
Junior Summer Reading Study Guide: To Sir, With Love by E. R. Braithwaite 

To Sir, With Love (1959) was the first published book of Edward Ricardo  

Braithwaite, who was born in 1920 in British Guiana (present-day Guyana), the large English-

speaking territory on the north-east coast of South America.  Braithwaite attended Queen’s 

College, an elite colonial school in British Guiana, studied at City College in New York, and 

earned a Master’s degree in physics from Cambridge University. During World War II, 

Braithwaite enlisted in the Royal Air Force, becoming a fighter pilot. 

In the autobiographical To Sir, With Love, Braithwaite recounts his devastation as he realizes he 

will not be accepted into his chosen profession of engineering.  Acting on the advice of a 

stranger, he is hired as a teacher at Greenslade Secondary School, one of the worst schools in the 

East End of London.  Braithwaite is appalled at the unruly, uncouth behavior of his 15-year-old 

pupils, and he struggles daily to discover ways of reaching them.    

1. Based on the setting of London’s East End, which physical descriptions are strikingly

uncomfortable for Braithwaite?

2. What uncommon practices about the school does Braithwaite learn from Miss Blanchard?

3. Greenslade Secondary School is known as a dumping ground for delinquent teenagers.  What

are some challenging home situations of the students?

4. How does Braithwaite’s understanding of the concept of the “British Way of Life” change

once he comes to live in Britain as a private citizen?

5. What are Braithwaite’s most frustrating observations on his first day of teaching?

6. After an inappropriate act of his students, which causes Braithwaite to lose his temper, what

Deliberate plans does he enact to promote an atmosphere of mutual respect?

7. Why does the field trip excursion to the museum change many of the students’ attitudes

towards school and Braithwaite?

8. How does Braithwaite’s direct conflict with Denham during P.T. (physical training) change

the dynamics in his classroom?

9. How is Braithwaite challenged to grow as a person and as a teacher through his experiences

with Pamela Dare, Patrick Fernman, Buckley, Potter, Lawrence Seales, and Miss Gillian

Blanchard?

10. What is the significance of the title, To Sir, With Love?
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Junior Summer Reading Study Guide: Cry, the Beloved Country, Alan Paton 

To help you enjoy your reading more and to suggest some points to consider as you read, we 
provide these ideas. Look them over closely before and during your reading. Take notes about 
them as you think about the book. Come back to school prepared to discuss these and other ideas 
that strike you as you read. 

A. What is apartheid? How does apartheid manifest itself in Cry, the Beloved Country?
Describe or characterize the separate worlds inhabited by blacks and whites. Where do
black and white lives touch?

B. Paton creates many paradoxes in this novel: a priest's son commits murder; a white man
who fights for the dignity of South African blacks is senselessly murdered; the father of
the murdered victim helps the father of the murderer to keep a disintegrating native tribe
together. How do you reconcile these paradoxes? How do they contribute to the richness
of the story? Why might Paton have made this choice?

C. Jarvis is unable to physically comfort Kumalo Paton writes, "And because he spoke with
compassion, the old man wept, and Jarvis sat embarrassed on his horse. Indeed he might
have come down from it, but such a thing is not lightly done." But yet, when the people
of Ndotsheni are in grave trouble, Jarvis provides milk and irrigation vital to their
survival, and later a new church. Why is he capable of one and not the other? Exactly
what is it that is not lightly done? How and why does such duality exist? What do you
think about such codes of behavior?

D. Look up the word “suffer” to discover meanings which fit this context: An unidentified
white person in the novel says, "Which do we suffer, a law-abiding, industrious and
purposeful native people, or a lawless, idle and purposeless people? The truth is, that we
do not know, for we fear them both." What is it that the white man fears in both
instances? Which does the white man “suffer” in this novel? What might be Paton's point
of view? What is your opinion and why?

E. Throughout the story, Kumalo experiences the absence of God and momentary losses of
faith. He suffers through periods where it feels as if God has deserted him. When does
Kumalo experience the presence of God? What other characters experience the presence
or absence of God? For example, was it faith that inspired Arthur Jarvis, and hence his
father? What about Absalom? Is God basically absent or present in Paton's novel?

F. The last few sentences Arthur Jarvis wrote before his death are: "The truth is that our
civilization is not Christian; it is a tragic compound of great ideal and fearful practice, of
high assurance and desperate anxiety, of loving charity and fearful clutching of
possessions." Where in this novel do we see a split between high ideals and narrow self-
interest? Do the characters embody one or the other, or are they morally ambiguous? Do



you think what Jarvis feels applies to present-day South Africa? If so, how? If not, how 
have things changed? What about America or other places in the world? 

G. Cry, the Beloved Country is, in part, a quest narrative, a tale of people searching; it tells a
story about those who stayed and those who left. What happens to the people who stayed
in the tribal villages? What happens to those who left and went to Johannesburg? What is
Paton's point of view of this mass migration? Does he feel it was necessary? Inevitable?
What is your opinion?
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