Introduction:
Every year, increasing numbers of teenagers get into cars after drinking and kill themselves on
America’s highways. Thousands more will light that first cigarette that they know may eventually lead to a
habit contributing to future lung cancer and heart disease. Faced with the knowledge of the possible
consequences, young people will continue to make choices that they know will potentially result in their
harm. Phrases like: “It won’t happen to me.”
“I can handle it.”
“What do they
know?” Can often be heard from the lips of these same individuals just before they meet their own tragic
end. The crippled, maimed and the dying can often be heard to say… “I should have listened,” after it’s
too late to save themselves. Yet…is anybody really listening? Can any words of wisdom cut through the
armor of arrogance combined with inexperience?

Plot Summary:
I read the story “To Build a Fire” by Jack London. It is the story of a man who freezes to death during a
30-mile hike between two camps during the Alaskan winter of 1896. Against the advice of an experienced
“old-timer,” he set out on his journey alone and unprepared for the potential dangers that this
environment presented. At first, he had laughed at the old-timer’s advice to travel only with a partner
when temperatures drop to 50 degrees below zero. He had traveled in cold weather before, he was
strong, and he was confident that he could handle any situation that presented itself. Only his dog seems
concerned about traveling in these conditions, a concern that foreshadows the man’s doom. This man’s
inexperience blinds him to the dangers that surround him, and his arrogance prevents him from even
being adequately prepared for the danger that he never even sees coming until it is too late. After
stepping through the ice and failing to maintain the fire that could have saved him, he is struck by the
realization that the old-timer was right. But by this time it’s too late to do anything but die along with his
newly acquired lesson.

Personal Review:

While the project above is creative, the student would have benefited from discussing the
concept with the teacher as is highly recommended. This conversation would likely have
resulted in the inclusion of the most important part of the project...that has unfortunately
been neglected. While this project is presentable, it is certainly not the A project that it
could have been.
Oral Presentations, just like last semester, presentations need to be typed, and should
include all five parts listed beneath the Oral Presentation Rubric on the back of the
Guidelines handout. The difference between this semester’s presentations and 1st
Semester presentations will be that the student will turn in their typed copy of the
presentation prior to the classroom delivery. The student may only use a 3x5 note card
during his/her delivery. Mr. Ott is glad to review the content of your oral presentation if
you bring it in early enough for him to give you feedback on it.

I enjoyed this story because it presents a lesson so simple and so obvious that we can all see it.
Experience can be a cruel and unforgiving teacher. Why not take advantage of the lessons that can be
learned from the experiences of others? This man’s experience is literally a chilling example of what can
happen when we let overconfidence blind us to the wisdom of those who have come before us. It may be
too late for the man, but it certainly isn’t too late for us.

•

Students are reminded that the use of a 3 x 5 note card is the only thing they may
bring to the front of the room during their presentation. While both sides of the note
card may be used, students may not use a note card that is bigger than these
dimensions.

Project Explanation:

•

My project shows the man’s decline in body temperature after he steps through the ice, and illustrates
the primary theme that I see in the novel. Arrogance + Inexperience can be a deadly combination. As the
man in the story nears death, the realization becomes clear that the old-timer was right. He should have
traveled with a friend. My project also suggests that it is often just as easy for us to suffer from the same
attitudes as the man in the story.

Students may find that completing their note card on the computer helpful. It is a
simple matter to draw a three-inch by five-inch text box in Microsoft Word. Gluing
two sides together is a perfectly acceptable way to construct this note card. Just
make sure of your measurements.

•

While you could conceivably copy your entire presentation into a note card
constructed like this, students are reminded that reading their presentation this
time will significantly affect their grade for Poise and Preparation.

Conclusion:
In this story we see a man, who like many of us overestimates his ability to cope with his environment
and the consequences of his actions. Although his death is the direct result of a fall through the ice, his
downfall began long before the ice cracked beneath his feet. It came when he ignored the voice of
experience. It is too easy for us all to make the same mistake in our own lives, and this story gives us a
good reason why we may want to stop, listen, and recognize the value of advice from our elders…because
the next time… It might be you who’s going down.

It is recommended that you give yourself about a week to practice the delivery of your
presentation. This will give you time to practice at a leisurely pace and to construct your
note card based on the areas where you may need prompting during the delivery. If you
do this, you will likely find that all you need on your card is an outline of your major
parts of the presentation. After practicing with your outline, you will probably be ready
to earn a “4” for poise and preparation.

