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INTRODUCTION TO SKYLARK BY PATRICIA
MACLACHLAN

Skylark, written by the celebrated author Patricia MacLachlan,
is the tender and deeply moving sequel to the Newbery Medal-
winning classic Sarah, Plain and Tall. Published in 1994, this novel
continues the story of the Witting family—Anna, Caleb, their
father Jacob, and Sarah—as they face a devastating drought on
the Kansas prairie. Through lyrical prose and the innocent yet
perceptive voice of Anna, MacLachlan explores themes of love,
resilience, belonging, and the meaning of home. While the first
book focused on Sarah's arrival and the family's emotional
healing, Skylark deepens the narrative by testing the fragile
bonds they have built. For readers who cherish heartwarming
historical fiction, Skylark Patricia MacLachlan delivers a
powerful lesson about holding on to hope even when the sky
seems empty.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: PATRICIA MACLACHLAN

Before diving into the novel itself, it is essential to understand the
gifted storyteller behind Skylark. Patricia MacLachlan
(1938-2022) was an American author of children's and young
adult literature, best known for her exquisite use of language and
her ability to capture profound emotions in simple sentences. She
won the Newbery Medal in 1986 for Sarah, Plain and Tall, a book
that has been cherished by generations. MacLachlan grew up in
Wyoming and later lived in Massachusetts, and her love for the
prairie landscape is evident in every description of the land, wind,
and sky in Skylark.

MacLachlan once said that she writes about "the small moments
that matter," and this philosophy shines in Skylark. The novel is
only 96 pages long, yet it carries the weight of universal themes.
Her writing style is spare but evocative, making her books ideal
for readers aged 8-12, as well as adults who appreciate literary
fiction. Skylark Patricia MacLachlan is a testament to her
mastery of showing, not telling, and of creating characters whose
inner lives feel as real as our own.

PLOT OVERVIEW OF SKYLARK

Skylark picks up a short time after the events of Sarah, Plain and
Tall. The Witting family has settled into a comfortable rhythm:
Sarah has become a beloved wife and mother, Anna continues to
be a thoughtful older sister, and Caleb remains an energetic and
questioning boy. But the Kansas prairie is in the grip of a terrible
drought. The crops are failing, the cows have no grass to eat, and
the family's water supply is dangerously low. Jacob, determined
to save the farm, refuses to leave, even as the dust storms
worsen.

The tension in the story rises when Sarah's friend Maggie (from
the previous book) suggests that Sarah take the children to the
coast of Maine, where Sarah grew up, to wait out the drought.
Reluctantly, Sarah agrees, hoping the sea air will keep Anna and
Caleb healthy. The novel follows their journey eastward, the
children's first encounter with the ocean, and their struggle to
understand why their father cannot come with them.

Meanwhile, letters pass between Jacob and Sarah, filled with love,

worry, and the unspoken fear that the drought might destroy
their home forever. The narrative builds to a poignant climax as
Sarah must decide where her true home lies—with the land of her
childhood or with the family she has built on the prairie. Skylark
Patricia MacLachlan does not offer easy answers, but rather a
honest exploration of sacrifice and commitment.

Key Characters in Skylark

e Anna Witting - The narrator, now a young teen, whose
observant and compassionate voice guides the reader
through the emotional landscape of the story.

e Caleb Witting - Anna's younger brother, curious and
endearing, who asks the tough questions that children
often voice.

e Sarah Wheaton Witting - The stepmother from Maine
who brought love and life back to the family, now torn
between two places she loves.

e Jacob Witting - The father, stoic and hardworking, who is
determined to hold onto the land his family needs.

e Maggie and Matthew - The neighbors from the first book,
who offer practical help and emotional support during the
crisis.

e Grandfather - Sarah's elderly father in Maine, who
provides a gentle counterpoint to the harshness of the
prairie.

THEMES IN SKYLARK: A DEEPER LOOK

One of the reasons Skylark Patricia MacLachlan remains a
beloved book in classrooms and homes is its rich thematic depth.
Let's explore the major themes that resonate throughout the
novel.

Home and Belonging

The central question of Skylark is: "Where is home?" For Sarah,
home was once the sea and the rocky coast of Maine. Now home
is the prairie, with Jacob and the children. For Anna and Caleb,
home has always been the farm, but they begin to wonder if
home can be a person rather than a place. MacLachlan
beautifully shows that home is not static—it is a feeling built on
love, memory, and commitment. Sarah's eventual decision is not
about choosing one location over another, but about embracing
the family she has chosen.

