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About the Novel 
Blessing’s Bead is divided into two books. Book 1 tells the 
story of Nutaaq, an Iñupiaq girl in 1917-1918 who fi rst loses 
a beloved sister to marriage and then the rest of her family to 
the Spanish infl uenza epidemic. Book 2 takes place seventy 
years later when Nutaaq’s great-granddaughter, Blessing, 

moves from her dysfunctional home in Anchorage to her grandmother’s home in Barrow, 
Alaska. As Blessing adapts to life as an outsider in this polar region she learns about her 
family history and eventually feels at home with her newfound family and her heritage.  
 
Note: An Iñupiaq glossary and pronunciation guide is located at the end of the book. 
Debby Dahl Edwardson writes from her home in Barrow, Alaska, which is the 
northernmost community in North America. Learn more about her at: 
http://www.debbydahledwardson.com.  
 
 
Pre-Reading  

1. Show students the cover of the book. Ask “What does this image tell you about 
the characters in the story?” Tell students that Blessing’s Bead is about an 
Iñupiaq family. The Iñupiaq are the indigenous people of Alaska’s North Slope, 
Northwest, and the Bering Strait regions. 

 
2. Show students a map of the Bering Strait 

(http://www.worldatlas.com/aatlas/infopage/bering.htm) Explain that the Bering 
Strait separates Russia and the United States by 58 miles. In the middle of the 
Strait are two islands, Big Diomede (in Russia) and Little Diomede (in the United 
States), which are also on either side of the International Date Line. Explain that 
these islands are just below the Arctic Circle. Ask, “What would it be like to live in 
this region of the world? What food sources would be available to you? What 
type of clothing would you need?” 

 
3. Show students a detailed map of Alaska (http://www.alaskais.com/akm.htm). Tell 

students that the story begins in 1917 with an Iñupiaq family traveling to a trade 
fair at Sheshalik, which is by the Chukchi Sea, ten miles northwest of Kotzebue. 
Point out the Chukotka peninsula in Russia and explain that Siberian Yupik came 
from Chukotka to attend the trade fair. Ask, “What sorts of things might you see 
at that trade fair?” For more information about the trade fairs visit 
http://www.akhistorycourse.org/articles/articlephp?artID=63.  

 
Preview/Controlled Vocabulary for Sheltered Instruction 
Book 1: lemming, tundra, parka, shaman, reindeer 

http://www.debbydahledwardson.com/
http://www.worldatlas.com/aatlas/infopage/bering.htm
http://www.alaskais.com/akm.htm
http://www.akhistorycourse.org/articles/articlephp?artID=63
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Book 2: ulu, caribou, blessing, Eskimo, TB (tuberculosis) 
 
Discussion Questions 
Book 1 

1. Nutaaq states, “How glorious it is when summer comes again!” What makes 
summer so special in this part of the world? Page 3 

 
2. During the storytelling at Sheshalik, Uyagak says, “A new way has come with the 

new people [....] Those who fail to follow will die in the cold as if in a parka full of 
holes.” What is he referring to? Page 14 

 
3. Think about the time and place of this chapter. What changes might Nutaaq have 

witnessed during her lifetime? How would those changes impact the Iñupiaq way 
of life? Pages 14-15 

 
4. Nutaaq says she feels tricked. Why does she feel this way? How would you feel 

if you were in her situation? Page 25 
 

5. What did it mean to say goodbye to a loved one in 1917? How has that changed 
today? Page 32 

 
6. Why does Nutaaq give Manu the bead? Page 51 

 
7. Nutaaq says, “One of the boot-sole leaders has come.” Who might she be 

referring to? Why did he want the remaining villagers to find new spouses and 
form new families? What would you do if you were in their situation? Pages 53-
55 

 
Book 2 

1. Read the first few pages of Book 1. How does the voice and style of Book 2 
compare to Book 1? What information does the new narrative voice give the 
reader? Explain that in the first book, Nutaaq seems to speak very good English 
but she would actually be speaking fluent Iñupiaq. Many of the characters in 
Book 2, like Aaka, don’t speak English as well because their first language is 
Iñupiaq. Pages 61-63 

 
2. Blessing describes the foods that Isaac has eaten (note that “Sailor Boy” is a 

type of cracker). She says, “He don’t remember back to when Mom and me used 
to have seal oil all the time. Back before Stephan.” What impact do you think 
Stephan had on their family? Page 79 

 
3. How does Blessing know that Aaka is blind, or partially blind? How did Aaka 

compensate for her visual impairment? Page 82 
 

4. Miss Colato teaches the students how to translate Village English into School 
English. Looking at her examples, what do you see as the similarities and 
differences between the two types of English? Are there differences between the 
way you communicate at school and at home or with your friends? Pages 92-93 
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5. Why did Blessing’s mom want the bead to be buried with Grandma Nutaaq? Why 
did Aaka keep the bead? What did Isaac mean when he said, “Mom wanted to 
chase death away, right, Aaka?” Page 119 (Consider rereading page 51 to revisit 
Nutaaq’s feelings about the beads chasing away death.) 

 
6. Locate the Bering Strait on a map and tell students that a sea strait is a narrow 

navigable body of water that connects two larger bodies of waters. Remind 
students that the border between what was then the Soviet Union and the United 
States is in the middle of the Bering Strait. Read Aaka’s description of the border 
on the bottom of page 120. How did the border closing affect the Iñupiaq? Pages 
120-121 

 
7. What does Mom mean when she says “Maybe it got lost somewhere,” referring 

to her Iñupiaq name? Why do you think Blessing gave the bead to her mom? 
Where do you think the bead might go to next? Pages 166-168 

 
8. Why did the author give such careful consideration to the names in this story? 

Pages 172-173 
 
About the Author 
 
Debby Dahl Edwardson’s first book, Whale Snow, was named an NCSS/CBC Notable, a 
Banks Street Best, Independent Publishers, Best Picture Book of the Year and an IRA 
Notable Book for a Global Society. She earned an MFA at Vermont College in 2005. 
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