
where the red fern grows study guide
where the red fern grows study guide provides an in-depth analysis and comprehensive
overview of Wilson Rawls’ classic novel, *Where the Red Fern Grows*. This study guide
aims to assist students, educators, and literature enthusiasts in understanding the novel’s
themes, characters, plot, and literary elements. By exploring key aspects such as
symbolism, character development, and narrative structure, this guide offers valuable
insights that enhance comprehension and appreciation of the story. Additionally, it
addresses common discussion questions and critical thinking prompts to facilitate
classroom engagement and individual study. Whether preparing for exams or deepening
literary analysis, this guide serves as a useful resource for mastering the novel. The
following sections will cover the summary, character analysis, themes, symbols, and more.
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Plot Summary
The plot of *Where the Red Fern Grows* centers on a young boy named Billy Coleman and
his deep bond with two Redbone Coonhound hunting dogs, Old Dan and Little Ann. Set in
the Ozark Mountains during the Great Depression, the story chronicles Billy’s
determination to save money to buy the puppies and the adventures they share. The
narrative follows Billy’s growth from a boy with a dream to a skilled hunter and loyal
companion to his dogs. Their journey is filled with challenges, triumphs, and emotional
moments, culminating in a profound exploration of love, loss, and maturity. This section of
the study guide provides a detailed synopsis to help readers grasp the story’s flow and key
events.

Beginning: Billy’s Desire and Determination
Billy’s longing for hunting dogs drives the initial plot, highlighting his hardworking nature
and strong will. He saves money over two years and finally purchases two Redbone
Coonhounds, Old Dan and Little Ann. This section explores the motivations and early



developments that set the stage for the story’s unfolding.

Middle: Adventures and Challenges
As Billy trains and hunts with his dogs, the trio faces numerous obstacles, including
difficult terrain, dangerous animals, and a competitive hunting contest. These events
demonstrate themes of perseverance, teamwork, and courage. The guide elaborates on
key episodes that showcase the bond between Billy and his dogs.

End: Tragedy and Legacy
The climax involves significant loss and emotional growth, as the story confronts themes of
mortality and remembrance. The legend of the red fern, which symbolizes sacredness and
eternal memory, ties the story’s conclusion together. This final section of the plot
summary emphasizes the novel’s lasting impact and emotional resonance.

Main Characters
Understanding the characters in *Where the Red Fern Grows* is essential to
comprehending the novel’s themes and emotional depth. This section examines the
personalities, motivations, and relationships of the major characters, providing insight into
their roles and development throughout the story.

Billy Coleman
The protagonist, Billy is a determined, resourceful, and compassionate boy who dreams of
owning hunting dogs. His character embodies themes of perseverance, innocence, and
growth. Billy’s relationship with his dogs is central to the narrative, reflecting his loyalty
and emotional maturity.

Old Dan
Old Dan is one of Billy’s Redbone Coonhounds, characterized by his strength, bravery, and
protective instincts. His courageous nature often leads the dogs through challenging hunts
and dangerous situations, symbolizing unwavering loyalty and determination.

Little Ann
Little Ann, the other Redbone Coonhound, contrasts Old Dan with her intelligence, agility,
and keen senses. She complements Old Dan’s strength with strategy and caution,
highlighting the importance of balance and teamwork in the story.



Other Supporting Characters
The novel also features several secondary characters who influence Billy’s journey, such
as his family members and local townspeople. These characters provide context and
contribute to the setting’s authenticity and the social environment of the time.

Themes and Motifs
Themes in *Where the Red Fern Grows* are pivotal to understanding the novel’s deeper
messages. This section explores the central ideas that Wilson Rawls weaves throughout
the narrative, highlighting their significance and how they relate to the characters and
plot.

Perseverance and Determination
Billy’s relentless efforts to save money for the dogs and train them exemplify
perseverance. This theme encourages readers to value hard work and dedication in
achieving goals.

Love and Loyalty
The bond between Billy and his dogs is a powerful representation of love and loyalty. Their
mutual care and sacrifice underscore the emotional depth of the story.

