he walks down the aisles.

In what way is Esperanza both disappointed in the music box Nenny finds and delighted
with it? To what extent may the box be considered a metaphor for Esperanza’s
neighborhood?

Esperanza is disappointed because the outside of the box is just a wood box instead of a
pretty box with a ballerina. She is delighted when she hears the beautiful music coming from
the plain box.

Answers will vary.

Example: The junk store may represent Mango Street with its collection of unusual and
different characters. The music box is something wonderful that is hidden in the junk, just as
Esperanza may be someone wonderful obscured by her environment.

Why do you think the old man does not want to sell the music box?

Answers will vary.

Examples: The old man knows the music box’s beauty is rare and priceless. OR He wants
to keep the box hidden in his junk shop so only he can enjoy it. In so doing, he is preventing

others from hearing its beauty.

Contrast Nenny’s behavior toward the man who owns the junk shop with Esperanza’s.
Why doesn’t Esperanza talk to the old man?

Nenny is happy to talk to the old man. She thinks she is smart and tries to charm him by
asking questions. Esperanza does not want anything from the junk man. She does not want
to interact with him.

Read the following passage from the story. What do you think Esperanza is feeling?

“And then I don’t know why, but I have to turn around and pretend I don’t
care about the box so Nenny won’t see how stupid [ am.”

Answers will vary.



Meme Ortiz

1.

Why do you think Meme and his dog both have two names?

They are both not only Mexican but also American. They have both Spanish and American
names.

Support or refute the following statement: The huge tree in Meme’s backyard is a metaphor
describing how the outside world views Esperanza’s neighborhood. What can the red balls
represent?

Answers will vary.

Example: The tree is huge and fat, just as the rest of the city is huge and more affluent than
Mango Street. When the people from other parts of the city look at Mango Street, they see
black roofs and cheap houses. One suggestion for the meaning of the red balls is that they
represent the children who have tried to leave the neighborhood but have been trapped in the
gutters. OR They are people who have left and don’t return. OR They are the unfulfilled
dreams of the people on Mango Street.

What does the following passage from the story suggest about Meme’s character?

“This is the tree we chose for the First Annual Tarzan Jumping Contest.
Meme won. And broke both arms.”

Meme is courageous and willing to take a risk.



Louie, His Cousin & His Other Cousin

1.

Why do you think Marin stands in the doorway of her home, snapping her fingers and
singing the same song over and over again? If she is employed selling cosmetics, why does
she still need to baby-sit the younger girls?

One possible answer is that Marin wants to experience more of life so she sings about it. She
is looking out the door the same way Esperanza’s grandmother looks out the window.

Marin is trapped in the female role of caregiver. Selling cosmetics probably does not pay
well enough for her to live on her own.

Support or refute the following statement: Louie’s cousin might have gotten away with
stealing the yellow Cadillac if he had not gone back to Mango Street to give his family a ride
in the car.

Answers will vary.

After Louie’s cousin is arrested for stealing the yellow car, why do Esperanza and his family
all wave to him as the police drive him away? Why aren’t they upset he has been arrested?

Answers will vary.

Why do you think Esperanza describes this incident with Louie’s cousin as being
“important”?

Possibly it is important because Esperanza learns that stealing is not a good way to free
herself from the neighborhood. Louie’s cousin is free from Mango Street but caught by the
police. OR It is important because Louie’s cousin comes back to Mango Street to show off
his new toy.



Marin

1.

Many critics believe this novel expresses many feminist views. From the perspective of a
feminist, what is wrong with Marin’s “dream” described in the following passage?

“...she’s going to get a real job downtown because that’s where the best jobs
are, since you always get to look beautiful and get to wear nice clothes and
can meet someone in the subway who might marry you...”

Marin’s dream depends on a man to provide her with a happy life. From a feminist
viewpoint, Marin needs to find her own identity and rely on herself to find happiness and
security.

What does the following passage from the novel suggest about Marin’s fate? What are her
chances of finding someone to rescue her from her life on Mango Street?

“Marin, under streetlight, dancing by herself, is singing the same song
somewhere. | know. Is waiting for a car to stop, a star to fall, someone to
change her life.”

Marin is described as standing under a street lamp. Some prostitutes stand under street
lamps waiting for their customers. Her chances of being rescued are compared to waiting
for a falling star. It is very unlikely she will find her way out by standing under a street lamp.

Those Who Don’t

1.

What does the sentence “All brown all around, we are safe” mean?

The people who live on Mango Street are all non-white. They are safe with each other. They
are not afraid of their neighborhood like the white people who drive through by mistake.

Support or refute the following statement: Cisneros believes people of all races feel fear and
prejudice and fit into the category of “Those Who Don’t.”

