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The Challenges & Choices novels encourage and 
support struggling middle grades readers with novels 
about teens facing challenges and making difficult 
choices. The books provide opportunities for students 
in grades 5–8 to develop their reading comprehension 
skills while reading high-interest fiction stories at their 
reading level.

The problem many middle school teachers face is 
the widening gap between the reading levels of their 
students. Students who have always struggled with 
reading are falling further behind their peers during their 
middle school years because they become increasingly 
frustrated and uninterested in the materials available to 
them at their reading level. They have found ways to 
avoid reading rather than facing their reading issues (Rog 
& Kropp, 2001, para. 2). 

To help solve this problem, students need support in 
finding appropriate reading materials. “High interest/low 
reading level books can motivate struggling readers by 
providing books on topics that their peers are reading, 

but targeted toward their reading level.” (Reading 
Rockets, 2016, para. 1). It is often most difficult for 
struggling readers to find works of fiction that are age 
appropriate at their reading level. Books that motivate 
struggling readers include stories that are compelling 
with relatable situations and characters (Rog & Kropp, 
2001, Books that support struggling readers section, 
para. 2). 

The Challenges & Choices novels address the need 
for high interest/low reading level chapter books for 
middle grades students. Designed to help below-level, 
feature teenagers who face challenging circumstances 
and complex choices. The storylines hook readers with 
their engaging topics and fast-moving plots that cover 
a variety of genres—sports, realistic, historical, and 
science fiction. Readers make personal and emotional 
connections with the characters and the choices they 
face, motivating them to read more. 

Introduction
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Features of Sundance’s Challenges & Choices Novels:
•  Relatable teen protagonists in all stories who face challenges 

and choices relevant to adolescents

•  Sports and realistic fiction novels that address modern 
situations—from dreaming of being a professional athlete 
while dealing with financial issues at home to following a 
passion while struggling to live up to high expectations

•  Historical fiction and science fiction novels with intriguing 
settings—from life in Plymouth Colony and during the Civil 
Rights Movement to life on other planets and on Earth after 
robots have taken over

•  Appealing topics and themes for both genders and diverse 
interests, such as basketball, car restoration, a world of 
fantastical creatures, and Pony Express adventures

•  Authentic-sounding dialogue and a variety of points of view

•  Plot twists and turns that keep readers engaged and motivate 
them to read more

•  Realistic endings that model real life—everything doesn’t 
always work out perfectly

•  Carefully leveled books with appropriate sentence structure  
and vocabulary

•  Text that is divided into chapters so students can read it in 
chunks

•  Thought-provoking Think About It discussion questions  
aligned to the Common Core State Standards that promote 
collaborative discussion and thoughtful responses to the text
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Before Reading
Struggling readers may have difficulty selecting the right 
book for their reading level and interest. Aid students in 
the self-selection process:

• Model how to select an appropriate book. 

•  First, preview a book by reading aloud the title, 
describing the cover art, and reading the blurb 
on the back cover. 

•  Next, ask yourself What about this book interests 
me? Answer the question aloud, explaining why 
or why not the book’s topic interests you.

•  Then open the book to the first chapter and 
read a couple pages. Briefly summarize what 
you read and list any difficult vocabulary 
words. Explain that a book is a good fit when 
the reader encounters some, but not too many, 
unfamiliar words and is able to retell the main 
points in the section he or she read. 

•  Guide students to follow a similar process to the 
one you modeled to make their selection. Encourage 
them to consider the challenges the characters face 
and decide if they will likely make a personal or 
emotional connection to the story.

•  Tip: Use the book labels on the back covers 
of the Challenges & Choices book to see 
the genre, subject, reading levels, key words, 
and vocabulary at a glance. Quickly match 
students to their independent reading levels 
and interests. 

During Reading
Once students have selected an appropriate book, 
provide time for them to read independently. 

Comprehension Strategies
Silent reading time allows students to use 
comprehension strategies outside of instructional 
time. Review the definitions of the key comprehension 
strategies below so that students can apply them while 
reading.

Monitoring & Clarifying: Readers need to know when 
to use these fix-up strategies to make sense of the text.

• Reread words or parts of the text.

• Stop and ask themselves questions.

• Read on and go back to clarify meaning.

• Know when to ask someone for help.

Making Connections: Readers make connections to 
themselves, to other texts, and to what they already 
know about the world. 

Visualizing: Readers look for describing and action 
words as well as sensory words to help them create 
pictures in their minds as they read.

Asking Questions: Readers ask who, what, where,  
when, why, or I wonder types of questions to make sense 
of the text.

Predicting & Inferring: Readers make predictions, 
or best guesses, based on what they read. They may 
change their predictions as they read. Readers infer, or 
read between the lines, by adding what they already 
know about a topic to the information in the text to 
understand the story better. 

Summarizing: Readers look for the most important 
information in a story. Then they can write or tell a brief 
summary in their own words.

Strategies for Supporting Struggling Readers

Book label with key 
information about 

the text
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Informal Conferencing 
Meet with individuals briefly to monitor their progress. 
Informally assess students’ comprehension by asking 
them questions. Use the question stems below as a 
springboard for your discussion.

• Literal Questions: 

•  When and where does the story take place? 

•  What are the main events of the story so far? 

•  Who is the main character? What is he or she 
like? What are his or her interests?  

• Inferential Questions:

•  How does the character’s personality affect how 
he or she behaves in the story?

•  How does the setting affect the story’s plot?

•  What do you think will happen next in the 
story? Why?

• Critical Thinking Questions:

•  How would you feel if you were the main 
character in this situation?

•  Why do you think the main character reacts 
the way he or she does to the situation? Do you 
agree with the way he or she reacts?

•  Why do you think the author wrote this story?

After Reading and Assessment
After students have finished reading their book, 
provide time for them to respond to the story. Use 
the suggestions below as a guide to informally assess 
students’ comprehension.

• Oral Responses:

•  Follow up on the during-reading questions, 
giving students an opportunity to elaborate on 
their understanding of the text and opinions 
about the story now that they have completed 
the book.

•  Ask students to summarize the text in their own 
words. Guide them to describe the main events 
in the order they happen, leaving out less 
important details.