Coming of Age
The novel is a classic coming-of-age story, chronicling Billy’s transition from childhood
innocence to mature understanding, particularly through experiences of loss and hardship.

Man and Nature
The setting in the Ozark Mountains and the hunting adventures emphasize the
relationship between humans and the natural world, portraying respect and coexistence.

Symbols and Their Meanings
Symbolism plays a crucial role in enriching the narrative of *Where the Red Fern Grows*.
This section identifies and explains the novel’s key symbols, providing insights into their
metaphorical meanings.



The Red Fern
The red fern is the most significant symbol in the novel, representing sacredness, eternal
life, and the idea that some things are meant to be. According to legend within the story,
only an angel can plant a red fern, making it a symbol of divine intervention and peace.

Old Dan and Little Ann
Beyond being characters, the dogs symbolize qualities such as courage, intelligence, and
loyalty. Their contrasting traits complement each other, symbolizing balance and unity.

The Hunting Knife
Billy’s hunting knife symbolizes preparedness, survival, and his coming of age. It is a
practical tool that also represents his readiness to face challenges.

Important Quotes
Key quotes from *Where the Red Fern Grows* encapsulate the novel’s themes and
character insights. This section highlights notable passages and their significance within
the story’s context.

"There’s a legend about a red fern. It’s a sacred thing, and nobody can plant one,1.
only an angel can do that." - This quote emphasizes the symbolic importance of the
red fern.

"Old Dan was a great coon dog, full of fire and fight." - Reflects the bravery and spirit2.
of Old Dan.

"You can’t run away from trouble. You have to face it." - A reflection of Billy’s growth3.
and maturity.

"I loved those dogs as much as I loved anything." - Demonstrates the depth of Billy’s4.
emotional bond with his dogs.

Discussion Questions
Engaging with discussion questions enhances critical thinking and deeper understanding
of the novel’s themes and characters. The following questions are designed to provoke
thoughtful analysis and classroom dialogue.



What does the red fern symbolize in the story, and why is it important to Billy?

How do Old Dan and Little Ann’s characteristics complement each other?

In what ways does Billy’s relationship with his dogs influence his personal growth?

How does the setting of the Ozark Mountains contribute to the novel’s mood and
themes?

What role does perseverance play in the novel, and how is it demonstrated?

Literary Devices and Style
Wilson Rawls employs various literary techniques to create a compelling and emotionally
resonant narrative. This section examines the author’s style and the devices used in
*Where the Red Fern Grows*.

First-Person Narrative
The story is told from Billy’s perspective, which allows for an intimate and personal
account of events. This narrative style helps readers connect emotionally with the
protagonist’s experiences.

Imagery
Rawls uses vivid descriptions of the natural environment and the dogs’ actions to create
strong visual images. This imagery enhances the reader’s immersion in the setting and
action.

Foreshadowing
Throughout the novel, foreshadowing hints at future events, especially regarding the fate
of the dogs and the symbolic red fern. This technique builds suspense and emotional
impact.

Dialogue
The realistic and regionally authentic dialogue adds to the novel’s setting and character
development, grounding the story in its cultural context.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Where the Red Fern Grows'?
The main theme of 'Where the Red Fern Grows' is the deep bond between a boy and his
dogs, highlighting themes of loyalty, determination, and the journey from childhood to
maturity.

Who is the protagonist in 'Where the Red Fern Grows'
and what are his main goals?
The protagonist is Billy Colman, a young boy who dreams of owning and training two
hunting dogs. His main goal is to save money to buy the dogs and become a skilled coon
hunter.

How do the red ferns symbolize in the novel?
The red ferns symbolize sacredness and eternal life in the novel. According to Native
American legend, a red fern grows only in places that are blessed, representing love,
hope, and the spiritual bond between Billy and his dogs.

What challenges does Billy face while training his dogs?
Billy faces numerous challenges including physical hardships, long hours of training, and
the dangers involved in hunting. He also deals with skepticism from others and must prove
his dedication and skill.