Resilience in the Face of
Nature's Harshness

The drought serves as both a literal and symbolic test. The
Witting family cannot control the weather, but they can control
how they respond. Jacob's stubbornness might seem like
weakness, but it reflects a deeper faith that the land will recover.
Sarah's willingness to leave Massachusetts shows her strength in
putting the children's health first. Through their individual
struggles, the novel teaches readers that resilience does not
mean never bending; it means bending without breaking.
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The Power of Love and
Letter Writing

Letters play a crucial role in Skylark, just as they did in Sarah,
Plain and Tall. In an age before instant communication, letters
allowed characters to express feelings they might not have said
in person. The exchange between Jacob and Sarah is poignant
and raw. When Jacob writes, "The sky has no birds," he conveys
the lifelessness of the drought. When Sarah responds with
descriptions of the ocean, she reminds him (and the reader) that
life still exists elsewhere. Skylark Patricia MacLachlan uses
these letters to show that love can bridge any distance.

Grief and Healing

Although the loss of the children's biological mother happened
before both books, its shadow lingers. Anna still remembers her
mother's songs; Caleb asks questions about her. Sarah does not
try to replace her, but instead honors the memory while creating
new ones. The drought metaphorically threatens to dry up their
happiness, but by the end, rain comes—both literally and
emotionally.

LITERARY STYLE AND LANGUAGE

1. How does one define "home"? Can you have more than one
home?

2. What does it mean to be brave? Is it brave to stay or brave
to leave?

3. How do the characters show love through actions rather
than words?

4. How does the setting (prairie vs. coast) influence the mood
of the story?

Additionally, the book is an excellent example of historical fiction
that explores daily life during the 1910s, including the challenges
of farming, travel by train, and communication through letters. It
pairs well with science lessons on drought, geography, and
ecosystems.

COMPARING SKYLARK TO SARAH, PLAIN AND TALL

While both novels share the same characters and lyrical style,
Skylark is a distinct work with greater emotional intensity.
Sarah, Plain and Tall is a story of arrival and acceptance; Skylark
is a story of departure and choice. The first book ends with hope;
the second book ends with relief, but also with the
acknowledgement that life will always bring new challenges.
Readers who love one will find the other equally rewarding, but
Skylark often resonates more deeply with older readers because
it does not shy away from the idea that love sometimes requires
painful sacrifices.

Patricia MacLachlan's prose in Skylark is often described as
"poetic minimalism." She uses short sentences and simple
vocabulary, yet each word carries weight. Consider this passage
from the book:

"The prairie is brown. The grass is gray. The sky is white. There is
no sun."

In just a few words, she paints a vivid landscape of despair. Her
use of repetition and sensory imagery immerses the reader in the
heat, dust, and silence of the drought. When the characters reach
Maine, the language shifts to become cooler and brighter, with
words like "fog," "salt," and "waves." This contrast underscores
the emotional journey.

ADAPTATIONS AND MEDIA TIE-INS

In the 1990s, Sarah, Plain and Tall was adapted into a Hallmark
Hall of Fame television movie starring Glenn Close and
Christopher Walken. A sequel television movie, Skylark, was
released in 1993, before the book of the same name was
published. The screenplay, written by Patricia MacLachlan herself,
diverges somewhat from the novel but captures the same spirit.
Watching the film after reading the book can be a fun activity for
students to compare narrative choices. The Skylark novel that
MacLachlan later wrote expands on the emotional depth that only
print can provide.

CONCLUSION: THE TIMELESS APPEAL OF SKYLARK

CRITICAL RECEPTION AND LEGACY

Upon its release, Skylark was widely praised for its emotional
honesty and beautiful language. School Library Journal called it "a
quiet, luminous book." The Horn Book noted that it "deepens the
reader's connection to the characters without sentimental
excess." Although it did not win a Newbery Medal like its
predecessor, Skylark Patricia MacLachlan has sold millions of
copies and remains a staple in elementary and middle school
literature curricula. It is also part of the "Sarah, Plain and Tall"
series, which includes Caleb's Story (2001), More Perfect than the
Moon (2004), and Grandfather's Dance (2006).

WHY SKYLARK IS PERFECT FOR CLASSROOM
DISCUSSION

Teachers often choose Skylark because it addresses important
social-emotional learning outcomes. Students can discuss topics
such as:

In a world of fast-paced stories and constant distractions,
Skylark Patricia MacLachlan offers a quiet refuge. It is a book
that asks readers to slow down, to listen to the wind, to feel the
weight of a single bird in an empty sky. Its themes are enduring:
the courage to love across distances, the strength found in
family, and the beauty of a promise kept. Whether you are
discovering it for the first time or revisiting it years later, Skylark
reminds us that even in the driest seasons, there is always
hope—and that hope can take flight on the wings of a skylark.

For educators, parents, and young readers alike, this novel
remains a cornerstone of children's literature. Its pages hold not
just a story, but a lesson in how to live with grace even when the
world seems barren. Pick up Skylark by Patricia MacLachlan, and
let its gentle prose carry you away—back to a time when letters
were the only way to say "l love you," and the sky was the only
limit to the human heart.
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