Answers may vary.
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There Was an Old Woman She Had So Many Children She Didn’t Know
What to Do

1. Cisneros presents many examples of women’s lives on Mango Street. What do you think
Esperanza learns about a woman’s life from Rosa Vargas?

Esperanza learns that a woman can be trapped by her children if she depends on her
husband for support and he leaves her.

2. Why do the neighbors “give up” on the Vargas children? What can you infer about Angel
Vargas’ fate by his name?

The neighbors give up on the children because the children don’t seem to care about
themselves or anyone else. They are like wild animals.

Angel Vargas probably dies when he tries to fly.

Alicia Who Sees Mice
1.  What is Alicia doing to escape from Mango Street?
She is going to school at the university.

2. Support or refute the following statement: The description of the mice is a metaphor for a
woman'’s life on Mango Street.

Answers will vary.
3. Why do you think Alicia is afraid of “four-legged fur. And fathers”?
Alicia may be afraid of becoming trapped by her father into caring for her younger siblings.

OR Alicia may be afraid of her father because he might beat her. AND She may be afraid of
mice because she is afraid of being stuck in poverty.
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Darius & the Clouds

1.

Sometimes Cisneros rhymes the phrases in her sentence like stanzas in a poem might rhyme.
Find a sentence in this chapter which illustrates these rhyming phrases.
Do you notice any rhythmic pattern or personification used to create images in this chapter?

“Darius, who doesn’t like school, who is sometimes stupid and mostly a fool, said something
wise today, though most days he says nothing.”

There are many examples of poetic imagery and sound patterns throughout the book.

What do you think the sky represents in the following sentence? “You can fall asleep and
wake up drunk on sky.”

Since she is referring to sleep, sky may represent her hopes and dreams for her future.

Support or refute the following statement: Esperanza believes God is looking down at the
people on Mango Street and supports their hopes and dreams for the future.

Answers will vary.

And Some More

Vocabulary

cumulus — cloud forms, type of cloud
frijoles — kidney beans

nimbus — rain cloud

1.

What evidence is there in this chapter that Rachel and Lucy are learning to be prejudiced
against people with dark skin?

Lucy says Esperanza’s mother is ugly and compares her to bare feet in September. Bare feet
in September are tanned from the sun and dirty from walking around without shoes.

In the beginning of this chapter the girls are talking about the many different names for snow
and clouds. What do you think Cisneros is saying about names in this chapter?

Cisneros thinks it is stupid for friends to call each other hurtful names. Names are supposed
to help people identify each other, just as names of snow are used to identify different weather
conditions. They are not supposed to be used to hurt each other.

Cisneros is well known for her unusual style of writing. Besides the poetic structure of the
sentences, what is usual about her style of writing in this chapter? Why are the
conversations between the girls sometimes difficult to understand?

Cisneros does not punctuate the conversations between the girls in a conventional way. This
style of writing can make it difficult for the reader to follow who is talking in the chapter.
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The Family of Little Feet

Vocabulary

salamander — amphibian, like a lizard but with brightly colored skin

1.

Support or refute the following statement: Feet are a symbol for growing up in this chapter.
Answers will vary.
Why do you think Esperanza seems to be surprised the girls “have legs”?

Esperanza knows the girls have legs, but she is surprised they have shapely legs like grown
women.

What motivates the grocer to threaten the girls with the police if they don’t take off their
high heels?

The girls are wearing the same kind of shoes the prostitutes wear. He is threatening to call
the police because the girls are too young to be selling themselves. He does not understand
that they are just playing.

Why do you suppose “no one complains” when Lucy’s mother throws away the shoes?

The girls do not want to be beautiful if it means selling kisses to bums for a dollar.

A Rice Sandwich

1.

Esperanza tries to convince her mother to let her eat lunch at school by saying “You would
see me less and less and like me better.” Her mother writes in the note to the nun, “As you
can see she is very skinny. I hope to God she does not faint.” What do these two statement
suggest about the similarity between Esperanza’s personality and her mother’s personality?

Both statements are amusing, imaginative ways of getting what they want. They demonstrate
that Esperanza and her mother are intelligent and creative people.

What evidence is there in this story that Esperanza is ashamed of her house?
Esperanza does not correct the nun when she tries to point out Esperanza’s house and points
to an ugly flat. Esperanza’s house is better than the flat, but not good enough to brag about

to the nun. One building on Mango Street is much the same as another to Esperanza.

What do you think Esperanza learns about life when she finally gets to eat her rice sandwich
in the canteen?

Esperanza learns that what other people have is not necessarily better than what she has.
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Chanclas

1. If feet are a symbol for growing up, what do the brown-and-white school shoes mean in this
chapter?
Esperanza is starting to grow into a young woman but is still wearing her school shoes. She
is still part little girl.