How does the author William P. Young develop the
setting in the novel?
William P. Young vividly describes the Ozark Mountains setting with detailed natural
imagery, creating a realistic and immersive environment that reflects the rural lifestyle
and the challenges Billy faces.

What role do Billy’s dogs, Old Dan and Little Ann, play
in the story?
Old Dan and Little Ann are central characters who represent loyalty, bravery, and
companionship. Their relationship with Billy drives the plot and showcases themes of
friendship and sacrifice.

How does 'Where the Red Fern Grows' address the
theme of loss and grief?
The novel addresses loss and grief through the eventual deaths of Old Dan and Little Ann,
portraying how Billy copes with their passing and finds comfort in the symbolic red fern,



which signifies healing and remembrance.

What lessons can readers learn from 'Where the Red
Fern Grows'?
Readers can learn about perseverance, the importance of hard work, the value of
friendship, and how to cope with loss. The story encourages empathy and appreciation for
nature and animals.

Additional Resources
1. Old Yeller by Fred Gipson
This classic novel tells the story of a brave and loyal dog named Old Yeller who protects a
Texas frontier family. Like *Where the Red Fern Grows*, it explores themes of friendship,
loyalty, and coming of age. The book captures the deep bond between a boy and his dog,
highlighting the joys and challenges of growing up in the rural South.

2. Shiloh by Phyllis Reynolds Naylor
*Shiloh* follows a young boy named Marty who finds a mistreated dog and decides to
protect him. The story delves into moral dilemmas, compassion, and the importance of
standing up for what is right. It is a touching narrative about courage and the special
connection between humans and animals.

3. Where the Lilies Bloom by Vera Cleaver
Set in the Appalachian Mountains, this novel centers on a young girl striving to keep her
family together after the loss of her father. It shares themes of resilience, family loyalty,
and survival in a rural setting. Readers who appreciate the emotional depth and regional
backdrop of *Where the Red Fern Grows* will find this book compelling.

4. Because of Winn-Dixie by Kate DiCamillo
This heartwarming story features a young girl named Opal and her stray dog, Winn-Dixie,
who helps her make friends and heal from loneliness. Like *Where the Red Fern Grows*, it
emphasizes the healing power of animals and the importance of community. The book
blends humor with poignant moments, making it a delightful read.

5. Sounder by William H. Armstrong
*Sounder* tells the story of a black dog and his family’s struggle in the rural South during
the Great Depression. The novel explores themes of hardship, hope, and the unbreakable
bond between a boy and his dog. Its emotional and powerful narrative is similar in tone
and message to *Where the Red Fern Grows*.

6. The Call of the Wild by Jack London
This adventure novel follows Buck, a domesticated dog who returns to the wild during the
Klondike Gold Rush. It examines themes of survival, nature, and transformation. Readers
interested in stories about dogs and their instincts will appreciate this classic, which
complements the themes found in *Where the Red Fern Grows*.

7. Julie of the Wolves by Jean Craighead George
This novel tells the story of a young Eskimo girl who survives in the Alaskan wilderness



with the help of a wolf pack. It explores themes of nature, survival, and the relationship
between humans and animals. The strong connection to the natural world makes it a great
complement to *Where the Red Fern Grows*.

8. Where the Mountain Meets the Moon by Grace Lin
A beautifully written fantasy inspired by Chinese folklore, this book follows a young girl on
a quest to change her family's fortune. It shares themes of adventure, hope, and the power
of storytelling. While different in setting, its heartfelt narrative and focus on young
protagonists will appeal to fans of *Where the Red Fern Grows*.

9. Hatchet by Gary Paulsen
This survival story features a boy named Brian who learns to live alone in the Canadian
wilderness after a plane crash. Themes of self-reliance, courage, and maturity make it a
compelling read alongside *Where the Red Fern Grows*. Both novels highlight a young
protagonist’s journey through challenges and growth in the natural world.
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