Together—Book Talk for Kids and Parents

Sample Book-based Discussion Questions and Activities

Theme: Being American

Watch the Stars Come Out by Riki Levinson

· Close your eyes.  What do you think it felt like to be on the boat?  What kind of sounds and smells do you feel?

· Have any of you (kids) ever traveled alone, without your parents or other adults? 

· Why were the children taking such a long trip alone?

· From whose point of view is this story told?  From what other points of view could this story be told?  How would they change the story and what different emotions would be expressed?

· No one is this story has a real name; the narrator only refers to them by capitalizing their role in her life (i.e. Brother, Mama).  Why do you think the author does this? 

· There is a lot of counting in this story.  What importance does that have for the narrator?

· Why do you think the children were examined when they reached America?

· Why do you think the children in the picture are wearing tags?

· Did you notice that the picture on the first page of the book is repeated on the last page?  Why do you think the illustrator did this?

· Did you notice anything else that was repeated in the illustrations?

· This story is titled Watch the Stars Come Out.  What significance does watching the stars at night have for the narrator? 

· Most of the story does not take place in America and we see very little of the narrator’s life in America after she arrives.  What does this story have to do with “Being American?

· Do you know who in your family first came (or was brought) to this country to live?  Did they arrive at Ellis Island?

· What are some of the reasons people may have for wanting to come to America?

· Do you think that “Being American” is an important theme today?  Is it a question that affects you personally?

· How could this book also help us to discuss freedom and courage?

In the Year of the Boar and Jackie Robinson by Bette Bao Lord

· The author doesn’t explain exactly why Shirley’s father wanted to leave China, but she does leave some hints in the first chapter.  Why do you think they wanted to leave?

· Shirley is very concerned about adopting American customs.  What are some of the customs she tries to adopt?  What are some of the Chinese customs she retains?

· Why do you think that Mabel decides to become Shirley’s friend? Would you want to be Shirley’s friend?

· On pg. 70, Mabel calls her classmates a string of bad names, some indicating race or ethnicity.  Why do you think the author adds these insults? 

· What makes Shirley immediately like Emily?  

· What makes Emily give up her chance to go on stage during the assembly?  Does it have to do with just baseball?

· On pages 92-93, Mrs. Rappaport gives a speech about how baseball and America are alike. Do you agree with what she says?  Do you think that America is still like what she describes?

· Do you think Shirley courageous in this story?  How are her parents courageous?

· Do you think that Shirley would have the same problems coming to America today?  What would be the same? What would be different?

· What is Jackie Robinson’s role in this story?  What does his personal history have to do with being American?

Many thanks to Pilot facilitators from Queens, Oneida, Schenectady, and Kinderhook for sharing their insightful and thought-provoking questions and activities with us.
