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Freak the Mighty  
Concept/Vocabulary Analysis 

 

 
 Literary Text: Freak the Mighty by Rodman Philbrick 
 
Organizational Patterns:  

Freak the Mighty is divided into 25 short chapters. It is an 
informal narrative of the character Maxwell (Max) Kane, who 
meets Kevin (also known as Freak) and together, form “Freak the 
Mighty.” They become inseparable friends who create adventures 
and learn about themselves and the world around them. The end 
of the book includes “Freak’s Dictionary,” a list of terms that 
Kevin uses throughout the story.  
 
Theme:  

• Family:  Several nontraditional families are represented in 
this novel: Max lives with his grandparents; Kevin’s mother is 
a single parent household; both boys have absentee fathers; 
we learn Max’s father is in prison; Kevin’s father is 
mentioned in the book but not portrayed. Overall the story 
lacks father figures and students will need to identify 
other role models within the book. 

 
 Acceptance: Is different bad? Max and Kevin both are 

labeled different and not accepted by their peers because 
of their disabilities; however, their strengths (Max’s 
physical strength and Kevin’s cognitive ability) make them 
unique members of their community; these strengths help to 
break the negative stereotypes of people with disabilities.  
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Individuality, peer pressure and other social issues can be 
addressed. 

 
 Overcoming the Cycle of Unhealthy Relationships:  The 

story describes Max’s middle school years, in which 
everyone tells him he resembles his father who is in prison. 
One of Max’s internal struggles is to not become like his 
father since Max’s father is abusive and aggressive; Max 
needs to overcome his past and create his own life. 

 
 Friendship –Teamwork: Max and Kevin’s friendship is built on 

cooperation. Kevin teaches Max words from his vocabulary 
and expands his imagination. Max helps Kevin become more 
mobile, allowing them to have imaginative adventures in the 
book. Through this story, students learn the value of 
working together. 

 
 Heroism: Kevin rescues Max when Max is kidnapped by his 

father and has a central role in the story as a hero. Kevin 
represents a young boy who students can relate to. 
Discussions surrounding the elements of true heroism can 
be raised; students can also question the stereotypical 
hero or false perceptions of heroes depicted in popular 
culture or media and identify who the heroes are in their 
own lives and what makes them heroes. 

 
Setting: Takes place in an American urban area; the story 
focuses on Kevin and Maxwell’s neighborhood and school, 
Max’s home (with his grandparents), Kevin’s home, and the 
tenements known as the “New Testaments.” (this allusion may 
need explanation) 
 
Point of View: The story is told from the point of view of Max, 
one of the main characters.  

 
List of Literary Terms: 

Foreshadowing 
Throughout the novel, students can learn to recognize the 
elements of foreshadowing that occur. Examples include the 
ends of chapters 10 and15 which create suspense. Students can 
make predictions about the story. 
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voice 
Freak the Mighty can be used when teaching students about 
voice. Students can write reader responses or personal 
narratives reflective of the novel. Students may use “Freak’s 
Dictionary” as an example of style and recreate it in their own 
creative work for this unit.  
 
Affective Issues Related to the Work: 

• Students may know family members or friends who have 
disabilities; Freak the Mighty can increase the sensitivity 
students have towards their peers who experience different 
challenges. 

• Students may be aware of bullying (in their schools or on 
the Internet) that is going on in their community. Students 
should become aware of these social problems in their 
schools and neighborhoods and advocate changes.  

• Students may feel social pressures to fit in and be like their 
peers. They may feel that unique characteristics about them 
set them apart from their peer groups and diminish their 
individuality.  
 
Vocabulary Issues: 
Kevin uses many terms that will need to be defined for 

students on a lower reading level. There is also slang used 
throughout the book that will need to be studied by the 
students.  
 
Building Background Knowledge: 

Kevin makes allusions to King Arthur that should be 
explored with teacher-directed instruction or student research. 
Knowing key characters (Guinevere, Arthur, Lancelot) and the 
basic elements of the Medieval World (knights, armor) will help 
students to understand dialogue in the beginning chapters. 
 
Implications for Students of Diversity: 

Students of all backgrounds will be able to appreciate the 
story of friendship found in Freak the Mighty. There are, 
however, a lot of vocabulary words that will need to be defined. 
Vocabulary (especially Kevin’s unique vocabulary and cultural 
terms) should be addressed during pre-reading strategies so that 
students going to the text will be able to extract meaning.  
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Central Questions or Enduring Issues: 
What makes a person a hero? What qualities should our heroes 
possess? Students should learn for themselves what they 
believe makes a true hero.  
What makes a good friendship? Students should Identify what 
elements make up a good friendship or family relationship. One 
affective goal for students is to apply these elements into their 
own lives. 
 
  
 
Research Issues/Project Ideas (Carroll 32-39): 

 Have guest speakers talk about disabilities. Have students 
learn about famous people who have had to live with 
disabilities.  Disabilities can become a topic of research for 
student papers. Oral Presentations in the community or 
school can be a culminating experience for research. 

 Have students create their own dictionary of terms similar 
to Freak's Dictionary at the end of the book. Students may 
choose an intended audience, such as a parent or sibling.  

 Have Students rewrite the ending of the novel, including 
the information they have learned about bionics. How would 
the story be different if Kevin had surgery to overcome his 
disability? 

 Have students research about bullying in schools or 
Students with Disabilities and give presentations to 
elementary school students. 

 Student may have seen the film, “The Mighty” (1998). 
Students may compare and contrast the film to the book 
and learn the art of film adaptation. (This film is rated PG-
13; the permission of parents/guardians and school 
administration should be obtained before using the film in 
curriculum.)   
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Informational/Functional Texts:  
 The following are non-fictional texts written for middle 
school readers: 

 
Bullying: 

 Golus, Carrie  and Jack Desrocher.Take a Stand!: What You 
Can Do About Bullying (Health Zone) 

 Kaufman, Gershen and Lev Raphael, and Pamela Espeland. 
Stick Up for Yourself: Every Kid's Guide to Personal Power 
& Positive Self-Esteem 

 Leavitt, Jacalyn  and Sally Linford, and Laura Bush. Faux 
Paw Meets the First Lady: How to Handle Cyber-bullying 

Disabilities: 

 Jango-Cohen, Judith. Bionics (Cool Science)  
 Kent, Deborah and Kathryn A. Quinlan. Extraordinary 

People With Disabilities 
 Meyer, Don, (Editor) and David Gallagher. The Sibling Slam 

Book: What It's Really Like To Have A Brother Or Sister 
With Special Needs 

 Sirof, Harriet. The Road Back: Living with a Physical 
Disability 

King Arthur: 

 Adams, Simon. The Kingfisher Atlas of the Medieval World 
 Crossley-Holland, Kevin. World of King Arthur and His 

Court: The: People, Places, Legend, and Lore 
 Kerven, Rosalind. DK Classics: King Arthur 
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