The Summer of the Swans
Written by Betsy Byars
STORY SUMMARY
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This is the story of Sara and her two siblings, Wanda and Charlie. Their mother died
several years ago, and their father sent them to live with their aunt. The four live in a
small town in West Virginia, U.S.A. Sara feels somewhat deserted by their father, who
rarely comes to visit.
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Fourteen-year-old Sara is having a terrible summer. She is suffering from the awkwardness and mood swings of adolescence. She desperately seeks the approval of her
peers and often feels that she is living in the shadow of her older, more attractive sister.
Sara feels that Wanda is self-absorbed and overly concerned about her dating and social
life; nevertheless, Wanda is sympathetic to Sara and offers companionship and advice
when Sara is upset. Things are somewhat complicated by the fact that Charlie, their
younger brother, is autistic.
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Sara takes Charlie to a nearby lake to see the swans, which recently arrived. Charlie
is fascinated and does not want to leave. That night Charlie thinks about the swans and
sets out to find them on his own. Although he has been told never to leave the yard
alone, he somehow thinks this is different.
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Charlie gets lost almost immediately and he is overcome with fear. Sara checks the
lake but cannot find him, and Aunt Willie has no choice but to call the police. The
police send out a search party, and the neighbours join in the effort. Sara, too, continues her search.
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While searching for Charlie, Sara is joined by her classmate Joe Melby. Sara reluctantly accepts his help, for she blames him for teasing Charlie and taking his watch. She
soon comes to realise, however, that she had misjudged him. With Joe’s help, Sara finds
Charlie. Although he is very upset, he is safe and sound.
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Sara learns a lot about herself and about growing up from this experience. The rest of
the summer looks a lot brighter!
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Meet the Author
Betsy (Cromer) Byars
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“There is no activity in my life
which has brought me more pleasure than my writing,” declared
the award-winning author during
a recent interview. Although she
read a great deal as a child growing up, Betsy did not write very
much. She explained, “I thought
writers must have a boring life,
sitting in a room alone and typing.” She seemed to be mathematically inclined, and her
parents hoped she would become
a successful mathematician.
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Betsy did begin her university
career in maths, but she quickly
realised that she was better suited to English. She earned her
degree in English in 1950. After
her marriage to Edward Ford
Byars and the birth of their first
two children, Betsy began writing for magazines. “I had never
thought of writing until my husband became a graduate student and I found myself with long hours to fill,” she
explained. The author’s humorous articles were published by the Saturday Evening Post
and Look Magazine. Her first foray into the world of children’s literature began in the
early 1960s. Clementine was published in 1962.
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Byars often used familiar subjects and experiences as the basis for her novels. She told
how she got her ideas: “I got ideas from things that happened around me—in newspaper articles, in things my children told me happen in their schools, in magazine articles.”
Marc Hammerman, the tough character in The Eighteenth Emergency, reminded her of a
bully she had known in year three. The author’s participation in a local program for
autistic children served as the inspiration for The Summer of the Swans. This book, winner
of the Newbery Award, was published in 1971. It was adapted as an ABC After-School
Special in 1974.
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Other award-winning books by Byars include The House of Wings, The Midnight Fox,
The Pinballs, The TV Kid and Trouble River. Byars often based her writing on troubled
children and their sometimes difficult family relationships.
Byars enjoys outdoor living and flying with her husband in his glider. She continues
to delight her young readers with her sympathetic and realistic stories. Her latest books
are Me Tarzan and The Black Tower.
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Pre-Reading Information
The Whistling Swan
There are seven different types of swans in the world. Swans have long, graceful necks
and are closely related to geese and ducks. Swans eat worms, shellfish and water plants.
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Only one species is native to North America where the story is set: the whistling
swan. Also known as the tundra swan, this species is very large—about 90 centimetres—
and, except for a yellow spot between the nostrils and the eyes, its body is all white or
very pale yellow. Its legs, feet and bill are black.
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The whistling swan nests around the Arctic Circle and in the winter migrates to the
coastal regions of the United States. Between October and April, V-shaped flocks of
whistling swans are seen and heard as they migrate. Some have been observed flying at
60 to 80 kilometres per hour! In the east, flocks reach as far south as South Carolina.
They can be recognised by their distinguishing muffled call.
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The diet of the whistling swan consists of stems seeds and roots of the aquatic plants.
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Spotlight Literacy Skill
Dialogue
Dialogue, the spoken words of the characters, is an important feature of many types of
writing. In this story the characters seem to come alive when we hear them speak to
each other. Through the dialogue, we learn more about how each character thinks, feels
and relates to others. The use of dialogue allows the readers to feel present at the scene
of the action.
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There are many excellent examples of realistic dialogue in this novel. Write five of your
favourites. For each, explain the circumstances.
1. ________________________________________________________________________
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__________________________________________________________________________
2. ________________________________________________________________________
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__________________________________________________________________________
3. ________________________________________________________________________
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__________________________________________________________________________
4. ________________________________________________________________________
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__________________________________________________________________________
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5. ________________________________________________________________________

At the Party!
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Betsy Byars did not describe what happened when Sara went to the party with Joe. In
the space below, create a dialogue that might have taken place between two of the story
characters who were at the party.

__________________________________________________________________________
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__________________________________________________________________________
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__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
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Crossword Puzzle
The Summer of the Swans
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See how much you remember about The Summer of the Swans. Have fun!
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ACROSS
3. U.S. State in which the story is set.
5. Colour of Sara’s sneakers after she dyed them.
6. Author’s last name.
10. He helped Sara search for Charlie.
12. Charlie was _____.
13. Main character.
15. Boyfriend of 3 Down.
17. Sara had orange ones.
19. Season in which story is set.
20. Sara thought she had big ones.
21. Joe invited Sara to his party.
23. Sara’s younger brother.
24. Sara thought he had become remote.
26. Sara’s dog.
27. Charlie was upset that one was missing from his
pyjama top.
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1. Sara put this sign on Joe’s back.
2. Charlie loved to listen to his.
3. Sara’s older sister.
4. Charlie loved to watch them.
6. Author’s first name.
7. Sara’s last name.
8. Prestigious award given to this book.
9. Sara’s age.
11. Where 4 Down spent much of their time.
14. She cared for Sara, Charlie and Wanda.
16. Name of 24 Across.
18. This part of Charlie’s watch broke.
19. Joe found Charlie’s by an old fence.
22. Sara’s good friend.
25. Charlie’s age.
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