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When I first started teaching, I was afraid to be vulnerable. I kept many of my 
thoughts, opinions, and even failures to myself. I wanted my students to see me
as a source of strength during uneasy times. Although this wasn’t a message that
was given to me by school districts, communities, or federal mandates, it felt 
implied in the job description of a teacher.

Over the past 12 years as a middle school teacher, I have learned that students
respect us more when we are vulnerable; when we share our hopes and fears with
them; when we show them our human side; when we discuss difficult topics with 
them.

When it comes to mass school shootings, I believe the same rules apply.  Although
I admit I am hesitant after a tragedy occurs in discussing this topic with my students. 
I often wonder if it’s my job to do so. 

William H.G. Butler Middle School was created by Literary Safari in the Summer 
of 2018 in the format of Instagram posts from a fictional middle school. It was 
inspired by research and news articles on mass school shootings in America over
the past decade. By crossing various genres and mediums, this short work of 
illustrated fiction challenges the very definition of what a text is, raising poignant 
questions about today’s climate in schools and shedding light on the impact of 
mass school shootings in our culture and society. 

I created this companion discussion guide to offer ideas for how to use this story 
as a tool to foster dialogue in classrooms across the country between students and 
teachers, in homes across the country between children and parents, and even, in 
schools across the country between teachers and school administrators. 

Change may take time, but it starts with one conversation at a time.

Toby Murphy has taught middle school language arts in New Jersey for the 
past 12 years. He received his Masters in Teaching English through the University
of New Hampshire and his Supervisory Certificate through New Jersey City 
University. He has served as a Master Teacher through the National Education 
Association and Betterlesson Master Teacher Project and conducted numerous
professional development workshops.

 A NOTE TO READERS FROM TOBY MURPHY

@tobyrmurphy

https://www.instagram.com/williambutlerms/?hl=en
https://medium.com/the-official-instagram-account-of-william-h-g
https://twitter.com/TobyRMurphy


A Discussion Guide for Students

MAKING PERSONAL CONNECTIONS
 
Read the story (shouldn’t take more than 30-45 minutes) and use these questions to invite 
middle school and high school students to make connections between the text, their own 
experiences, and the world outside their community.
 
        What is the overall message of this story?
        Which Instagram posts did you find most effective in communicating the overall message
       of the story? Why?
        Why could this work of fiction be considered dystopian? What aspects fit the genre?
        How would you classify the tone of the piece? Does it match with your feelings on these
        issues?
        What are your overall feelings and reactions to school safety as presented in the story? 
        Are they accurate or similiar to your experience? How would you react to the types of 
       drills and procedures in the story?
        Do any sections of the story compare to your own experience? How would you feel or 
        react if your school had these procedures in place?
        How does the story being told through the perspective of the school affect the overall 
        message? Would the story be different if it were told through individual student, teacher, 
        administration accounts?
        Do you have people in your life that you can talk to about issues surrounding school safety?
        What does empathy mean to you? Do you feel students, and teachers and parents, in your
        life are empathetic?
 

MAKING TEXT CONNECTIONS
 
The 21 Instagram-style installments of William H.G. Butler Middle School are divided into seven
weeks. Reflect upon the key themes that emerge in each week, using the questions below.
 
Week 1: June 26 - June 28
        Should the students who have died be mentioned in the William H.G. Butler Middle School
        yearbook? How does this help the school cope or not cope? What messages does this send?
        What’s appropriate and not appropriate to include in a yearbook?
        Butler Middle School's social media hashtags are #GoWarriors and #ButlerStrong. What 
        hashtags could be used to represent your experience at school?

Week 2: July 3 - July 5
        How do you think Mr. Ortega should respond to the student who asked him about giving up
        his life? Is it fair for students to expect teachers to do such a thing? How would you define the
        role of teacher?
        Was cancelling the Fourth of July show the right decision? If so, what would be other ways 
        those with PTSD could experience the holiday?
        Should teachers and schools publicly discuss their stance on political issues like gun control?
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Week 3: July 10 - July 13
         The MELISSA Method stands for Mindfulness, Empowerment, Leadership, Instinct, 
        Simulation, Support, and Agency. What do these qualities mean to you and how do you
        think they could change your experience in school?
         What is mindfulness? Why is mindfulness important in daily life? How can mindfulness help
        in traumatic situations? How could the students at Butler Middle School use mindfulness to
        help cope with living in the aftermath of this tragedy?

Week 4: July 18 - July 20
        How would you react to having school supplies such as a wound lock, a classroom weapons 
        kit, and a safety tree in your classroom? Would they make you feel less or more safe?
        Are there any additional items you would like to see included or anything else that would 
       make you feel safer in school?

Week 5: July 24 - July 27
         What message, whether explicit or implicit, is being sent with items like bulletproof backpacks 
        and vests?
         How could these items change the feelings of starting a new school year? Would items like 
        these be considered proactive or reactive? 

Week 6: July 31- August 2
         The books included have been inspired by actual titles. What books could you use to create
        new titles related to these issues?
         Which books would you use as a school wide read and why?

