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A Lesson Before Dying by Ernest Gaines 

 

Based loosely on a true story, A Lesson Before Dying examines the fate of an 
innocent man named Jefferson who is sentenced to death.  Referred to as a “hog” 
by his lawyer, Jefferson must come to an understanding of his humanity with the 
help of Grant Wiggins, a young school teacher.  Set in Louisiana in the late 1940s, 
the novel examines issues of race, class and hope in the face of certain doom. 

 

1.  How does Grant feel about the task before him?  Does the reader 
sympathize with him? 

2.  Consider the religious symbolism in the novel.  What does the novel 
suggest about faith? 
 

3. How would this novel be different if it were told from the third person 
point of view? 

 
4. What does this novel suggest about capital punishment? 

 
5. Grant’s goal is to turn Jefferson from a “hog” to a “man”.  What is required 

for this transition?  How does the novel define what it means to be a man? 
 

6. What “lesson” is referred to in the title?  What are the possible meanings of 
the title? 
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Slaughterhouse-Five by Kurt Vonnegut 

 

This is a funny book.  And a strange book.  Vonnegut is a unique voice in American 
Literature, and this is his masterpiece.  You will meet Billy Pilgrim, a soldier in 
WWII.  You will experience the firebombing of Dresden from Billy’s perspective, 
but from there it gets weird.  Time travel?  Yes.  Extraterrestrials called 
“Tralfamadorians”?  Yes.  I could go on, but I will let you enjoy this wild ride.  Have 
fun. (And you might think about the following questions while you do so). 

 

1.  Do we trust this narrator?  Why or why not? 
 

2. What does the phrase “so it goes” mean?  Why does Vonnegut repeat the 
phrase throughout the novel? 

 
3. How does Vonnegut use time travel and other science fiction elements in 

this novel?  How might the novel have been different if it stuck to realism? 
 

4. What does Vonnegut suggest about the nature of war? 
 

5. What does Vonnegut suggest about the individual solider and his role in 
war? 

 
6. Is the end of the novel satisfying or disappointing?  Does Vonnegut prepare 

us for this ending? 
 


