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PRE-READING
Read the forward and then discuss this quote: “Crisis does carry a blessing 
within its curse.” How do people find blessings or positive moments even 
in hard times? 

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

1.  Why did Baba want to move? Describe Eddy’s family. 

Where did he fit in?

2.  What deal does Baba make to be able to live in the 

safest part of Shanghai? Why is he willing to walk away 

from all that he built?

3.  Describe the games that Eddy and his brothers, sisters, 

and cousins played in the house? What did the adults 

do? Compare Eddy’s favorites to your own from 

childhood? What do you have in common?

4.  Why was Eddie called, “Yaba?” Would you like to have 

this nickname or not? Would it apply to you?

5.  Compare the foods that Eddy’s family had during the 

war to those you have with your own family. How did 

Eddy’s food compare to the food of his cousins who 

also moved into the big house? Why? 

6.  How did the house that Baba built continue to grow 

over time? What do you think it would be like to live 

with so many people, especially children?

7.  What is one of Eddy’s first memories of drawing?  

Why was he frustrated? What does Sonny do?  

Why do you think this scene is included in the book?

8.  How does a game of hide-and-seek reveal the difference 

in the children’s personalities? How do games often 

show us a different side to someone’s personality?

9.  Why did the Ling family make such wonderful 

friends for the Young family? What did they like to 

do together? Does your family have friends that you 

love to spend time with too? What do you like to do 

together?

10.  Why did Eddy’s father’s work slow and how did his 

mother help out? What ways can family members  

help each other?

11.  What type of student was Eddy? What did he most 

enjoy about school and homework? Why?  

What do you prefer most?

12.  Describe Eddy’s favorite family picnic. What was 

special about it? What do you think should be included 

in a good picnic? Why?

13.  After the pool became too expensive to fill, how did the 

children entertain themselves? Brainstorm a list of your 

favorite things to do with friends (but none of them 

can involve anything that plugs in!)

14.  What new family moved into the house that Baba 

built? Where were they from? How had they faced 

trouble during the war too? Why did the children enjoy 

the baby’s company so much?

15.  At school, what did the children trade with each other? 

How did the silkworm and the mulberry tree relate 

back to the war? What types of things do you and  

your friends trade?



16.  Who was Eddy’s best friend? What did they like to 

do together? Who is your best friend? What are your 

favorite things to do too?

17.  How and where did the families pass the time during 

air raids? Why was this a safe place to be? How did 

Baba make the time go fast?

18.  Describe how things changed for the family after the 

war. What do you think would’ve been the best part? 

What would you have most looked forward to?

19.  What lesson did Eddy’s father try to teach him and 

his siblings about life through his letter? Do you think 

Baba lived his life as an example of this rule or not? 

Why? What makes you say this?

20.  Which illustration in the book is your favorite?  

What elements bring it to life (think about color, 

shape, texture, and page design)? What can you learn 

and apply to your own art?

PROJECTS

READING

As you read the book write down on sticky notes or a 

separate piece of paper and then be prepared to discuss  

your notes with a partner:

1.  The five most important facts you learned about  

Eddy, his family, or China.

2.  Three questions that popped into your head  

as you were reading.

3. Three connections you made to Eddy’s life.  

ART

Create a drawing of the layout of your own home from 

a bird’s eye view (like the one in the back of the book). 

Why did Baba’s house continue to grow over time? In an 

additional color add imaginative additions to your place 

(like that giant swimming pool) inspired by Baba’s design.

-or-

Inspired by your favorite illustration create a collage that 

is a memory piece from your own childhood. What people 

should be included? What colors and other images will you 

need?  Study the illustrator’s technique of layering several 

different media on a page and try to experiment with this 

method yourself.

-or-

Ed Young says in an interview that he was very influenced 

by the collage of Henri Matisse. Study the master who 

inspired this artist and see where it leads you as well.  

Can you see how Young was influenced in his own work? 

Why does some artists’ work speak to us and inspire us 

to expand our techniques? Using both of these artists as 

mentors, create a piece of art inspired by their work.



VOCABULARY

Using the context clues  
of the sentence this is 
what I think it means

Dictionary check of  
the definition

Write a new sentence  
using the word

Underdog

Embassy

Radiator

Torrents

Jumbled

Reprimand

Recover

Betrayal

Inseparable

Patriotism

Luscious

Scamper

Horrified



HISTORY

Create a double timeline that shows at least ten important 

historical events on the top. On the bottom of the timeline, 

add details about Eddy’s life so you can see where they 

fit into the big events on the timeline.  Add at least three 

illustrations or photos to the timeline. Create one for your 

own life too!

Research any of the topics mentioned in the book and 

create a poster (or concept map)  about what you learned:

Great Depression

Engineering

Architecture

Monsoons

Treasure Island

Robinson Crusoe

The Three Musketeers

Chinese New Year

Growing silkworms

Popular Science

Dragon King
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About the  
Author/Illustrator

Caldecott 

Medalist  

Ed Young is 

the illustrator 

of more than 

eighty books 

for children, 

17 of which he has also written. 

Born in Tienstin, China, he grew 

up in Shanghai and later moved 

to Hong Kong. As a young man, 

he came to the United States on a 

student visa to study architecture, 

but turned instead to his love of 

art. A graduate of the Art Center 

College of Design, Young has since 

taught at the Pratt Institute, Yale 

University, Naropa Institute, and 

the University of California at 

Santa Cruz. Ed Young was awarded 

the Caldecott Medal for his book 

Lon Po Po, and The Emperor and 

the Kite and Seven Blind Mice were 

named Caldecott Honor Books. 

Wabi Sabi was a New York Times Best 

Illustrated Children’s Book in 2008.

Libby Koponen is the author of the 

award-winning Blow Out the Moon 

and other books for young readers. 

School Library Journal called her  

“a gifted writer”; Children’s  

Literature called her work “entirely 

refreshing!”  Like Ed, Libby comes 

from a family of five children.  

His stories made her laugh and, 

sometimes, cry.

also by Ed Young

WABI SABI 
978-0-316-11825-5

978-0-316-19662-8

THE HOUSE BABA BUILT 
978-0-316-07628-9

“I knew nothing could happen to us within 
those walls, in the house Baba built.”

In Ed Young’s childhood home in Shanghai, all was 

not as it seemed: a rocking chair became a horse;  

a roof became a roller rink; an empty swimming 

pool became a place for riding scooters and bikes. 

The house his father built transformed as needed 

into a place to play hide-and-seek, to eat bamboo 

shoots, and to be safe.

This powerful, poignant, and exquisitely 

illustrated memoir is the story of one of our most 

beloved children’s illustrators and the house his 

baba built.

Praise for Wabi Sabi: 

H  “A magnificent offering.”—Booklist

H “Simply Beautiful.”—Kirkus Reviews

“Sumptuous presentation.”—The Horn Book

“Young’s beautiful collages have an  
almost  3-D like effect and perfectly  
complement the spiritual, lyrical text.” 
                            —School Library Journal

“If wabi sabi is ‘a feeling, rather than  
an idea,’ this outcome feels just right.” 

           — The New York Times Book Review

about the books

A 2011 West Virginia Children’s Book Award nominee 
A 2012 California Young Reader Medal nominee