2. What is the significance of Esperanza’s first adult dance occurring at a baptism?
Esperanza is being initiated into the adult world just as the baby is being baptized into God'’s
world.

3.  What evidence is there in the story that Esperanza is beginning to notice the boys and that
they are beginning to notice her?
A male cousin asks her to dance. When she says no, he watches her dance with her Uncle.
Esperanza is aware that the boy is watching her dance because she is also watching him.

Hips

1. Why does Esperanza think Nenny belongs to a world she, Rachel, and Lucy don’t belong to
anymore?
Nenny is still a little girl, and the other three are becoming young women.

2.  How old do you think Esperanza is at this point in the story? What evidence is there that

she wants to look more like a woman?
Esperanza is probably twelve or thirteen years old.

Esperanza is trying to figure out the reason women have wider hips than men. She sings a
song about hips. She doesn’t care what her hips look like just as long as she gets some.
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The First Job
1.  Why do the women at work laugh at Esperanza?

Esperanza doesn’t know when she is permitted to sit down, so she only sits when the other
women sit. They laugh at her and tell her she is permitted to sit down anytime she wants to.

2. What makes Esperanza trust the Oriental man? How does he betray her trust?

The Oriental man goes out of his way to talk to Esperanza and offers to sit with her in the
lunchroom. The man takes advantage of Esperanza by stealing a kiss.

3. This first job is Esperanza’s first opportunity to experience the world away from Mango
Street. What does her first job teach her about men and women in general?

Esperanza learns that women may poke fun at you but men are not to be trusted. OR

Esperanza learns that she is attractive to older men and women will not go out of their way
to be your friend.

Papa Who Wakes Up Tired in the Dark

Vocabulary
abuelito — grandfather
esta muerto — he is dead

1. What do the Mexican people do to honor their dead?

They have a photograph taken of the family who attend the funeral. The photograph is taken
at the tomb site.

2. Why does Esperanza’s papa “wake up tired in the dark”? How does Esperanza feel about
her father?

Esperanza’s papa wakes up to go to work before the sun is up. He is tired because he must
work so hard to support his family. Esperanza loves her father and appreciates how hard
he works for his family.
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Born Bad

1.

What does Esperanza mean when she says, “I think diseases have no eyes”?

People don’t get sick because of anything they have done or because of when they were born.
Sickness picks its victims randomly.

Why don’t the girls realize their imitations of Aunt Lupe are wrong?

Aunt Lupe has been sick for a long time. The girls are accustomed to her illness and forget
that Aunt Lupe may die from it.

What is the impact of Aunt Lupe’s illness on her husband and children?

The children must take over their mother’s household duties, and their father must do
without a wife.

Why do you think Aunt Lupe says to Esperanza, “You just remember to keep writing,
Esperanza. You must keep writing. It will keep you free.”?

Aunt Lupe is telling Esperanza that her writing is her way of escaping Mango Street.

The last line of the chapter reads, “And then we began to dream the dreams.” What kind of
dreams do Esperanza and her friends have after Aunt Lupe’s death?

They are possibly dreaming about Aunt Lupe throwing her head back, laughing, talking, and
drinking water. The girls all imitate these actions when they are playing their game.

Elenita, Cards, Palm, Water

I.

Why do you think Esperanza goes to Elenita, the witch woman, to hear her fortune? What
is Esperanza hoping for?

Esperanza wants to find a way to fulfill her dream of a home away from Mango Street. She is
hoping Elenita will tell her if she is destined to have that home.

List the superstitions or cures attributed to Elenita’s power.
To cure a headache, rub a cold egg across your face. To forget a romance, spin a chicken
foot with a red string over your head three times and then burn it. To cure insomnia, sleep

next to a holy candle for seven days and then spit on the eighth day.

What does Elenita predict for Esperanza’s future? How does Esperanza feel about this
prediction?

Elenita says Esperanza will find a “home in the heart.” Esperanza is disappointed because
she does not understand the prediction.
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Geraldo No Last Name

1. Support or refute the following statement with incidents from this chapter: Geraldo is the
stereotype of an illegal Mexican whose life is of no importance.

Answers will vary.

Edna’s Ruthie

1.  What evidence is there in this chapter that Ruthie may be mentally handicapped?
She likes to play with the children and laughs all by herself.

2. Why do you think Esperanza likes Ruthie?

Esperanza likes Ruthie because Ruthie sees the world as a beautiful place.

The Earl of Tennessee

1. What indications are there in this chapter that Esperanza is still very young and naive?
She thinks the woman Earl takes into his apartment is his wife.

