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Summary

Written and illustrated by Robert McCloskey, this book won the Caldecott Medal as the “most
distinguished American picture book for children” in 1941. Mr. and Mrs. Mallard just can’t seem to
agree on a place to settle down and raise a family. When Mr. Mallard suggests the Boston Public
Garden, Mrs. Mallard decides that it is too dangerous when a boy on a bike nearly runs over her
husband. She fears that other spots harbor foxes or turtles, but finally decides that an island on the
Charles River near the Public Garden seems safe enough. After befriending a policeman named
Michael, Mrs. Mallard lays eight eggs, which hatch into eight ducklings. Eager to explore the river,
Mr. Mallard heads off on a trip after agreeing to meet the family at the garden in a week. While he is
away, Mrs. Mallard teaches the ducklings such skills as swimming, diving, and keeping safely out of
the way of bikes and scooters. At the end of the week, she leads her children across the river and up
the bank to the highway. Luckily, Michael wards off disaster by stopping traffic until mother and
brood are safely on the other side of the road. The group attracts a great deal of attention as they
march down the sidewalk, and—with the help of other policemen—across the road into the Public
Garden. Father and family are happily reunited, and the ducklings decide to stay on the new island.

Note: You may wish to choose one or more of the following prereading discussion questions/
activities. Each is designed to help students draw from their store of background knowledge about
the events and themes they will meet in the story they are about to read.

Introductory Information and Activities

Prereading Discussion Questions
Ducks: What do you know about ducks? How do they act? What do they eat? Where do they live?
What are some of their enemies? How many babies do they have? What are some different kinds of
ducks?

Deciding Where to Live: How do people decide where to live? What do you like about your
neighborhood? What don’t you like? Do you feel safe there? Why or why not?

City Parks: Have you ever visited a city park? What did you see there? What sorts of people and
animals did you notice? Have you ever been to Boston? What was it like?

Prereading Activities
1. Visit a park or zoo and observe mallard ducks. 

2. Display photographs and drawings of mallards.

3. Display a map of the Boston area. Explain that the story students are about to hear/read takes
place in Boston. After showing students where Boston is in relation to their hometown, have
children help you find and highlight areas to be mentioned in the story, such as the Charles
River and Beacon Hill.
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Attribute Web

The attribute web below will help you gather clues the author provides about a character in the
novel. Fill in the blanks with words and phrases which tell how the character acts and looks, as well as
what the character says and what others say about him or her.

Acts

1. ________________

2. ________________

3. ________________

4. ________________

Feels

1. ________________

2. ________________

3. ________________

4. ________________

Looks

1. ________________

2. ________________

3. ________________

4. ________________

Says

1. ________________

2. ________________

3. ________________

4. ________________

_________

SAMPLE
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Section 1: (From the first page beginning “Mr. and Mrs. Mallard,” to the
page ending “We’ll have to look somewhere else.”)

Vocabulary
mallard island enormous ducklings
suit dither

Vocabulary Activity
Choose the word from the list which fits in each blank below.

1. Six ____________________ hatched from the eggs. (ducklings)

2. The giant was ____________________. (enormous)

3. The pet store owner was in a ____________________ (dither) as he chased the puppies and
kittens around the shop.

4. A ____________________ (mallard) is a type of duck with colorful feathers.

5. Does this restaurant ____________________ (suit) you, or should we look for another one?

Discussion Questions
1. What are Mr. and Mrs. Mallard looking for? (a home for raising their children)

2. Why doesn’t Mrs. Mallard want to live near foxes and turtles? (They are enemies of the duck
and might eat the ducklings.)

3. What are Mr. and Mrs. Mallard doing in the picture showing their heads underwater? How
are they feeling? Why? (They are looking for food somewhat unsuccessfully, so they are probably
feeling frustrated.)

4. The “strange enormous bird” doesn’t answer Mr. Mallard. What does Mr. Mallard think is the
reason? What can you tell about the bird from looking at the picture? (He thinks the bird is too
proud to answer; the bird is just a decoration on the swanboat carrying passengers around the
pond.)

5. Why do Mr. and Mrs. Mallard follow the boat around the pond? (The people are tossing
peanuts to the ducks.)

6. Just as Mr. and Mrs. Mallard are about to settle down and build a nest on the island, a new
problem comes up. What is it? How do the ducks solve the problem? What else could 
they have done? (A boy rushes by on a bicycle; the ducks could have decided to stay and keep
out of the bikers’ way, but they decided to leave and look for another home.)SAMPLE
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7. How are Mr. and Mrs. Mallard alike? How are they different? Complete the T-chart below.

Mr. Mallard Mrs. Mallard

1. Wants a nice home for family 1. Wants a nice home

2. Sees many “nice places” 2. Picky about where to live

8. Prediction: Where do you think the ducks will make a home?

Section 2: (from “So they flew over Beacon Hill” to “...the Mallards called
on Michael every day.”)

Vocabulary
molt

Vocabulary/Research Activity
Find out about different kinds of molting. Why do some birds “molt”? (“Molting” refers to birds,
insects, reptiles, etc. which shed feathers, skin, or the like. Sometimes the new growth accommodates 
a larger body as the animal grows; when ducks molt, their old feathers are replaced by new ones.)

Discussion Questions
1. What is the big building with the dome and flag? (the State House)

2. Where is the “square” in the picture showing the ducks flying over Louisburg Square? How is
it different from a “square” in math? Why don’t the ducks stop there? (The “square” is the
open area planted with trees and grass where the streets meet—somewhat rectangular, not
necessarily having four equal sides; there is no water.)

3. Where do the ducks settle? What are their reasons for choosing this spot? (They choose an
island on the Charles River because it looks quiet and it is close to the garden, and therefore, the
peanuts that people toss the ducks.)

4. What problem would the ducks have had if they hadn’t decided to settle on the island when
they did? (They would have been forced to settle wherever they happened to be because they
wouldn’t have been able to fly after starting to molt.)

5. Who is Michael? Why do the ducks “call on him” every day? What is he like? (Have students
begin an attribute web, pages 8-9 of this guide.)

6. Prediction: Why will Mrs. Mallard stop visiting Michael?
SAMPLE