• Collaborative Discussions:

•  Have students read and respond to the Think 
About It questions on the inside back cover of 
the book. If other students have read the same 
book, have them discuss their answers together. 
Encourage students to respond to each other’s 
ideas and to ask each other questions. 

Think About It questions on the 
inside back cover of every novel 
prompt higher-order thinking.

•  Discuss the challenges and choices that the 
protagonist in the story faces and the way he 
or she responds to these difficulties. Then ask 
students to think about other characters in the 
story and the challenges they faced. Prompt 
them to discuss how the book would have been 
different if it were told from a different point  
of view.

• Written Responses:

•  Assign students a writing task in which they 
demonstrate their comprehension of the text. 
For example, have students write a one-page 
summary of the book or a paragraph that 
explains the author’s purpose for writing  
this story.

•  Ask students to respond to the themes in the 
story by writing an opinion piece about the 
character’s choices and motivations.

•  To reinforce the connection between reading 
and writing, have students write their own 
narrative about a challenging situation similar 
to the one in the book they read.
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24 Relevant, Engaging Student Books
Sports Fiction Realistic Fiction 

GRL U
LEX 770L

GRL U
LEX 750L

GRL W
LEX 830L

GRL W
LEX 880L

GRL S
LEX 770L

GRL T
LEX 780L

GRL R
LEX 810L

GRL X
LEX 960L

GRL R
LEX 870L

GRL V
LEX 840L

GRL Q
LEX 830L

GRL Q
LEX 770L

Best Foot Forward
Surfer Sunny Rivera feels like a fish out of water when her 
family relocates from California to an Air Force base in 
Colorado, where she is forced to find a new sport.

Covering Home
Jayson is a baseball catcher who lives his life by a precise set 
of rules. Unexpected changes in his family life distract him 
from focusing on the field.

Getting Back on Track
Track star Olivia has just qualified for the state 
championships when an accident results in the amputation 
of her leg. She faces difficult hurdles during her recovery.

On the Edge
After a near-death experience, champion high diver Jared 
wants life to go back to normal. When he becomes paralyzed 
on the platform, will he give up on his passion forever? 

The Breakaway
The Callahan twins compete to make the ice hockey team 
at their new school. However, one of the twins is a girl and 
must prove that she deserves a spot on the team. 

Dancing Barefoot
When Isabella‘s father loses his job, her private dance 
classes must be cut. She stuggles to pursue her passion and 
navigate the impact the changes have on her friendships.

Long Shot
Link fights the odds of becoming a great basketball player, 
despite being the shortest player on the team and dealing 
with stress at home. 

Running the Ball
Jaxon vies for the starting quarterback position while his 
brother Zander adjusts to high school life. Will the brothers 
be able to help each other with the challenges ahead?

News Breakers
The Maguire Middle School TV news team is determined to 
produce an award-winning news story. Their investigation 
leads them to people in danger of losing their home.

Out of Focus
Contestants compete in mental and physical challenges to 
be the next great Internet star. With a social media empire at 
stake, some contestants are willing to take drastic measures. 

Raising Courage
Lily reluctantly becomes a puppy raiser for a fluffy, big-
headed dog named Courage. Together, they encounter  
new social situations that test Lily’s own courage.

Spinning My Wheels
Greg tries to live up to his parents’ high academic 
expectations while pursuing his true passion by helping with 
the restoration of a classic car.
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Historical Fiction 

Science Fiction 

GRL S
LEX 930L

GRL U
LEX 920L

GRL S
LEX 850L

GRL X
LEX 910L

GRL V
LEX 780L

GRL R
LEX 760L

GRL Q
LEX 740L

GRL W
LEX 910L

GRL T
LEX 810L

GRL X
LEX 940L

GRL T
LEX 800L

GRL V
LEX 880L

A City Within a City
Chicago is abuzz with excitement over the 1893 World’s Fair. 
Maggie’s family has little extra money for such splurges, but 
she is determined to find a way to see the exhibits.

Station Stop to Freedom
Thomas is a slave escaping to the North. Sarah is a 
Northerner whose home is Thomas’ next stop along the 
Underground Railroad. Both find out how brave they can be.

A Colony of Lies
As conditions on Earth decline, Jacob is among the people 
chosen to live on the planet Rome1. He must adjust to his 
new life, where things may not be what they seem.

Running Out of Time
Artificial intelligence has surpassed human intelligence, and 
the future of humanity is at stake. Someone from the future 
expects Billy to be the one to save it. But how? 

A Long Walk
The Reed family feels mixed emotions during the 1955 bus 
boycott in Montgomery, Alabama. However, they discover 
that sore feet are a small price to pay for equality.

Thundering Hooves
James sets off on an adventure as a Pony Express rider. 
Along the way, he encounters severe weather, armed bandits, 
dangerous wild animals, and other surprises.

Just Super
After a meteorite hits Earth, Petra now has super abilities. 
Though she’s reluctant to use them and just wants to be 
normal, she realizes she must learn how to control them. 

Under Control
When the adults on the Sanctum begin to act strangely, 
Landon and his friends investigate. The startling information 
they uncover leads to a series of difficult decisions.

My New American Life
In 1961, as Cuba experiences changes in government, 
Yolanda and her brother are suddenly sent to live with a 
foster family in America where everything is unfamiliar. 

Unexpected Friends
Charles is an English settler of the Plymouth colony and 
Wooto is a member of a nearby native tribe. Both are trying 
to prove their worth to their parents when their paths cross.

Passage to Another World
Benjamin and his stepsisters discover a portal that connects 
the human world to a world of fantastical creatures—and 
they aren’t all friendly.