2. Why is a white Southerner like Earl living on Mango Street?

Earl is a jukebox repairman. His profession is becoming obsolete, and he cannot earn
enough money to live anywhere else.
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Sire

What is the following passage saying about Lois’ maturity level compared to Esperanza’s?
Hint: Remember feet may be a symbol for maturity.

“...She was barefoot, and I saw her barefoot baby toenails all painted pale
pale pink...her bones are long like ladies’ bones....But she doesn’t know how
to tie her shoes. I do.”

Feet in this story may be a symbol for growing up. Lois is partially grown up, but the
reference to her small baby-like feet illustrates that she is still in some ways a little girl.
Esperanza remarks that she can tie her shoes but Lois can’t. This statement implies that
Esperanza is more mature than Lois.

How does Esperanza feel about her ability to attract Sire’s attention?

Esperanza is afraid of him but at the same time curious about how it might feel to have him
for a boy friend.

What is the meaning of the following passage? What are the trees saying?

“Sometimes I hear them laughing late, beer cans and cats and the trees talking
to themselves: wait, wait, wait.”

The trees are saying that Esperanza should wait until she is older to have a relationship with
a boy like Sire.

Four Skinny Trees

1.

What do the four trees teach Esperanza?
The four trees are like the four children in Esperanza’s family. They all support each other.

Family is important. If one of them starts to lose his/her way, the others offer support. Also,
they teach Esperanza that it is possible to grow strong on Mango Street.
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No Speak English

1.

What do you think is the significance of Mamacita’s small pink shoes?

If feet are a symbol for maturity, then the small pink shoes might indicate that Mamacita is
naive like a child when she comes to Mango Street.

Why is Mamacita upset when the baby starts speaking English? What is Cisneros saying
about Mexican children in this chapter?

Mamacita wants to raise the baby in the Mexican culture, but the American influence is too
Strong.

Cisneros is saying it is difficult to raise Mexican children in America and still maintain their
cultural heritage.

Rafaela Who Drinks Coconut and Papaya Juice on Tuesdays

1.  What does Esperanza learn from Rafaela about the life of a young married woman on Mango
Street?

Esperanza learns that Rafaela’s husband has the right to lock his wife in their room because
she is his possession. Rafaela is growing old before she can experience any of the joys of
youth.

Sally

1. Why does Sally’s father prevent her from leaving their home after school?

Sally is very pretty. Her father is concerned she will be like his sisters and do things he
considers immoral.

2. Atone point in this chapter, it is confusing as to whether the author is writing about Sally or
about Esperanza. Find a sentence in this chapter that is about Sally but is also Esperanza’s
dream.
Answers will vary.
Example: “Do you wish your feet would one day keep walking and take you far away from
Mango Street?”

3. Assume Sally’s dreams in the chapter are really Esperanza’s dreams. What does Esperanza

want more than any thing else?

Esperanza wants to leave Mango Street so she can be free to love without anyone telling her

she is bad.
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Minerva Writes Poems

1.  What does Esperanza mean at the end of the chapter when she says, “I don’t know which
way she’ll go. There is nothing / can do.”?

Only Minerva can change her life by getting away from her abusive husband. Esperanza
can not help her.

2. Why do you think Esperanza might be particularly moved by Minerva’s sad life?
Minerva is a writer like Esperanza. If Esperanza marries young, she can end up trapped in
an abusive life just like Minerva.

Bums in the Attic

1.  Why is Esperanza happy to tell her guest that she has “bums” in the attic? What is she
saying about her life on Mango Street?

Esperanza is happy to have bums in the attic because she is determined always to remember

her roots on Mango Street. When she realizes her dream of a home away from Mango
Street, she plans to try to help others escape, too.

Beautiful and Cruel
1. Who is Esperanza talking about in the following passage?

“...but I have decided not to grow up tame like the others who lay their necks
on the threshold waiting for the ball and chain.”

Esperanza is talking about the other girls her age who are waiting to grow up enough to get
a husband.

2. Many critics consider The House on Mango Street a feminist novel. How does the following
passage support this idea?

“I have begun my own quiet war. Simple. Sure. I am one who leaves the
table like a man, without putting back the chair or picking up the plate.”

Answers will vary.
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A Smart Cookie

1.

Why does Esperanza’s mother quit school? What advice does she give her daughter?

Esperanza’s mother quits school because she is ashamed of her clothes. She tells Esperanza
to take care of herself, go to school, and study hard.

List Esperanza’s mother’s talents. What can’t she do?

Esperanz’s mother can speak two languages, sing opera, fix a TV, draw, and sew. She does
not know which train to take to go downtown.

What Sally Said

1. Why does Sally go home with her abusive father? Given what you have learned about life on
Mango Street, do you think he is justified in worrying about Sally’s virtue?

