The Contender by Robert Lipsyte
Reading and Study Guide

Vocabulary

1. synagogue

2. duffel bag

3. Peace Corps

4. welfare

5. probation

6. bunion

7. medicine ball

8. spar

9. marquee

10. attaché case

11. shadowboxing

12. racketeers

Chapter 1

1. What is the setting of the novel?

2. Who lived with Alfred?

3. What had happened to Alfred’s parents?

4. Who is Alfred waiting for and where are they about to go?

5. Describe the clubhouse.

6. Where do James, Major, Hollis, and Sonny decide to go after Alfred’s visit to the clubroom? Why?

7. Describe Henry.

8. What detail did Alfred forget?

9. Where does Alfred look for James? Describe the place.

10. Who saves Alfred from Major, Hollis, and Sonny?

Chapter 2

11. Who brought Alfred home?
12. Describe what Alfred watches on TV. How does that compare to his own life?

13. At night, where does Alfred end up?

14. Describe the stairway and Alfred’s physical/mental state. Why does Lipsyte write the scene this way?

Chapter 3

15. Describe Mr. Donatelli.

16. How does Mr. Donatelli describe what it takes to become a fighter?

17. What is the difference between being a contender and being a champion?

Chapter 4

18. How is the speaker at the rally like Major?

19. Compare the speech at the rally to the speech in church.

20. Compare Alfred to Jeff?

21. What does Alfred do before he goes to bed? What does this signify?

Chapter 5

22. How does Alfred feel at the beginning on his run?
23. What incident interferes with his run? How does he feel afterwards?

24. How do the Epsteins act towards Alfred?

25. Describe Alfred’s encounter with James.

26. Describe Alfred’s encounter with Henry.

Chapter 6

27. How does entering Donatelli’s Gym differ from the first time?

28. Describe what Alfred sees on his second visit to the gym.
29. Describe Red.

30. How does Bud treat Red?

31. How does Alfred feel in the gym?

Chapter 7

32. Describe the fans attending the fight.

33. How does Alfred’s impression of Willie Streeter differ from Jelly Belly’s?

34. How does the fight end?
35. Why did Mr. Donatelli urge Spoon to quit?

36. What does Bill Witherspoon do for a living?

37. Who is waiting for Alfred when he gets home?

Chapter 8

38. What does Major want Alfred to do?

39. What is Alfred’s reply? How does Major, and his friends, react to Alfred?

40. What does this tell you about Major?
41. What does this tell you about Alfred?

Chapter 9

42. How is Alfred’s second day of training better than his first?

43. How is Alfred different with Aunt Pearl?

44. How does Alfred view himself?

Chapter 10

45. How does Alfred feel about boxing after his first couple weeks of training?

46. How does Reverend Price feel about boxing?

47. What does Mr. Epstein tell Alfred at work?

48. How does Mr. Epstein feel about boxing?
49. What does Major want with Alfred?

50. What does Henry want to do?

51. What does Alfred decide?

Chapter 11

52. How does Alfred stand up to temptation?

53. Why do you think Major is being so nice to him?

54. How does James look when he arrives?

Chapter 12

55. What does Aunt Pearl tell Alfred to do?

56. Why does Alfred, Major, and the rest of the gang, run from the police?

57.  What happens to Alfred?
58. Who does Alfred blame?

59. Why does Alfred go back to the gym?

60. How does Mr. Donatelli treat him?

61. What is significant about Alfred asking, “Will you tell me then?”

Chapter 13

62. How is Alfred doing at the gym?
63. How does Mr. Donatelli react to Alfred’s improvement?

64. Describe Mr. Epstein’s visit.
65. What does it mean when Lou offers to teach Alfred the cash register?

Chapter 14

66. Why doesn’t Alfred get up at 5:30?
67. Why doesn’t Alfred tell Aunt Pearl about the fight?
68. What does Spoon want Alfred to do?

69. What strategy does Mr. Donatelli want Alfred to use during the fight? Why?

70. Describe Alfred’s first fight.

Chapter 15

71. What was Aunt Pearl’s dream?

72. What happened to her dream?

73. How does this story relate to Alfred?

Chapter 16

74. Describe Alfred’s second fight?

75. What disturbs Alfred about the fight’s ending?

Chapter 17

76. How is Alfred’s mood different at Thanksgiving than it was when he visited his Uncle’s house earlier?

77. What are Jeff’s future plans?

78. What are Alfred’s future plans?

79. Why does James visit Alfred?

Chapter 18

80. Describe Alfred’s third fight.

81. What is Mr. Donatelli’s advice for Alfred?

82. What is Alfred’s reaction? Why?

Chapter 19

83. Why is Alfred’s last fight so important to Henry?
84. What help does Spoon offer Alfred?

85. Who is Alfred scheduled to fight? Why does Alfred want to fight him?

86. How does the fight end?

87. What does Mr. Donatelli mean when he says, “Now you know…” to Alfred?

Chapter 20

88. Why was Aunt Pearl upset when Alfred came home?

89. Where does Alfred find James?

90. What does Alfred want James to do?

91. When James refuses, what does Alfred do?