Week 7: August 7- August 9
        The creators of William H.G. Butler Middle School were inspired by the Holocaust when creating 
       this part of the story. Why do you think that might be the case? 
         Would challenges like “Make Your Own Stretcher” or a game like “Hide and Peek” make you
        feel less or more safe? More or less comfortable in your school?
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MAKING TEXT CONNECTIONS (Cont.)

Create a character of a student, parent, or teacher from William H.G. Butler Middle School, 
and write 2-3 posts from their personal Instagram feeds. How would the content change as 
the perspective changes from the school to a specific person?
 

Imagine a student who could be bullied in your school. Create an empathy map for this person,
and think about how your school community can make this individual feel safe and belonged.

The President Sang Amazing Grace was written by singer-songwriter Zoe Mulford in response to
gun violence. If this story were to have a soundtrack, what songs would you include and why?

www.literarysafari.com
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Host a book club discussion around William H.G. Butler Middle School with your spouse, partner, 
or a group of parents and caregivers. You might also consider organizing a Town Hall type program 
through your local PTO, and inviting teachers and district administrators to attend.

MAKING TEXT CONNECTIONS

      What does the word tragedy mean to you? Share your thoughts on what makes a tragedy
        and what is tragic about the story William H.G. Butler Middle School.  

      Teachers are the frontline of defense for students in the story. How did their stories make
        you think differently about school’s role and challenges around safety in these times?

      What should the role, if any, of teachers be to teach about topics such as school shootings, 
        lockdown drills, school safety, and gun violence?
      Safety becomes a priority for William H.G. Butler Middle School after its tragedy. What 

        feelings does the story evoke for you in the sections about school safety and school
        supplies?

      How do items like bulletproof backpacks and vests change the tone of back to school 
        shopping? How could they change the discussions you have with children? How did reading
        that part of the story make you feel? 
        Students engage in safety drills in the last section of the story. What safety drills do your 
        own children engage in, and how do you talk to the school administration, teachers, and your
        own child about them? What questions do you have, or does the story raise?

      Empathy is a repeated theme in the story, whether it is through the MELISSA Training, or the
        video game that children play in the last installment of the story. What are ways you work to
        develop empathy in your children? 
        What ways should or could students be allowed to express their feelings on bullying, gun 
        violence, mass school shootings, and lockdown drills?  

      William H.G. Butler uses Instagram as a way to communicate with parents, and the community
        at large. Is this similar to how you receive information regarding school safety? What type of 
        information would you like to receive that you have not? If your school district were to use 
        a medium like that, how would it help, or hurt, the relationship with parents? What is dystopian
        about using social media to communicate?

      How can you, as a parent, work with your school to create a safe environment for the
        discussion of school shootings with your children?

      How can parents work with schools to continue the dialogue around these issues? What is
        missing from conversations you have had with schools?

HANDS-ON ACTIVITY

Many parents have hopes and fears about school. Using specific types of caregivers, including yourself, 
list as many hopes and fears as they may have. Working with a partner, discover commonalities among
their hopes and fears. Based on these, what actions can we take to continue fostering their hopes and 
what actions can we take to diminish their fears?

A Discussion Guide for Parents
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Storytelling is a helpful doorway through which difficult subjects can be discussed.  The questions 
below can frame a discussion that takes place between teachers and administrators over a luncheon
or professional development of William H.G. Butler Middle School.

MAKING TEXT CONNECTIONS

      How do you you approach the topics of school safety, mass school shootings, and 
        lockdown drills in your classroom? With your colleagues? With your family?
      Do you feel as though you have the ability and freedom to discuss these topics with 

        your students?
      Should teachers and schools discuss their stance on political issues like gun control?
      How did reading the story make you feel? What sections most resonated for you? What

        feelings did it evoke for you?
     The characters of Mr. Ortega and Ms. Tan (July 3 - July 5) were based on research about real-life 

        teachers. Do you think they should be commended for their decisions? Did they make a 
        good decision? Would you make a similar decision?
      What are the expectations you feel are placed upon you in these times as an educator?
      What could the MELISSA method (July 10 - July 13) look like in your classroom or school?  

        School supplies appear in the July 18 - July 20 posts of the story. How did this part of the   
        story make you feel?

      Would game based learning, such as “Hide And Peek” (August 7- August 9) help or have  
        emotional consequences?

      What challenges would arise were the procedures, drills, etc. implemented in the story 
        to become reality for you? How would you react if you were to asked to do these?

      How could you use this story as a teaching tool in your classroom? Which dystopian works 
        of literature could you pair it with?

      What hashtags or posts from the story stand out to you as the most powerful and why? 
        What additional tools, resources, etc. are needed to continue the dialogue? Which books
        and games from the #ArmMeWith Campaign can be used in your classroom and how? 

HANDS-ON-ACTIVITY

Many students (and parents, teachers, administration, etc) have hopes and fears about school. 
Using specific types of people, including yourself, list as many hopes and fears each may have. 
Working with a partner, discover commonalities among their hopes and fears. Based on these, 
work as a group to identify what actions can we take to continue fostering their hopes and 
what actions can we take to diminish their fears? 

A Discussion Guide for Educators
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