Sally goes home with her father because he cries and promises not to hurt her anymore.
Answers will vary.

The Monkey Garden

1. Support or refute the following statement with incidents from the chapter: The monkey
garden is a metaphor for Esperanza’s childhood.

Answers will vary.

2. Why do you suppose Esperanza feels “angry inside” when Sally agrees to kiss the boys to
get her keys back?

Esperanza is angry that Sally is going to trade her independence for what the boys have to
offer her just as she is trading kisses for keys.

3. Compare the reaction of Tito’s mother to his kissing a girl with the reaction of Sally’s father
when he catches her talking to a boy. What is your opinion about the behavior of these two
parents? Are they normal? Is it fair?

Answers will vary.
4.  Why do you think Esperanza feels “ashamed” when she tries to stop the boys from kissing

Sally? What makes her feel so terrible she wants to be dead?

Answers will vary.

Example: Esperanza believes Sally needs to be rescued. She feels ashamed when it is clear
Sally is acting of her own free will. Esperanza wants to die because she prefers to be dead
than to be a grown-up woman on Mango Street.
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Red Clowns

1.

What happens to Esperanza at the carnival? Why does she say Sally lies to her?

Esperanza is raped by several boys at the carnival. She thinks Sally lies when she tells
Esperanza that sex is fun.

A clown is defined as a person who constantly plays the fool, a trickster, and buffoon.
Using this definition what do you think the red clowns might represent in this story?

The red clowns represent the men Esperanza knows on Mango Street who trick the girls into
sex.

Linoleum Roses

1.  Why is the significance of the title of this chapter? What do the linoleum roses represent?
Sally thinks she is in love and has a wonderful life. Her dream of escaping to a safe, happy
life with her husband is not real just as the roses on the linoleum are not real.

2. Approximately, how old is Esperanza at this point in the story?

Since Sally is in the seventh grade, Esperanza must by twelve or thirteen.
The Three Sisters
1.  What are the signs or superstitions that signal the death of the baby?
A dog cries and then a yellow bird flies in the window.
2. What do you think Esperanza wishes for?
She wishes for a home away from Mango Street.
3. Why does the sister with the marble hands tell Esperanza that she must “remember to come

back for the others”?

She wants Esperanza to remember her heritage because it is part of who she is.
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Alicia & I Talking on Edna’s Steps

1.

How much time has passed since the beginning of the book? How are Guadalajara and
Mango Street alike?

At the time Esperanza is talking to Alicia, she has lived on Mango Street for one year.
Guadalajara is Alicia’s home just as Mango Street is Esperanza’s home. Alicia will
someday return to Guadalajara just as some day after she escapes Esperanza will return to
Mango Street.

Why does Alicia think it is important for Esperanza to think of Mango Street as her home
and return to it someday?

The only people who can make any changes on Mango Street are those who have lived there
and care about the people there. Esperanza must return to Mango Street to help those who
live there find their dreams.

A House of My Own

1.

Why do you think Esperanza describes her house as “clean as paper before the poem”?

The house is a figment of her imagination, just like a poem. It is her dream of beauty that she
will construct free of restraints.

Mango Says Goodbye Sometimes

1.

Where is Esperanza in this last chapter? How does she manage to escape from Mango
Street?

Esperanza is still living on Mango Street. She escapes and is free through her writing.

Why does she describe herself as a girl who “didn’t want to belong”? This is a coming-of-
age novel. What has Esperanza learned about herself in the past year? How has she changed
her attitude toward Mango Street?

In the beginning of the story Esperanza felt ashamed of her home on Mango Street. She does
not want to call Mango Street her home and she does not want it to become part of life. At the
end of the story, Esperanza still wants a home away from Mango Street, but she realizes that
Mango Street is part of who she is and will always be with her.
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Why do you think the following passage from the first chapter is repeated in the last
chapter?

“We didn’t always live on Mango Street. Before that we lived on Loomis on
the third floor, and before that we lived on Keeler.”

The phrase is repeated because Esperanza has not yet left Mango Street, but through writing
her stories about her life she is able to escape its hold for a short time. At the end of the
novel the author realizes the following:

Mango Street is part of who she is.

She is still living there, but she does want to find a way to leave.

She knows she will one day return to help others like herself escape.
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The House on ‘Mango Street

Study Guide
Student Copy
The House on Mango Street

1. Why is the house on Mango Street an improvement over the narrator’s other homes? In
what ways does it fall short of her “dream” house?

2. How large is the narrator’s family? What is their religion? What do you think the following
quotation says about the narrator’s feelings about her home?

“I knew then I had to have a house. A real house. One I could point to.”