An Uneasy Peace
The daughter of a diplomat, Kira must help broker a peace 
agreement between warring groups on the planet Rathor. 
But will everyone be willing to establish peace?
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Answer Key
THINK ABOUT IT Questions

Sports Fiction

Best Foot Forward
1. How is Sunny a “goofy foot”—in relation to surfing and in relation to 

other parts of her life? In relation to surfing, Sunny is a goofy foot because she 
surfs with her left, or “wrong,” foot forward on the board. In other parts of her life, 
Sunny is a goofy foot because she is often klutzy and has a tendency to put her foot 
in her mouth.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

2. Sunny’s full first name is Sunflower. How are sunflowers part of Sunny and 
her dad’s relationship, and what do the flowers symbolize for them? Sample 
answer: Sunflowers are part of Sunny and her dad’s relationship because when her 
dad was overseas while Sunny’s mom was pregnant with her, he spotted a field of 
sunflowers that stood out against the desert sand. In that moment, the sunflowers 
symbolized hope for the future as her dad finished his mission and returned home 
to his family. When Sunny is older, the flowers also symbolize the special connection 
she has with her dad. She paints sunflowers on her surfboard and her snowboard, 
so that her dad can “see” her from his plane overhead.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

3. What is one lesson readers can learn from Sunny’s experiences in 
Colorado? Sample answer: Readers can learn that trying new things can be fun 
and rewarding. Even though Sunny is hesitant to try snowboarding and worries 
about going to the Brat Ball, she ends up having a lot of fun with both activities, 
while also making many new friends.
CCSS: RL.6.2, RL.7.2, RL.8.2

The Breakaway
1. Why does Taylor tell Maya Austin she should try to play ice hockey? Taylor 

says that if more girls played ice hockey, people would think that it’s normal for 
girls to play. Taylor also thinks she could use another girl out on the ice to help her 
stand up to all the boy players.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

2. How does Taylor respond when someone anonymously bullies her, and 
what does her response show about her character? Sample answer: Taylor 
doesn’t tell anyone about the first text she receives from the bully, and she chooses 
to ignore it. Then, after Emma shows Taylor the she-monster picture, the girls and 
Tyler work together to figure out whom the bully is. No matter what the bully does 
or says, Taylor refuses to give up or quit the ice hockey try-outs. Taylor’s response 
shows that she is a strong person who is determined to prove herself as a talented 
ice hockey player.
CCSS: RL.6.3, RL.7.3, RL.8.3

3. If you were in a situation similar to Taylor’s and other people tried to 
intimidate you to quit a sport or an activity, how would you respond? Why? 
Sample answer: If I were in a situation similar to Taylor’s, I would try to stay strong 
and try to show others how much the activity means to me. I wouldn’t give up on 
my passion just because other people tried to scare me out of it. I would probably 
also turn to a friend or an adult for advice, so he or she could support me.
CCSS: RL.6.10, RL.7.10, RL.8.10

Covering Home
1. Why do Jayson and his coach say the catcher is “the most important 

player on the field”? Jayson and his coach say the catcher is the most important 
player because from behind home plate, the catcher can see “the big picture” of 
everything that is happening out on the field.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

2. What unfamiliar situations does Jayson encounter, and how do these 
experiences change him? Sample answer: Jayson encounters many unfamiliar 
situations that break from his usual strict rules and routines. His mom misses his 
baseball practice and has to leave early from his baseball tryouts. He has to switch 
to a new bedroom at home. When his mom is rushed to the hospital, he has to 
take an odd numbered bus and the subway to get there. Finally, after his sister is 
born, he experiences what it’s like to have a baby in the house and how it feels to 
have a younger sibling. All of these experiences change Jayson because they show 
him that he can survive situations that “break” his rules and force him out of his 
comfort zone.
CCSS: RL.6.3, RL.7.3, RL.8.3

3. Why do you think the author chose to tell this story from Jayson’s point 
of view? How might the story be different if it were told from Jayson’s 
mom’s point of view? Sample answer: I think the author chose to tell the story 
from Jayson’s point of view so Jayson could tell why he created his rules and 
explain how he feels when he’s forced to deal with situations that make him 
uncomfortable. Using his point of view helps readers better understand Jayson and 
relate to him. If the story were told from Jayson’s mom’s point of view, readers 
would hear only her view of Jayson’s actions and would likely not understand 
Jayson and his rules as well.
CCSS: RL.6.6, RL.7.6, RL.8.10

Dancing Barefoot
1. What special program does Isabella get accepted into, and why is she 

unable to attend? Isabella gets accepted into the summer intensive program at 
Highview Dance Academy, which includes special dance classes with well-known 
dance instructors. She is not able to attend because after her dad gets laid off from 
his job, her parents can no longer afford to pay the tuition at Highview.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

2. Why is dancing at Highview Dance Academy so important to Isabella? 
Sample answer: Isabella wants to become a professional dancer, and Highview 
Dance Academy is the most prestigious dance studio in town. She has been dancing 
at the studio for seven years and has developed many friendships there. Isabella 
fears that if she can no longer attend classes at Highview, the other girls who were 
once her friends will treat her like an outsider.
CCSS: RL.6.2, RL.7.2, RL.8.2

3. Do you think Isabella, Keisha, Claire, and Christina will all be friends 
together? Why or why not? Sample answer: Yes; I think the girls will forgive one 
another for judging each other’s dance schools and be friends. They all share a love 
of dance and that common interest can bring them together.
CCSS: RL.6.10, RL.7.10, RL.8.10

Getting Back on Track
1. What are Olivia’s main goals at the beginning of the book, and how 

does she accomplish one of her goals? Olivia’s main goals are to qualify 
for the middle school Track and Field State Championships, to win at the State 
Championships, and to one day win an Olympic medal just like her hero, Jessie 
Jager. Olivia accomplishes her goal of qualifying for State by focusing, staying 
confident, and running well.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

2. When Olivia has her first physical therapy session at home, all she can see 
is “the harsh reality of her new existence.” What does this phrase mean in 
relation to Olivia’s situation, and why does going home spark this feeling 
for her? Sample answer: “The harsh reality of her new existence” means that Olivia 
sees the difficult reality of her new situation living with one of her legs amputated. 
She fully realizes that it will be a struggle for her to adjust to life without one of her 
legs. Going home sparks this feeling for Olivia because she sees the medal she just 
won and her poster of Jessie Jager, and these items remind her of her life before the 
accident. Her previous hopes and dreams now seem out of reach to her.
CCSS: RL.6.4, RL.7.4, RL.8.4

