
Literature Guide for Patrick McDonnell’s

Me... Jane

 

by Robin M. Huntley



Summary

Offering a beautifully simple take on biographical writing, Patrick McDonnell’s Me… 

Jane shares Jane Goodall’s journey from young naturalist to internationally renowned 

primatologist.  The story is told through a series of concise, rhythmic, and engaging phrases, 

drawing readers in through its carefully chosen and accessible language.  Alongside 

McDonnell’s writing are charming illustrations that show young Jane – looking and behaving 

very much like a curious and determined child – engaging with her surroundings.  Readers are 

even treated to a two-page spread of illustrations transferred from notebooks filled during Jane’s 

youth, adding proof to support the story’s claim that childhood dreams can, in fact, be pursued 

into adulthood.

The book begins by introducing Jane and her beloved stuffed chimpanzee, Jubilee.  

Together, Jane and Jubilee explore their immediate surroundings in order to satisfy curiosity 

about the world and its workings.  Rather than studying the goings on of humans, like some 

children, Jane climbs trees, listens to birds, and even goes so far as to hide out in a relative’s 

chicken coop in order to uncover the mystery of the origin of eggs!  Young Jane develops very 

close connections to the natural world around her, and no doubt develops a very strong sense of 

place through her adventures and observations.

Young Jane’s fascination with nature is made clear through illustrations that place her 

within the natural world.  Rather than reading about the plants and animals around her, she goes 

outside and learns experientially about these things – exercising a great deal of both 

responsibility and freedom in her explorations.  Staying true to her age, however, Jane does 

spend some of her time imagining herself as Tarzan’s Jane – at home amongst the creatures and 

vine-y greens of the rainforest.



The story speaks little to Jane’s adulthood accomplishments, and spotlights instead that 

path that lead her to such discoveries.  Rather than emphasizing what children can do “once 

they’re old enough,” the story sends young readers the message that their accomplishments later 

in life begin during childhood.  By following in Jane’s footsteps and pursuing their pre-existing 

interests and/or satisfying curiosities, they too can put themselves on a path to wake up one day 

and realize that their dream has come true.

Critical Thinking Questions

These Critical Thinking Questions are intended to help readers process and reflect on 

what they have read.  The questions focus little on the who, what, when, where, and why of the 

story, and are centered around the things in the story that meant to make readers think deeply and 

relate Jane's experiences to their own lives.  Intended for use with readers of all ages, these 

questions are intentionally vague so as to allow them to be accessible to a wide range of 

cognitive abilities.  Older readers will answer these questions with more depth than younger 

ones, and can use each question to spark discussion, while younger readers will use such 

questions to spark their thinking.

– Do you notice any similarities between yourself and Jane?

– What does Jane do in the story to help herself learn about nature?

– Why do you think Jane was so curious about where eggs come from?

– Why did the author choose to describe the appearance of an egg as a miracle?

– The author explains that Jane felt part of a world full of joy and wonder.  How do we 

know that this is true?



– What are some of the ways that Jane uses her five senses in order to learn?

– Why do you think the author mentions Jane paying close attention to her own heartbeat?

– What qualities does Jane seem to have that may have helped her to make her dream come 

true?

Mini-Lesson

In the story, Jane engages in self-directed experiential learning in order to discover the 

origin of chicken eggs.  While the story does not mention what she did in order to process that 

experience once it was over, it would be safe to assume that she may have written about it in her 

journals of nature-based notes and drawings – thus allowing her to reflect on what she saw and 

take specific notes about the experience.

The mini-lesson detailed below asks children to develop their own observation-based 

questions to answer within their own surroundings.  Just as Jane explored the coop, readers will 

explore some element of their own small world and will wait patiently and watch carefully in 

order to learn something about a creature found in their local landscape.  Intended for use with 

readers of literally any age, this activity can (and should) be adapted to fit the varied needs, 

abilities, and attention span of different groups of readers.  5-year-olds, for example, will not be 

able to be as quiet and still as 10-year-olds, and can't be given the same level of independence as 

older readers.

Close Encounters

1. Re-visit the portion of the text wherein Jane enters the chicken coop.  Read these pages 

together, making observations of what Jane looks like in the accompanying illustrations.  



Notice her location, posture, and even facial expression so as to allow readers the chance 

to imagine what it might have been like to be her in that moment.