3. What do you think is the significance of the “four little elms the city planted by the curb”?



Hairs

Vocabulary

rosettes — little roses

1. What character traits are suggested for each of the following family members by the
narrator’s description of each one’s hair?
Papa -
Carlos -

Nenny -

Kiki -

2. What does the following quotation suggest about the quality of the narrator’s home?

“The snoring, the rain, and Mama’s hair that smells like bread.”

3. About how old do you think the narrator is at the beginning of the novel?



Boys & Girls

1. What qualities does the narrator want in a best friend?

2. In what way can it be said the narrator has “mixed” feelings about her sister Nenny?

3. This novel is written in a poetic style. What do you think is the meaning of the following
metaphor?

“Until then I am a red balloon, a balloon tied to an anchor.”

My Name

Vocabulary

chandelier — a holder for several candles or electric lights

1.  Why is it bad luck for a woman to be born in the year of the horse?

2. Why does Esperanza say that she has her grandmother’s name but doesn’t “want to inherit
her place by the window”?

3. What does Esperanza dislike about her name? Why do you suppose she wants to be called
Zeze the X?



Cathy Queen of Cats
1. This chapter is written partly with Esperanza as the narrator and partly with Cathy

narrating. What is the first line narrated by Cathy? What is the last? Why do you think the
author decides to write part of this chapter from Cathy’s point of view?

2. What does Cathy say to hurt Esperanza? How are Cathy’s parents and Esperanza’s
parents alike?

Our Good Day

1. Briefly describe Lucy and Rachel. Why do you think Esperanza likes them?

2. Why do you think Esperanza decides to buy the bicycle with Lucy and Rachel, knowing she
will make Cathy “mad forever”? What does Esperanza learn about herself and the kinds of
friends she wants to have?

Laughter

1. In what ways is Esperanza’s sister, Nenny, similar to Esperanza?

2. This is an episodic novel written in small vignettes or literary sketches. What observation
about family do you think Cisneros is making in this chapter?



Gil’s Furniture Bought & Sold

Vocabulary

marimbas — a hand-held instrument of African origin, resembling a xylophone

1. What are the “gold glasses floating in the dark”?

2. In what way is Esperanza both disappointed in the music box Nenny finds and delighted
with it? To what extent may the box be considered a metaphor for Esperanza’s
neighborhood?

3. Why do you think the old man does not want to sell the music box?

4. Contrast Nenny’s behavior toward the man who owns the junk shop with Esperanza’s.
Why doesn’t Esperanza talk to the old man?

5. Read the following passage from the story. What do you think Esperanza is feeling?

“And then I don’t know why, but I have to turn around and pretend I don’t
care about the box so Nenny won’t see how stupid I am.”



Meme Ortiz

1.  Why do you think Meme and his dog both have two names?

2. Support or refute the following statement: The huge tree in Meme’s backyard is a metaphor
describing how the outside world views Esperanza’s neighborhood. What can the red balls

represent?

3. What does the following passage from the story suggest about Meme’s character?

“This is the tree we chose for the First Annual Tarzan Jumping Contest.
Meme won. And broke both arms.”



Louie, His Cousin & His Other Cousin

1.

Why do you think Marin stands in the doorway of her home, snapping her fingers and
singing the same song over and over again? If she is employed selling cosmetics, why does
she still need to baby-sit the younger girls?

Support or refute the following statement: Louie’s cousin might have gotten away with
stealing the yellow Cadillac if he had not gone back to Mango Street to give his family a ride
in the car.

After Louie’s cousin is arrested for stealing the yellow car, why do Esperanza and his family
all wave to him as the police drive him away? Why aren’t they upset he has been arrested?

Why do you think Esperanza describes this incident with Louie’s cousin as being
“important”?



Marin

1. Many critics believe this novel expresses many feminist views. From the perspective of a
feminist, what is wrong with Marin’s “dream” described in the following passage?

“...she’s going to get a real job downtown because that’s where the best jobs
are, since you always get to look beautiful and get to wear nice clothes and
can meet someone in the subway who might marry you.”

2. What does the following passage from the novel suggest about Marin’s fate? What are her
chances of finding someone to rescue her from her life on Mango Street?

“Marin, under streetlight, dancing by herself, is singing the same song
somewhere. | know. Is waiting for a car to stop, a star to fall, someone to
change her life.”

Those Who Don’t

1. What does the sentence “All brown all around, we are safe” mean?

2. Support or refute the following statement: Cisneros believes people of all races feel fear and
prejudice and fit into the category of “Those Who Don’t.”



There Was an Old Woman She Had So Many Children She Didn’t Know
What to Do

1. Cisneros presents many examples of women’s lives on Mango Street. What do you think
Esperanza learns about a woman’s life from Rosa Vargas?