3. Why do you think having Tara as a mentor helps Olivia progress in her 
recovery? Explain your reasoning. Sample answer: I think having Tara as a 
mentor helps Olivia progress in her recovery because Olivia is able to find a new 
hope through her relationship with Tara. Even though other people encourage 
Olivia and tell her she can make a full recovery, none of those people have gone 
through what Olivia has. Tara, however, overcame an experience similar to Olivia’s 
and she shows Olivia that someone with one or two prosthetic legs cannot only run 
again, but he or she can even go on to win championships again.
CCSS: RL.6.10, RL.7.10, RL.8.10

Long Shot
1. What does Jeff tell Link he should do to be a better basketball player? What 

does Link ultimately decide is the best strategy for him? Jeff tells Link that 
he needs to use his short stature to his advantage and be like a ninja out on the 
court—quick and sneaky to steal the ball away from his opponents. Link figures out 
that he shouldn’t just steal the ball and attempt shots himself. He realizes the best 
strategy for him is to focus on stealing the ball and giving assists to his teammates.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

2. This story is told in the third-person limited point of view, from Link’s 
perspective. How does this point of view affect how the reader learns 
about Jeff’s and Dad’s feelings and motivations? Sample answer: Since the 
point of view is limited to Link’s perspective, readers learn about Jeff and Dad 
through how Link thinks about and interacts with them. At first, Link thinks that it 
would it be easier to be Jeff and feel pressured by Dad instead of dismissed by him, 
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but that is not how Jeff feels. Later when Jeff tells about his feelings, the reader 
learns that Jeff feels crushed under Dad’s pressure. He wants to pursue robotics, not 
professional basketball, and he hopes Dad can support his true dreams. In relation 
to Dad, the reader first learns about his gambling when Link finds the online 
account. The reader doesn’t learn why Dad started gambling and how he feels 
about the problem until Dad reveals that information after Link, Jeff, and Kennedy 
talk to him about it.
CCSS: RL.6.6, RL.7.6, RL.8.6

3. Link is inspired by his favorite basketball player, Chilly Calhoun. Who in 
your life inspires you and how? Answers will vary. Students should each identify 
a personal inspiration in his or her life and explain how the person is an inspiration.
CCSS: RL.6.10, RL.7.10, RL.8.10

On the Edge
1. Why is Jared called the “Cormorant Kid”? Jared is called the “Cormorant Kid” 

because he is a champion high diver known for his diving skills, and a cormorant is 
a type of bird known for its diving ability. A cormorant quickly propels itself under 
water to catch its prey.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

2. Jared remembers that he saw “a flash of light” during his accident. What 
does the flash of light symbolize, and how does the memory affect him? 
Sample answer: When Jared remembers the flash of light from his accident, he 
wonders whether the light was natural or the supernatural light that some people 
have claimed to see during a near-death experience. To him, the flash of light then 
symbolizes death and the idea that he could have died during his accident. When 
Jared tries to dive again, he hesitates on the platform, and then he sees a flash of 
light. The light may have come from something in the natatorium, but it reminds him 
of his accident and near-death, and it causes him to panic and run from practice.
CCSS: RL.6.4, RL.7.4, RL.8.3, RL.8.4

3. Do you think Jared will ever dive again? Why or why not? Sample answer: 
Yes; I think Jared will dive again. Even though he feels anxious about getting back 
on the platform and has flashbacks about his accident, diving was very important 
to him. I think he just needs time to recover before getting back into it. Meeting 
and talking with Allie helps to give him more hope for his future, and by the end of 
book, he does believe he will compete again.
CCSS: RL.6.10, RL.7.10, RL.8.10

Running the Ball
1. What are Jaxon’s and Zander’s favorite activities, and how do they pursue 

those activities in the new school year? Jaxon’s favorite activity is playing 
football. Last year he was the second-string quarterback on the high school’s 
football team, and this year, he is trying out for the role of starting quarterback. 
Zander loves photography and writing. He pursues both activities in his new role as 
the football correspondent for the high school’s digital newspaper.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

2. How do Jaxon and Zander feel differently about Zander’s first article, and 
how does Dad help Zander understand Jaxon’s feelings? Sample answer: 
Jaxon is embarrassed and angry that Zander’s article highlighted Grant Coleman as 
the new quarterback and included a picture of Jaxon looking deflated on the bench. 
Zander, on the other hand, feels satisfied with the article because he did his job and 
presented the facts of the game. Dad helps Zander understand Jaxon’s feelings by 
telling him that although a reporter should present the facts, facts don’t consider 
other people’s feelings. Dad explains that even though what Zander wrote is true, 
Jaxon is hurt because he was embarrassed by the events of the game and thinks his 
brother added to his embarrassment.
CCSS: RL.6.6, RL.7.6, RL.8.6

3. What do you think may have happened if Jaxon had gone through with his 
plan and accused Grant Coleman of using performance-enhancing drugs? 
Sample answer: If Jaxon had gone through with his plan, it’s possible Coach may 
have believed him and confronted Grant about the issue. With further investigation, 
though, it’s likely the truth would have been revealed and Jaxon may have been 
kicked off the football team because of his dishonesty.
CCSS: RL.6.10, RL.7.10, RL.8.10

Realistic Fiction

News Breakers
1. What two topics do the news team members initially consider for the 

state-wide School Communications Competition, and what topic do they 
eventually use for their submission? Vania and Oscar want to do a story about 
an abandoned local building that is rumored to be haunted. Ace and Conchita 
would rather do a story about the school’s robotics club. The team eventually 
decides to make their submission about the families living in the Heritage Hotel and 

how they will lose their affordable housing if the hotel is sold to mall developers.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

2. Think about the scene in which the news team first visits the Heritage 
Hotel. How do the events affect the main characters and the plot? Sample 
answer: In the scene when the news team first visits the Heritage Hotel, Ace admits 
that he and his family live in the hotel. The other members of the team finally 
realize why he was reluctant to do a story about the abandoned buildings. Upon 
hearing that development of the mall will force people out of the hotel, Vania 
feels guilty about looking forward to the mall. She decides that the team needs 
to do something to help the families keep their affordable housing. This decision 
affects the rest of the plot because it leads the team members to take action. 
They interview people living in the hotel and share their news story with the town 
council. They argue that the town should keep the hotel as affordable housing for 
low-income families.
CCSS: RL.6.3, RL.6.5, RL.7.3, RL.8.3

