
Story Synopsis

Katherine Paterson’s Bridge to Terabithia won the 
Newbery Award in 1978. The book is the heartfelt 
story of eleven-year-old Jess Aarons who lives in 
a small community in rural Virginia. He dreams 
of being the fastest boy in his fifth grade class 
when school opens—and he’s willing to spend 
every morning of the summer vacation practicing 
his running with the hope of winning the respect 
of his classmates, his father’s approval, and some 
positive attention from his mother often focuses 
on the demands of his four sisters. The first day of 
school arrives and much to his dismay, the bold 
new girl, Leslie Burke, out races him and all the 
other boys. 

Jess tries to ignore Leslie, who recently moved  
into the old Perkins place, down the road from  
the Aarons’ family. She is from the city and is a 
misfit in the Appalachian community. However, 
Jess and Leslie soon discover they are kindred 
spirits and become fast friends. They feed off of 
each other’s creativity and imagination, creating 
the magical Kingdom of Terabithia in the woods 
near their homes. 

The friendship continues outside of Terabithia  
as the constant companions endure schoolyard 
teasing, hateful bullies, and an inquisitive younger 
sibling. Everything comes to a tragic end when 
Leslie drowns in an attempt to cross a creek while 
swinging on a rope. As Jess struggles with his grief, 
he realizes the need to keep Leslie’s memory alive 
and knows he will continue the fantasy world with 
his adoring little sister, May Bell. Note: Students 
do not need to have read Bridge to Terabithia to 
successfully participate in these lessons. 

Lesson 1: Foreshadowing and 
Flashback

Katherine Paterson’s beautiful but tragic Bridge to 
Terabithia is a book of timeless themes: the strug-
gle for acceptance, the power of imagination, 
the importance of family, and the uncertainty 
of life to name a few. While the death of Leslie 
Burke is a shock, the author somewhat prepared 
the reader by foreshadowing the main character 
drowning throughout the story.   

Time Required: 30–40 minutes

Objectives: 

• The students will be introduced to the liter-
ary terms of foreshadowing and flashback.
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• The students will be involved in an interac-
tive activity that will reinforce the concepts 
introduced.

Materials: 
• Foreshadowing and Flashback: Triumphs & 

Troubles in Terabithia visual (page 4)
• Triumphs & Troubles Tic-Tac-Toe visual 

(page 5)
• prepared activity cards (page 6)
• transparency marker

Directions:
1. Prior to the lesson, photocopy the 

Foreshadowing and Flashback Game Cards 
and have them cut and ready for class. (Keep 
a master copy of the cards to identify the cor-
rect answers.)

2. Display the Foreshadowing visual. Read the 
information to the students.

3. Ask the students if they can recall ever hav-
ing read stories that used foreshadowing or 
flashback. (Flashback tends to be easier for 
the students to identify. Foreshadowing can 
be subtle and is not as identifiable.)

4. Divide the students into two groups.
5. Explain that the class is going to play a tic-

tac-toe game using the information concern-
ing foreshadowing and flashbacks.

6. Display the Triumphs & Troubles Tic-Tac-Toe 
visual, read the directions, and go over the 
rules with the class. 

7. Play the game, following the directions and 
using the grid.

8. Upon completion, congratulate the win-
ning team and read any of the remaining 
Foreshadowing and Flashback Game Cards to 
check for understanding. 

Extension: Encourage the students to create 
their own foreshadowing and flashback cards 
based on favorite books to be used in other class 
tic-tac-toe games. 

Lesson 2: Imaginary Places

The setting for Bridge to Terabithia is the raw and 
real rural Virginia of the 1970s. Young Jess and 
Leslie find a way to temporarily “divorce” them-
selves from the reality of school situations and 
family stress when they fabricate their own pri-
vate fantasy world created from books they have 
read and their extremely active imaginations. 

Time Required: 20–30 minutes

Objectives: 
• The students will review the literary term 

“setting” and apply the definition to various 
fictional works.

• The students will complete an assigned activ-
ity sheet.