2. Why do the neighbors “give up” on the Vargas children? What can you infer about Angel
Vargas’ fate by his name?

Alicia Who Sees Mice

1.  What is Alicia doing to escape from Mango Street?

2. Support or refute the following statement: The description of the mice is a metaphor for a
woman'’s life on Mango Street.

3. Why do you think Alicia is afraid of “four-legged fur. And fathers™?



Darius & the Clouds

1.

Sometimes Cisneros rhymes the phrases in her sentence like stanzas in a poem might rhyme.
Find a sentence in this chapter which illustrates these rhyming phrases.
Do you notice any rhythmic pattern or personification used to create images in this chapter?

What do you think the sky represents in the following sentence? “You can fall asleep and
wake up drunk on sky.”

Support or refute the following statement: Esperanza believes God is looking down at the
people on Mango Street and supports their hopes and dreams for the future.

And Some More

Vocabulary

cumulus — cloud forms, type of cloud
frijoles — kidney beans

nimbus — rain cloud

1.

What evidence is there in this chapter that Rachel and Lucy are learning to be prejudiced
against people with dark skin?

In the beginning of this chapter the girls are talking about the many different names for snow
and clouds. What do you think Cisneros is saying about names in this chapter?

Cisneros is well known for her unusual style of writing. Besides the poetic structure of the
sentences, what is usual about her style of writing in this chapter? Why are the
conversations between the girls sometimes difficult to understand?

10



The Family of Little Feet

Vocabulary

salamander — amphibian, like a lizard but with brightly colored skin

1. Support or refute the following statement: Feet are a symbol for growing up in this chapter.

2. Why do you think Esperanza seems to be surprised the girls “have legs™?

3. What motivates the grocer to threaten the girls with the police if they don’t take off their
high heels?

4.  Why do you suppose “no one complains” when Lucy’s mother throws away the shoes?

A Rice Sandwich

1. Esperanza tries to convince her mother to let her eat lunch at school by saying “You would
see me less and less and like me better.” Her mother writes in the note to the nun, “As you
can see she is very skinny. I hope to God she does not faint.” What do these two statement
suggest about the similarity between Esperanza’s personality and her mother’s personality?

2. What evidence is there in this story that Esperanza is ashamed of her house?

3. What do you think Esperanza learns about life when she finally gets to eat her rice sandwich
in the canteen?

11



Chanclas

1. If feet are a symbol for growing up, what do the brown-and-white school shoes mean in this
chapter?

2. What is the significance of Esperanza’s first adult dance occurring at a baptism?

3. What evidence is there in the story that Esperanza is beginning to notice the boys and that
they are beginning to notice her?

Hips

1. Why does Esperanza think Nenny belongs to a world she, Rachel, and Lucy don’t belong to
anymore?

2. How old do you think Esperanza is at this point in the story? What evidence is there that

she wants to look more like a woman?

12



The First Job

1.  Why do the women at work laugh at Esperanza?

2. What makes Esperanza trust the Oriental man? How does he betray her trust?

3. This first job is Esperanza’s first opportunity to experience the world away from Mango
Street. What does her first job teach her about men and women in general?

Papa Who Wakes Up Tired in the Dark
Vocabulary
abuelito — grandfather

esta muerto — he is dead

1.  What do the Mexican people do to honor their dead?

2. Why does Esperanza’s papa “wake up tired in the dark”? How does Esperanza feel about
her father?

13



Born Bad

1. What does Esperanza mean when she says, “I think diseases have no eyes”?

2. Why don’t the girls realize their imitations of Aunt Lupe are wrong?

3. What is the impact of Aunt Lupe’s illness on her husband and children?

4.  Why do you think Aunt Lupe says to Esperanza, “You just remember to keep writing,
Esperanza. You must keep writing. It will keep you free.”?

5. The last line of the chapter reads, “And then we began to dream the dreams.” What kind of
dreams do Esperanza and her friends have after Aunt Lupe’s death?

Elenita, Cards, Palm, Water

1.  Why do you think Esperanza goes to Elenita, the witch woman, to hear her fortune? What
is Esperanza hoping for?

2. List the superstitions or cures attributed to Elenita’s power.

3.  What does Elenita predict for Esperanza’s future? How does Esperanza feel about this
prediction?

14



Geraldo No Last Name

1. Support or refute the following statement with incidents from this chapter: Geraldo is the
stereotype of an illegal Mexican whose life is of no importance.

Edna’s Ruthie

1. What evidence is there in this chapter that Ruthie may be mentally handicapped?

2. Why do you think Esperanza likes Ruthie?

The Earl of Tennessee

1. What indications are there in this chapter that Esperanza is still very young and naive?

2. Why is a white Southerner like Earl living on Mango Street?

15



Sire

1.

