
THE WOMAN THEY
COULD NOT SILENCE

DISCUSSION GUIDE

Young reader quest ions for
The Woman They Could Not Si lence

1 . 	 This  book is  about  a  woman who was locked up in  an insane asy lum 
when she was not  mad.  How did El izabeth respond to that  s i tuat ion? 
What techniques and approaches did she use to keep her  sanity  in 
the years  that  fo l lowed?

2 . 	 El izabeth displays  a  lot  of  d i f ferent  qual i t ies  in  her  f ight  for  freedom: 
res i l ience,  courage,  fa i th ,  creat iv i ty,  leadership,  pat ience,  etc .  Which 
do you th ink was the most  important  qual i ty  that  ensured her  eventu-
a l  success  and why? Have you ever  demonstrated that  qual i ty  in  your 
l i fe?

3 . 	 Author  Kate Moore wr ites :  “The n ineteenth-century medical  notes of 
supposed madwomen place part icular  emphasis  on their  appearance. 
An unbuttoned blouse,  an undone bun,  or  even s imple carelessness of 
dress  was considered damning evidence a  woman’s  mind roamed free 
from i ts  moorings .”  Do you th ink assess ing people’s  appearances is  a 
va l id  way to diagnose mental  i l lness? And what  d id you th ink about 
the other  h istor ic  medical  ideas descr ibed in  the book ,  such as  phys-
ica l  surgery to “correct”  mental  i l lness  and the idea that  women were 
l ike ly  to go mad i f  they read books or  had ambit ions beyond being a 
wife? Do you th ink those ideas have long been abandoned by society 
or  do they st i l l  pers ist  today?

4 . 	What  d id you th ink about  the character  of  Theophi lus  Packard? Do 
you th ink he was a  strong man or  a  weak man in  the choices that  he 
made? 

5 . 	 Theophi lus  strove to control  El izabeth’s  thoughts  and bel iefs .  Today, 
many women f ind themselves in  re lat ionships where their  partners  try 
to control  their  dress ,  their  f r iendships ,  their  act ions .  Some men st i l l 
th ink they have the r ight  to  control  women.  Why do you th ink th is  is 
st i l l  such a  problem,  160 years  on from El izabeth’s  exper iences? What 
can we do to tackle  i t?
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6.	 Dr.  McFar land is  one of  the v i l la ins  in  th is  story.  Do you th ink he has 
any redeeming qual i t ies?

7. 	 Despite everything McFar land does to El izabeth and her  fr iends ,  El iz-
abeth keeps trust ing the doctor.  Why do you th ink she did that? What 
d id you th ink about  their  compl icated relat ionship?

8. 	 Though The Woman They Coul d Not  Si l ence  i s  a  nonf ict ion book ,  i t  i s 
not  l ike a  textbook .  Instead,  i t  reads l ike a  story,  with the characters 
descr ibed in  deta i l  and their  thoughts  communicated through authen-
t ic  f i rst-person quotat ions sourced from histor ica l  records .  How did 
th is  sty le  of  wr i t ing affect  your  feel ings  about  El izabeth and her  ex-
per iences? Why do you th ink the author  chose to wr i te  the book in 
th is  way? Did you l ike th is  approach to te l l ing  a  true story from histo-
ry  or  not?

9. 	 The postscr ipt  of  the book inc ludes a  modern-day example of  an as-
sert ive woman having her  sanity  quest ioned when she dares to use 
her  voice.  Did these paral le ls  between our  wor ld and El izabeth’s 
come as  a  shock ,  or  had you a lready made these connect ions? Have 
you ever  exper ienced or  witnessed something l ike that  happening in 
your  own l i fe

10.   In  2023,  the state of  I l l inois  changed the name of  the McFar land 
Mental  Health Center  in  Spr ingf ie ld ,  I l l inois  and named i t  af ter  El iz-
abeth Packard instead.  What  do you th ink about  that  decis ion? Do 
you th ink i t  was the r ight  th ing to do? And how important  are the 
names of  the bui ld ings  that  surround us? Do you know the stor ies 
behind the named bui ld ings  in  your  community? 
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11. 	El izabeth’s  story is  a  wonderful  example of  what  you can achieve 
when you set  your  mind to i t .  She was determined to make the world 
a  better  p lace for  women and the mental ly  i l l  through her  campaign-
ing ,  and she was effect ive in  changing laws to protect  their  r ights . 
What  issue in  the world would you want  to f ight  for  to  make the 
world a  better  p lace? What might  your  f i rst  campaigning step be in 
that  f ight?

Springboard projects

• 	 Choose an issue that  you are concerned about  and do something 
about  i t ,  e .g .  start  a  pet i t ion ,  wr i te  to your  representat ive,  stage a 
protest ,  wr i te  an art ic le,  volunteer  to help those affected,  stage a 
fundrais ing event . 

• 	 El izabeth found that  wr i t ing a  journal  of  her  dai ly  l i fe  in  the asy lum 
both helped her  stay sane and created a  record of  the world she was 
witness ing.  Keep a  dai ly  journal  for  a  week of  your  wor ld .  You can 
choose what  to wr i te  down.  Wi l l  you record your  feel ings ,  the pr ice 
of  a  mi lkshake,  the color  of  the sky,  pol i t ica l  events ,  what  you ate for 
lunch—or a  mixture of  a l l  of  these? Bonus project :  research a  journal 
by another  f igure from history and see what  they chose to wr i te  down 
about  their  l i fe . 

• 	 Kate Moore spent  a  lot  of  t ime in  the book descr ib ing the asy lum that 
El izabeth had to stay in .  Write your  own descr ipt ion,  bui ld  a  model , 
or  create a  drawing of  the asy lum based on the deta i ls  provided by 
the book . 