2. Once readers understand Jane's process and intentions in observing the chickens, explain 

to them that they'll get the chance to do some scientific exploration of their own!  Let 

readers know that they'll be able to go outside to a place where they know they often see 

creatures of some kind, and that they'll be expected to sit still and be quiet and learn with 

their eyes only – watching what the creatures do.

3. Make a list with readers about the creatures that they see in their nearby surroundings. 

This list will likely include squirrels, chipmunks, birds, ants, flies, worms, fish, frogs, and 

salamanders (depending on the season), and may even include more elusive creatures 

such as snakes, deer, rabbits, or mice if you already know where to find them.  Include 

the location in which each creature can be found on your list.

4. Allow readers to choose which animal to observe.  Depending on age, readers may be 

steered away from observations of certain animals (it is unlikely that a young reader will 

want to sit still long enough to see a deer, for example, while much more likely that they 

could engage in ant observations easily).  Readers might choose to do observations as a 

large group or in small groups (pairs or trios) depending on what they intend to learn 

about.

5. Go observe!  Lead readers to the places where they'll do their observations.  Allow them 

to remain in place for what seems like an appropriate amount of time – again, depending 

on age, attention span, safety, etc.  5-10 minutes observing bugs can be more than 

enough, while those waiting for appearances from small or large mammals will need to 



be much more patient (20-30 minutes, or more!).  Remind readers that their job is to 

watch without judgment and refrain from interacting with creatures if it can be avoided.

6. Gather readers together to share their observations.  Participants may not have had any 

discoveries as momentous as Jane's (unless there's a hen house to visit), but they will 

have gathered valuable information.  Allow readers to share observations and draw 

conclusions (youngsters will need to be guided through this process).  If participants have 

come back without having spotted the creature they desired, use this as an opportunity to 

make educated guesses about that creature's habits and preferences – why didn't they 

come near?  Why wouldn't they leave their home?  What other places might they prefer to 

be in?

7. Reflect on the experience by spending time with art materials!  Readers can draw the 

place in which they observed, the creature that they saw, or the actions that they 

witnessed.  They might choose to take notes or write about their experience.  Take 

inspiration from Jane's journal sketches and notes found in the book!

Extension Activities

Each of the following activity suggestions are designed to support readers in not only 

deepening their understanding of this particular story, but in using what the book has taught them 

in order to engage more deeply in explorations of their surroundings.  Loosely written so as to 

allow for adaptability, the activities can be used with readers of any age so long as careful 

attention is paid to the needs of participants.

The Stuff a Dream is Made Of



At the end of the story, we learn that Jane eventually made her own dream come true.  A 

short biographical piece on the following page teaches us more specifically about her 

experiences an accomplishments, but there's so much more to know!  Set out to find out what her 

dream was truly made of by researching her work, her important discoveries, and the path that 

brought Jane from childhood to her career as a primatologist.  Learning more specific 

information about Jane's life can help children to understand the role that hard work, 

connections, and determination play in helping a curiosity- and fascination-driven dream come 

true.

What are Chimps, Anyway?

So – what are they?  How are they different from monkeys, gorillas, and baboons?  Go 

find out!  Explore the world of chimps in any way possible – books, videos, online resources, 

real-life experiences (in a zoo, of course) – so as to gain as much background knowledge of 

chimps as possible.  When paired with an understanding of Jane's important discoveries, this task 

can help readers to look for the behaviors that Jane herself observed so as to solidify their 

understanding of her findings.

Dream Path

What is your dream?  Ask readers to explore the possibilities that following their 

curiosity could create.  What are they curious about?  What do they wonder?  What do they love 

to learn about?  Imagine a life driven by curiosity and passion – where could it lead you?  Allow 

readers to map out their dream life path by writing or drawing (or both) in order to express their 



thinking. Whether or not such dreams pan out, allowing children to explore their ability to create 

their own life path can be incredibly powerful and liberating.

Drawing From Nature

Start a nature observation journal – just like Jane's!  Make a commitment to observing 

nature regularly for a set amount of time and combine drawings, observations, questions, and 

possible conclusions on journal pages to make for a well-rounded archive of nature information.  

Readers participating in this project will learn volumes about the importance of looking closely, 

drawing quickly with accuracy, comparing and contrasting, and making detailed notes.

How do YOU Experience Nature?

Ask readers to answer this question.  In what ways do they explore their surroundings?  

What parts of the local landscape appeal to them?  Where do they most prefer to be when 

outside?  What far-away places to they imagine themselves in?  Readers can use the story's 

structure to create a short book about their own relationship with their natural surroundings, their 

own imagination, and their own desired life path.