2.

3.

What is the following passage saying about Lois’ maturity level compared to Esperanza’s?
Hint: Remember feet may be a symbol for maturity.

“...She was barefoot, and I saw her barefoot baby toenails all painted pale

pale pink...her bones are long like ladies’ bones....But she doesn’t know how
to tie her shoes. 1 do.”

How does Esperanza feel about her ability to attract Sire’s attention?

What is the meaning of the following passage? What are the trees saying?

“Sometimes I hear them laughing late, beer cans and cats and the trees talking
to themselves: wait, wait, wait.”

Four Skinny Trees

1.

What do the four trees teach Esperanza?

16



No Speak English

1. What do you think is the significance of Mamacita’s small pink shoes?

2. Why is Mamacita upset when the baby starts speaking English? What is Cisneros saying
about Mexican children in this chapter?

Rafaela Who Drinks Coconut and Papaya Juice on Tuesdays

1.  What does Esperanza learn from Rafaela about the life of a young married woman on Mango
Street?

Sally

1.  Why does Sally’s father prevent her from leaving their home after school?

2. Atone point in this chapter, it is confusing as to whether the author is writing about Sally or
about Esperanza. Find a sentence in this chapter that is about Sally but is also Esperanza’s
dream.

3. Assume Sally’s dreams in the chapter are really Esperanza’s dreams. What does Esperanza
want more than any thing else?

17



Minerva Writes Poems

1.  What does Esperanza mean at the end of the chapter when she says, “I don’t know which
way she’ll go. There is nothing / can do.”?

2. Why do you think Esperanza might be particularly moved by Minerva’s sad life?

Bums in the Attic

1.  Why is Esperanza happy to tell her guest that she has “bums” in the attic? What is she
saying about her life on Mango Street?

Beautiful and Cruel
1.  Who is Esperanza talking about in the following passage?

“...but I have decided not to grow up tame like the others who lay their necks
on the threshold waiting for the ball and chain.”

2. Many critics consider The House on Mango Street a feminist novel. How does the following
passage support this idea?

“I have begun my own quiet war. Simple. Sure. I am one who leaves the
table like a man, without putting back the chair or picking up the plate.”

18



A Smart Cookie

1.  Why does Esperanza’s mother quit school? What advice does she give her daughter?

2. List Esperanza’s mother’s talents. What can’t she do?

What Sally Said

1. Why does Sally go home with her abusive father? Given what you have learned about life on
Mango Street, do you think he is justified in worrying about Sally’s virtue?

The Monkey Garden

1. Support or refute the following statement with incidents from the chapter: The monkey
garden is a metaphor for Esperanza’s childhood.

2. Why do you suppose Esperanza feels “angry inside” when Sally agrees to kiss the boys to
get her keys back?

3. Compare the reaction of Tito’s mother to his kissing a girl with the reaction of Sally’s father
when he catches her talking to a boy. What is your opinion about the behavior of these two
parents? Are they normal? Is it fair?

4.  Why do you think Esperanza feels “ashamed” when she tries to stop the boys from kissing
Sally? What makes her feel so terrible she wants to be dead?

19



Red Clowns

1.  What happens to Esperanza at the carnival? Why does she say Sally lies to her?

2. A clown is defined as a person who constantly plays the fool, a trickster, and buffoon.
Using this definition what do you think the red clowns might represent in this story?

Linoleum Roses

1. Why is the significance of the title of this chapter? What do the linoleum roses represent?

2. Approximately, how old is Esperanza at this point in the story?

The Three Sisters

1.  What are the signs or superstitions that signal the death of the baby?

2. What do you think Esperanza wishes for?

3. Why does the sister with the marble hands tell Esperanza that she must “remember to come
back for the others”?

20



Alicia & I Talking on Edna’s Steps

1.  How much time has passed since the beginning of the book? How are Guadalajara and
Mango Street alike?

2. Why does Alicia think it is important for Esperanza to think of Mango Street as her home
and return to it someday?

A House of My Own

1. Why do you think Esperanza describes her house as “clean as paper before the poem”?

Mango Says Goodbye Sometimes

1.  Where is Esperanza in this last chapter? How does she manage to escape from Mango
Street?

2. Why does she describe herself as a girl who “didn’t want to belong”? This is a coming-of-
age novel. What has Esperanza learned about herself in the past year? How has she changed
her attitude toward Mango Street?

3. Why do you think the following passage from the first chapter is repeated in the last
chapter?

“We didn’t always live on Mango Street. Before that we lived on Loomis on
the third floor, and before that we lived on Keeler.”
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