3. The news team helps the people living in the Heritage Hotel. What can you 
and your friends do to help other people in your community? Answers will 
vary. Students should provide reasonable answers as to how they can help people 
in their communities.
CCSS: RL.6.10, RL.7.10, RL.8.10

Out of Focus
1. Who are the competitors in the contest for the “Next Great Internet 

Starr,” and how does each one use social media to share information? 
The competitors are Bert, Gemma, Aileen, Madhu, and Larry. Bert is a lacrosse 
star who makes fitness and nutrition videos and shares statistics about lacrosse 
teams. Gemma writes about and shares pictures of fashion and glamorous events 
attended by celebrities and socialites. Aileen “blurts” about science fiction books 
and movies. Madhu shares videos of himself singing, dancing, and acting as well 
as interviews he does with other celebrities. Larry uses his good sense of humor to 
post witty comments about life as a teenager.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

2. By telling parts of the story from different characters’ points of view, how 
does the author allow readers to learn certain information about the events 
that some characters don’t know? Sample answer: Because the author uses 
different points of view, readers learn how each character receives information from 
his or her mentor and then uses it to sabotage or manipulate another player, or 
other players, in the competition. The other characters, however, are not aware of 
the specific information each character receives from his or her mentor. It is only at 
the end of the book, after Bert wins, that he learns that the contest was a test to see 
who would use the secret information to his or her advantage and who wouldn’t.
CCSS: RL.6.6, RL.7.6, RL.8.6

3. Many fables portray the message that those who do what is right and 
moral will be rewarded. How does this modern story portray that message? 
Sample answer: This story portrays that message because the creators and 
producers of the competition are testing the contestants to see who will compete 
fairly and honestly, without using the secret information he or she is given to 
sabotage the other players. One by one, each competitor uses the information 
gained to his or her advantage and hurts another player’s efforts. The only 
competitor who doesn’t use the secret information is Bert. He plays the most fairly 
and is named as the winner. He is rewarded with a cash prize and sponsorship from 
Starr Industries to build his social media empire.
CCSS: RL.6.9, RL.7.10, RL.8.9

Raising Courage
1. Why do Mom and Dad want Lily to become a puppy raiser? Mom and Dad 

want Lily to become a puppy raiser for a few reasons. Dad says that the opportunity 
will be a good community service project for Lily and something to list as an 
extracurricular activity on her college applications. Mom says that it will feel good 
to help someone and that the program will encourage Lily to meet new people.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

2. Think about the names of Lily’s dogs, Shadow and Courage. How does 
each dog’s name relate to Lily’s relationship with the dog and reflect how 
the dog affects Lily’s life? Sample answer: Lily says that Shadow was like her 
shadow. At the time she owned Shadow, she was probably more bonded to the dog 
than she was to any person. Lily was very introverted and spent a lot of time alone, 
writing stories and reading aloud to Shadow. Courage, however, helps Lily come out 
of her shell. Through her experience with 4Paws and raising Courage, Lily befriends 
many people, takes a stand against the salon manager’s illegal request, and 
teaches other people about service dogs. Lily’s relationship with Shadow kept her 
in the shadows, but her relationship with Courage allows her to find a new courage 
for herself and develop a new sense of who she is.
CCSS: RL.6.4, RL.7.4, RL.8.4
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3. If you were in Lily’s position, how would you feel about standing up to the 
hair salon manager and about raising a service dog? Explain your answer. 
Sample answer: In Lily’s position, I would feel brave standing up to the hair salon 
manager, especially as someone who is normally introverted. I would also feel 
proud of myself for doing the right thing and supporting someone else’s rights. In 
relation to raising a service dog, I would feel sad to give the dog back after I had 
bonded with him or her, but ultimately I would feel honored to have raised a dog 
that could help someone with a disability.
CCSS: RL.6.10, RL.7.10, RL.8.10

Spinning My Wheels
1. How do Greg’s parents compare Greg to his siblings, and how does this 

comparison make Greg feel? Greg’s parents compare Greg to his siblings, Paul 
and Megan, by asking him why he can’t succeed like they have. Paul and Megan 
are honor students who easily achieved As in high school and then went on to 
attend Ivy League universities. Greg, however, struggles academically and often 
obtains Cs, Ds, and Fs. The comparison makes Greg feel frustrated and hurt because 
no matter how hard he tries, he can’t achieve academic success. He feels as though 
he is just “cut from a different mold” than the rest of his family members and that 
he is not suited for college.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

2. What happens when Greg and his parents are on their way to Chicago, 
and how does this event affect the characters? Sample answer: When Greg 
and his parents are on their way to Chicago, they experience car trouble. Their car 
breaks down in the middle of a snowstorm. They do not have cell phone reception, 
and Greg’s mom worries that they will freeze while stuck in the car during the 
snowstorm. Greg uses his knowledge of cars and quick thinking to clean out the 
distributor cap with a toothbrush. He is able to get the car running again, and the 
family continues on their way. The event affects Greg and his parents because it 
boosts Greg’s confidence and shows Greg’s parents that his knowledge of cars is 
useful and helpful. After this event, Greg’s parents are finally more open to what 
Greg has to say about attending vocational school.
CCSS: RL.6.3, RL.6.5, RL.7.3, RL.8.3

3. Do you think Greg’s parents will allow him to attend vocational school? 
Why or why not? Sample answer: Yes; I think Greg’s parents will allow him to 
attend vocational school. They know that he struggles with academic subjects, and 
by the end of the book, they have seen how much he enjoys and excels at working 
on cars. After seeing how Greg fixed their car and how he has helped Mike restore 
the 1965 Mustang, they better understand Greg’s passion and will likely accept that 
vocational school is the right choice for him.
CCSS: RL.6.10, RL.7.10, RL.8.10

Historical Fiction

A City Within a City
1. Why does it seem to Maggie that there are two cities of Chicago? Maggie 

says it seems like there are two cities of Chicago because of a big difference 
between the poor neighborhoods, like Canaryville, and the rich neighborhoods. 
Places like Canaryville are run-down with rickety buildings and teens who cause 
trouble. In the nicer parts of Chicago are better houses and people who can afford 
things like art books and meat every night for dinner.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