Materials: 
• Imaginary Places visual (page 7)
• Imaginary Places activity sheet (page 8)
• writing tools
• titles of the featured books for student check-

out (optional)

Procedure:
1. Prepare the visual and activity sheets prior  

to class.
2. Introduce the lesson by explaining that the 

setting of Bridge to Terabithia is in the “real 
world,” but the title of the book is based on 
an imaginary place. 

3. Display the visual. Read it with the students.
4. Solicit responses concerning information 

about the listed imaginary places from the 
students. Possible replies include: 

 Bedrock—from the cartoon series The 
Flintstones. 

 Camelot—the location of King Arthur’s 
Knights of the Round Table. 

 Dictionopolis & Digitopolis—the cities  
visited by Milo in Norton Juster’s The  
Phantom Tollbooth. 

 Krypton—Superman’s home planet. 
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 The Lost Island of Atlantis—legendary loca-
tion of an advanced civilization that vanished 
into the ocean thousands of years ago.

 Olympus—mythical home of the Greek gods. 
 Tatooine—home planet of the Star Wars 

saga’s young Luke Skywalker. 
 Treasure Island—place of buried pirates’ 

booty in a book of the same name by Robert 
Lewis Stevenson.

5. Pass out the activity sheet and read the intro-
duction to the students. Note: The places 
listed are found in popular children’s litera-
ture. All book titles have been, (or soon will 
be), made into movies and should be famil-
iar to most students. However, this activity 
works best if students are allowed to work 
together in pairs or small groups, as few  
students are likely to have knowledge of all 
ten books.

6. Check as a group. Answers 1. J; 2. C; 3. F;  
4. I; 5. A; 6. H; 7. E; 8. B; 9. G; 10. D.
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McREL Standards
Language Arts
  Reading
• Uses the general skills and strategies of the 

reading process. Understands the use of spe-
cific literary devices (e.g., foreshadowing, 
flashback).

  Listening and Speaking
  • Uses listening and speaking strategies for  

different purposes.

❖  ❖  ❖

Lynne Farrell Stover has over thirty years of 
experience as an educator and is currently a 
Teacher Consultant at James Madison University 
in Harrisonburg, Virginia. She has taught many 
teacher workshops and won Teacher of the Year 
in 1999 from the Virginia Council of Economic 
Education and from the Virginia Association for 
the Gifted. She is the author of Magical Library 
Lessons, More Magical Library Lessons, and From 
Snicket to Shakespeare from UpstartBooks.



Foreshadowing and Flashback
Triumphs & Troubles in Terabithia

Foreshadowing

When a writer foreshadows an event he or she uses clues or hints to tip off the 
reader that something has just occurred that is going to matter later. Foreshadowing 
is one of the ways a writer generates anticipation and prepares the reader for what is 
coming next in the story.
 
“There were parts of the woods that Jess did not like. Dark places where it was almost 
like being underwater, but he did not say so.”

This is an example of foreshadowing from Bridge to 
Terabithia by Katherine Paterson. The author is giv-
ing the reader clues that the woods was not always 
a friendly place and that being underwater might be 
scary and dangerous.

Flashback
A writer uses a flashback when he or she wants 
the reader to be aware of something that happened 
before the beginning of the story. Flashbacks offer  
information about the characters’ current situation 
or make clear why certain things may be happening 
in a story. When a flashback takes place, the chain of 
events in a story is interrupted. 

“But one day—April the twenty-second, a drizzly 
Monday, it had been—he ran ahead of them all, the 
red mud slooching up through the holes in the bot-
tom of his sneakers.”
 
This is an example of a flashback from Bridge to 
Terabithia. Here the author takes the reader back in 
time to the event that gave Jess a “taste for winning.”
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Triumphs & Troubles in Terabithia
Tic-Tac-Toe

1. Divide the class into two groups.
2. Decide which half will be the X group and which the O group.
3. The group with the oldest student in it will go first.
4. Draw a foreshadowing/flashback card from the deck and read it to the first group.
5. The group must identify it correctly as an example of either foreshadowing or flashback.
6. If they are correct, they may place an X or O on the grid. If they are incorrect, they  

lose their turn.
7. Read a new card and give the second group an opportunity to identify it as an example of 

either foreshadowing or flashback.
8. Repeat the pattern until one group succeeds in getting three X’s or O’s in a row.

x xO x xO
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Foreshadowing and Flashback Cards 

The day was bright and beautiful 
and he had a feeling it was going the 
most exciting day of his life.