2. One theme of this story is “Never give up on your dreams, no matter how 
impossible they seem.” How do the setting, Maggie’s thoughts, and her 
actions help to develop this theme? Sample answer: Maggie dreams of one day 
leaving Canaryville and perhaps becoming an architect, but at times, these goals 
feel impossible because she is poor and female. Maggie worries that her household 
responsibilities may take over her life, just as they did for her parents. Even her 
dream of attending the World’s Fair seems impossible because her family does not 
have much money and Maggie gives all the money she saved to her family after her 
father’s accident. Despite all of these obstacles, Maggie still pursues her dreams. 
She continues to draw the buildings of the World’s Fair and continues to think 
about being an architect. Nikola is moved by Maggie’s drawings and gives her a 
ticket to the World’s Fair. Maggie finally gets to attend the Fair, and when she rides 
the Ferris wheel, she realizes that the “impossible could be brought to life with the 
right combination of vision, luck, and hard work.”
CCSS: RL.6.2, RL.7.2, RL.8.2

3. Maggie draws the World’s Fair buildings to help her imagine how she 
might design buildings as an architect. What career do you dream of, and 
what do you do now to help you learn more about that career? Answers will 
vary. Each student response should describe a future career the student dreams of 
and what he or she does to learn more about the career.
CCSS: RL.6.10, RL.7.10, RL.8.10

A Long Walk
1. On what day does Cheryl receive a leaflet about the bus boycott, and 

what does the leaflet say? Cheryl receives a leaflet on Friday, December second. 
The leaflet says that another Negro woman has been arrested, and a bus boycott 
will begin on Monday, December fifth to protest the woman’s arrest and trial. The 
leaflet also says that without Negroes, the buses will not be able to operate.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

2. What problems do Cheryl and her family encounter as a result of the bus 
boycott, and why do they continue to boycott despite the problems they 
face? Sample answer: The family faces several problems because of the boycott. 
For one, the family members have disagreements because of their different opinions 
about the boycott. Mother is protective of her family, and Caroline is passionate 
about taking a stand. Participating in a carpool causes Mother to be late to her job 
a few times, and she ends up getting fired. After the boycott lasts for a while, Cheryl 
struggles with feeling physically tired and sore and emotionally hopeless. She also 
experiences a troubling situation when men confront her and throw a bottle at her. 
Despite all of these problems, the family continues to boycott because they know they 
have to fight for equal rights for everyone. Their cause is too important to give up.
CCSS: RL.6.2, RL.7.2, RL.8.2

3. Think about historical articles or books about Rosa Parks, Martin Luther 
King, Jr., and the bus boycott. How is this story similar to and different 
from historical texts about the time period? Sample answer: This fictional 
story is similar to historical texts about the time period because it shows how Rosa 
Parks inspired people to start a bus boycott, and it shows Martin Luther King Jr.’s 
role in the boycott. It is also similar because it portrays how people fought against 
discrimination and worked to change segregation laws. The story is different from 
historical texts about the time period because it adds made-up characters, such as 
Cheryl and her family, and shows how the characters feel in response to the events. 
Historical texts include more facts about the real people and events.
CCSS: RL.6.9, RL.7.9, RL.8.10

My New American Life 
1. Why are Yolanda and Luis sent to America, and where do they go after they 

get there? Yolanda’s parents send her and Luis to America because they are afraid 
of what might happen to them under Cuba’s new government headed by Fidel 
Castro. After they arrive in Miami, Florida, Yolanda and Luis stay at a camp, and 
then they are sent to live with a foster family in Arkansas.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

2. Review chapter six. How does the principal’s interaction with Yolanda 
help her understand what is happening in Cuba and why other people in 
America may be unkind to her and Luis? Sample answer: The principal points to 
Cuba and the Soviet Union on a map and uses hand gestures to indicate missiles. 
This demonstration, along with information Yolanda has heard on the radio, helps 
her to understand that Cuba and the Soviet Union have established a dangerous 
relationship that threatens the United States. Yolanda realizes that because she and 
Luis are from Cuba, other people may associate them with what Castro is doing 
and treat them unkindly as a result. She thinks that this information may explain 
why a boy bullied Luis.
CCSS: RL.6.3, RL.6.5, RL.7.3, RL.8.3

3. This book is based on real events from the 1960s. Even though the details 
of Yolanda’s experiences are made up, how does her story help readers 
imagine what the real children of Operation Pedro Pan went through? 
Sample answer: Yolanda’s story helps readers imagine how scary it must have been 
for children to be sent to a different country without their parents. The children 
likely faced situations similar to those Yolanda faced—not understanding what 
people were saying, dealing with judgment and harsh treatment from others, and 
worrying that they may never see their parents again. It’s easy to imagine that the 
children likely felt confused, isolated, and afraid.
CCSS: RL.6.9, RL.7.9, RL.8.10

Station Stop to Freedom
1. Why do slave catchers show up at Sarah’s home? Slave catchers show up at 

Sarah’s home because two runaways were caught a few miles away, and the slave 
catchers are looking for other runaways that were part of that group.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

2. Abraham tells Thomas, “Keep your eye on the north star.” What literal and 
figurative meaning does this phrase have for Thomas on his journey along 
the Underground Railroad? Sample answer: The literal meaning is that Thomas 
should look for the North Star in the night sky to find his way north along the 
Underground Railroad. To the escaping slaves, the North Star represents the path to 
freedom. The figurative meaning is that Thomas should stay focused on finding his 
way to freedom.
CCSS: RL.6.4, RL.7.4, RL.8.4
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3. Both Thomas and Sarah undergo changes in the story, ending braver than 
they began. Which character’s actions surprised you the most? Why? Sample 
answer: Thomas’ actions surprised me the most. At the beginning of the story, he 
is afraid to be without his mother and keeps thinking that he should return to the 
plantation, even if it means losing his chance at freedom. Despite his fears, he 
doesn’t give up when he is separated from the group, and he finds the courage to 
continue on by himself until he finds the safe house.
CCSS: RL.6.3, RL.7.3, RL.8.3