Brenda couldn’t remember ever 
being so hungry. She couldn’t wait  
to get home to eat dinner and  
wondered whose turn it was  
to cook.

Miss Edmunds was wearing a light 
cotton dress and sandals.
Soon she would want to have a 
warm jacket and some heavy socks.

Singing this joyful song would be the 
last happy thing May Belle would do 
for a very long time.

Three tragic events had happened 
this week. Things will surely change 
now … or so he thought.

Mr. Burke placed the home repair 
book back on the shelf. Later he 
would wish he had read it from 
cover to cover.

Even though the forecast was for 
clear weather, heavy rain started to 
fall. She hoped the creek would not 
flood too much.

Little did Jess know the new  
neighbor he just spied was going to 
make such a difference in his life.

Ellie asked, “What if you get lost? 
What if you can’t find your way 
back? Are you sure you know  
the way?”

Foreshadowing Cards

He remembered the glorious day 
last year when he had won his one 
and only race.

What had happened to Brenda 
reminded her mother of a child-
hood event when she had been the 
most popular girl in school.

When she went to bed that night 
her dreams where of her former life 
in the big city where …

He reminisced about the good times 
when he and his best friend would 
play for hours in the woods.

Leslie may have been racing forward, 
but her memories were racing back-
wards to the last time she was in 
this situation.

That story brought to mind one  
he had heard last year from his 
favorite teacher. 

The strong smell of maple syrup 
reminded Jess of that terrible  
morning when …

What had just taken place in  
the kitchen just now had started 
three months ago when his father 
asked him if he was still drawing  
silly pictures.

Janice was tired, hurt, and hungry, 
and she started to recollect the few 
happy times in her life.

Flashback Cards
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lmaginary Places
The SETTING of a story is time and place of the action.

In Bridge to Terabithia, the story’s characters live in the real world of rural Virginia in the 1970s. 
However, Jess and Leslie, the main characters, create the imaginary Kingdom of Terabithia 
where they can go to escape the care of school and family. 

The world is full of fantastic places that exist only in our imagination. Do you recognize any 
of these fictional settings?

Bedrock

Camelot

Dictionopolis & Digitopolis

Krypton

The Lost Island of Atlantis

Olympus

Tatooine

Treasure Island
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lmaginary Places
Leslie Burke, a main character in Katherine Paterson’s Bridge to Terabithia loves to read. In fact, 
the name she chooses for her secret place, the “Kingdom of Terabithia,” has a name similar 
to the island Terebinthia, found in Narnia, a fantasy world created by C. S. Lewis. 

Some authors create such interesting and imaginative settings, that these places become as 
familiar to the reader as the story’s characters.

Can you match these imaginary places with the books in which they can be found?

Places

____  1.  Hogsmeade, Hogwarts, Diagon Alley

____  2.  The Emerald City, Yellow Brick Road, Forest of the Winged Monkeys

____  3.  Neverland, Mermaid’s Lagoon, Skull Rock

____  4.  Rabbit Hole, March Hare’s House, Queen of Hearts’ Garden

____  5.  Rivendell, Hobbiton, Mirkwood

____  6.  Lilliput, Brobdingnag, Laputa

____  7.  Cornucopia, Temple Ruins, Volcaneum

____  8.  Cair Paravel, Narnia, Beaversdam

____  9.  Carvahall, Varden, The Spine

____10.  Camazotz, Planet Ixchel, Uriel 

Books and Authors

A. The Hobbit by J. R. R. Tolkien

B. The Lion the Witch and the Wardrobe by C. S. Lewis

C. The Wonderful Wizard of Oz by L. Frank Baum

D. A Wrinkle in Time by Madeline L’Engle 

E. Dinotopia: A Land Apart from Time by James Gurney

F. Peter Pan by J. M. Barrie

G. Eragon by Christopher Paolini

H. Gulliver’s Travels by Jonathan Swift

I. Alice in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll

J. Harry Potter and the Sorcerers Stone by J. K. Rowling