Thundering Hooves
1. James first hears about the Pony Express from Max Bernard, a family friend 

of the Beckers. What does Max tell the Beckers about the Pony Express? 
Max tells the Beckers that the Pony Express is a new service that moves mail from 
St. Joe to California in ten days. A rider travels seventy-five miles, changing horses 
every ten miles or so. The rider hands off the mail to the next rider, eats, sleeps, and 
then heads back to where he started.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

2. James’ rides are often affected by weather. Describe two weather-related 
events from the story, and compare and contrast how James reacts to 
them. Sample answer: Two weather events James faces are a flood and a tornado. 
In both situations, James thinks and moves quickly, but his specific reaction to each 
event is very different. When James sees that the trail is flooded out, he decides 
that his only choice is to go through it. He gets pulled down into the river but 
eventually makes his way out. In response to the tornado, James knows his only 
choice is to run in the opposite direction as quickly as possible. He spots a canyon 
ahead of him and rushes toward it. He and his horse hide in the canyon until the 
tornado subsides.
CCSS: RL.6.3, RL.7.3, RL.8.3

3. What do you think was the most exciting aspect of being a Pony Express 
rider? Why? Sample answer: I think the most exciting aspect of being a Pony 
Express rider was that a rider never knew exactly what he would encounter on 
a ride. Every ride was slightly different, and some involved dangerous situations, 
which likely made the job thrilling and exciting.
CCSS: RL.6.10, RL.7.10, RL.8.10

Unexpected Friends
1. What type of food do Charles and Wooto each hope to find in the forest, 

and how do they help each other find the food? Charles is looking for 
blueberries and other plants. Wooto wants to catch a rabbit because rabbit is her 
mother’s favorite meal. Wooto leads Charles to a place in the forest where there is 
a cluster of lowbush blueberry plants.  While they are near the bushes, Wooto spots 
and shoots a rabbit with an arrow.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

2. Consider the theme “Don’t let anyone stand in the way of what you want.” 
How do Charles’ and Wooto’s thoughts and actions portray this theme? 
Sample answer: Charles enjoys reading his books and thinks they provide valuable 
information he can use to help his family. He continues to read about and study the 
plants and animals near his family’s new home, even though his father thinks he’s 
wasting his time and he should do more work in the fields. Wooto would rather 
track and hunt animals than spend time at home doing chores with her mother 
and sisters. Despite her mother’s insistence that Wooto must accept household 
responsibilities, Wooto continues to escape to the forest in the hopes of catching a 
rabbit and proving her worth as a hunter.
CCSS: RL.6.2, RL.7.2, RL.8.2

3. This story occurs around the same time and place as the first Thanksgiving. 
How is this story similar to stories you have read and heard about that 
event? Sample answer: The story is similar to stories I’ve heard about the first 
Thanksgiving because it tells about a settler and an American Indian who work 
together and become friends despite their language and cultural differences. 
CCSS: RL.6.9, RL.7.9, RL.8.9

Science Fiction

A Colony of Lies
1. Why is the discovery of Rome1 important to the people of Earth? Earth is 

so polluted and overcrowded that living there has become very difficult for people. 
Rome1 is unpolluted and has plenty of natural resources. Colonizing Rome1 is a 
way to help the human race survive.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

2. Jacob and his mother and stepfather feel differently about living on 
Rome1. What are their perspectives, and how do their views affect their 
relationship? Sample answer: Jacob’s mother and stepfather are happy to be 

on Rome1, where their lives are as extravagant as they were on Earth, they have 
plenty to eat, and there is no pollution. Jacob, on the other hand, has mixed 
feelings about living on Rome1. While he is glad to be away from the pollution and 
food shortages, he feels guilty that his father and friends on Earth are still suffering. 
Their different views cause Jacob to feel as though his mother and stepfather don’t 
understand him, and he struggles to get along with them.
CCSS: RL.6.6, RL.7.6, RL.8.1

3. Jacob worries that Rome1 may eventually become as polluted as Earth. Do 
you share his opinion? Explain your reasoning. Sample answer: Even though at 
least some of the colonists are continuing in the wasteful ways that led to Earth’s 
problems, I don’t think Rome1 will turn out like Earth. One reason is that Emily’s 
hybrid plants will be an effective tool against pollution. Another reason is that 
activists such as Jacob, Emily, and Jacob’s father will remind people of the dangers 
of irresponsible behavior.
CCSS: RL.6.10, RL.7.10, RL.8.10

Just Super
1. When does Hardison first witness Petra’s super abilities, and how does 

he react to the discovery? Hardison witnesses Petra’s super abilities when 
Petra rushes across the street to save a cat that runs in front of Mr. Lorenzo’s car. 
Hardison is very excited about Petra’s abilities and asks her a lot of questions about 
them. He thinks she is like one of the super heroes from his favorite comic book 
series.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

2. How does Petra’s opinion of her super abilities change throughout the 
story? Sample answer: At the beginning of the story, Petra hates the idea of having 
super abilities and only wants to suppress them. In the middle of the story, she still 
doesn’t like having the abilities, but she realizes that she has to use them so she 
can to learn how to control them. By the end of the story, Petra has control over her 
abilities and is more comfortable with using them, especially after she uses them to 
save Mariah.
CCSS: RL.6.3, RL.7.3, RL.8.3

3. Imagine that you are watching a movie version of this book. Describe how 
the movie might change or improve how you imagined the characters and 
events of the story. Sample answer: A movie version of the book might change 
how I imagined the characters’ appearances and behaviors. It might improve how I 
imagined Petra’s super abilities. Since movies have amazing special effects, a movie 
could show Petra running very fast and lifting huge boulders in ways that make her 
abilities even more incredible than I imagined.
CCSS: RL.6.7, RL.7.7, RL.8.7

Passage to Another World
1. Who are the Guardians of the Portal, and why are they special? The 

Guardians of the Portal are revered leaders in the Crossinglands, the place 
where Benjamin and his stepsisters end up after they fall through the portal. The 
Guardians are special because they have the ability to heal quickly, making them 
almost immortal. Each one received this power by passing through the portal, 
swimming in the river, and returning before sunrise. The Guardians stand guard 
throughout Crossinglands and make sure no evil creatures enter the portal.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

2. What events lead Benjamin and his stepsisters to fulfill the prophecy about 
the three steps, and how do these events affect Benjamin’s relationship 
with his stepsisters? Sample answer: The prophecy says it takes three steps 
“to save the day and lock the perilous portal.” The Guardians think that as three 
step-siblings, Benjamin, Carlotta, and Lulu may be the “three steps” needed to 
lock the portal. The three kids go back to the cabin side of the portal to see if any 
local people might know more. They find an old woman who sings a song about 
the portal and tells them to look for a sundial. They eventually find the sundial, 
and it gives them a clue to look for “old leaves without a tree.” This clue leads 
them to the book of local legends in the cabin and the final clue that the portal 
can be locked “by song and faithful hands.” The steps use this final clue to lock the 
portal forever, keeping out the evil creatures that might pass through it. They sing 
the old lady’s song and hold hands together to lock the portal. All of these events 
affect Benjamin’s relationship with his stepsisters because they teach him that his 
stepsisters aren’t so bad after all, and together they can accomplish something 
great.
CCSS: RL.6.3, RL.7.3, RL.8.3

3. Consider how this story might be presented as a TV series. How could 
sound and lighting affect the mood of the story? What choices might the 
director make to create more suspense for viewers? Explain your answer. 
Sample answer: If this story were presented as a TV series, loud noises from 
creatures like the Cyclops and dragon and eerie, dark lighting could make the story 
more intense and scary. The director might end each episode with someone in 
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danger to create more suspense for viewers. People watching wouldn’t know if the 
character or characters were okay until they watch the next episode.
CCSS: RL.6.7, RL.7.7, RL.8.7

Running Out of Time
1. What is the real reason why Billy wants to design robots, and why does 

Future Billy include this information in one of his messages to Billy? Billy 
wants to design robots to help people like his grandma, who had multiple sclerosis. 
As her MS got worse, it got harder for her to do everyday tasks, and Billy thinks a 
robot may have been able to help her do things. Future Billy includes information 
about Grandma, along with other personal details about Billy, as a way to prove 
that he really is Billy’s future self.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

2. Why does the author include Chapter Ten, and how does the information in 
it relate to the rest of the plot? Sample answer: The author includes Chapter Ten 
to show a “new” future, a different version of the future than the one Future Billy 
lives in, which exists because of Billy’s intervention in the present-day events. The 
chapter explains what happened after Octavia caught Billy trying to destroy her files, 
and how Billy and Diego convinced Octavia that the messages were actually from 
the future. It also explains how Billy and Octavia work together in this new future, 
including how they work with other scientists to monitor robots’ intelligence and 
capacity for emotions to ensure that the events of the “old” future never happen.
CCSS: RL.6.3, RL.6.5, RL.7.3, RL.8.3

3. Billy’s future self contacts him because he needs Billy’s help to prevent the 
destruction caused by the robots. Imagine that your future self, ten years 
into the future, contacts you. What message might your future self have? 
Answers will vary. Each student response should describe a message the student 
might receive from his or her future self. The response should include specifics that 
relate to the student’s life.
CCSS: RL.6.10, RL.7.10, RL.8.10

Under Control
1. Why did Dr. Carlucci establish Sanctum Island? After Dr. Carlucci’s wife and son 

died in the Last Great War, Dr. Carlucci established Sanctum Island as a place where 
scientists could live and work together. He hoped the scientists could find cures for 
diseases and create medical miracles for other people.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

2. Why does Zoey ask Landon for help, and why does he hesitate to help her 
at first? Sample answer: Zoey asks Landon for help because he knows how to hack 
into technological devices, and she wants him to hack into her deceased mom’s 
computer. Zoey thinks the computer may contain important information about 
what her mom was working on, which could also possibly provide clues about 
her mother’s death. Landon hesitates to help Zoey at first because he thinks Mrs. 
Benson’s death may not have been an accident. He worries that if the Carluccis 
know he hacked in and saw her secret notes, they might come after him and his 
family next.
CCSS: RL.6.3, RL.7.3, RL.8.3

3. A utopia is a place that offers perfect living conditions for its citizens. 
Do you think Dr. Carlucci aims to create a utopia for everyone or just for 
himself? Explain your reasoning. Sample answer: Dr. Carlucci was greatly 
affected by the loss of his wife and son, and his grief led him to hope for peace 
for everyone. However, I think that administering the mind control vaccine is an 
extreme measure that does not account for what other people might want. Dr. 
Carlucci would benefit from the mind control more than anyone else. He might be 
happy if everyone were living in peace, but the people being controlled couldn’t 
possibly be happy as mindless robots under someone else’s control.
CCSS: RL.6.10, RL.7.10, RL.8.9

An Uneasy Peace
1. Why are the Rathorians on Mirador Station? The Rathorians are on Mirador 

Station to sign a peace treaty that will end the civil war on their planet.
CCSS: RL.6.1, RL.7.1, RL.8.1

2. What does the opening scene in the trazador gym reveal about Kira’s traits 
and motivations? How do those traits and motivations affect Kira’s actions 
and the plot of the story? Sample answer: The opening scene in the trazador 
gym introduces Kira and shows her athletic skills, her tendency to be late, and her 
dislike of formal gatherings. Her traits and motivations affect how she interacts 
with her family members, especially her mother. They also affect how she responds 
when she and Orinth have to escape Quinn Perrin and his assistants. Her athletic 
skills and quick thinking help them to get away and trap Perrin for the authorities.
CCSS: RL.6.3, RL.6.5, RL.7.3, RL.8.3

3. Do you think Kira and Orinth were brave or reckless for investigating the 
sabotage on their own? Explain your reasoning. Sample answer: I think Kira 
and Orinth were brave for trying to find out who really caused the accident with 
the chandelier. If they had not snuck into Quinn Perrin’s quarters and overheard him 
talking to his assistants about what they had done, Orinth’s mother may not have 
been cleared of the crime. This probably would have resulted in the peace treaty not 
being signed and a continuation of the fighting on their planet.
CCSS: RL.6.10, RL.7.10, RL.8.10
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