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ON THE COME UP
by Angie Thomas

Booktalk
Sixteen-year-old Bri is a talented rapper and knowledgeable hip hop fan, who is 
best known to some as the daughter of the underground hip hop legend Lawless, 
who was murdered by local gang members. Her mother insists that she focus on 
preparing for college, but Bri finally has a shot to make it big with her music. Her 
first recorded song goes viral for all the wrong reasons; the verses, fueled by her 

anger over being profiled by security guards at school, earn her a reputation she didn’t want. Playing 
into the stereotype to make money could be her ticket out of poverty, but Bri must decide who she really 
is and how to represent herself and her skills. 

Questions for Group Discussion 

Stereotypes. After Bri blows up at DJ Hype, she 
fears that she has become the “ratchet hood rat” 
people unfairly made her out to be (p. 354). Do 
you think she became the stereotype? Is there 
a difference between the radio interview, her 
Instagram video, and the song that Supreme 
wants her to record for James? Why does she 
feel so differently about each situation? Do you 
think her friends and family are justified in their 
opinions about the way she presents herself? 

Loyalty. Bri doesn’t want to “fire” Aunt Pooh as 
her manager because she doesn’t want to hurt 
her and risk leaving her behind. Jay has an easier 
time deciding not to bail her sister out of jail if 
she isn’t ready to change. Do you agree with 
their decisions? What does it mean to be loyal to 
family and friends who are making bad choices? 
How do you know when you’re helping or hurting 
someone you love? How do you decide what 
sacrifices are worth making for them?

Youth culture. After the riot at the school, 
some parents blame Bri’s song for the violence 
that occurred. Bri thinks that’s wrong, but she 
also hates to hear little kids echoing her lyrics 
and taking them literally. Do you think music 
influences people’s choices and behavior? What 
about videos and books? Is there an age when 
young people should be trusted to understand the 
difference between art and real life? Who should 

decide where to draw the line between free speech 
and harmful speech when young people are 
involved?

Poverty. Trey wants to sell their father’s chain to 
pay their bills, Bri sees it as a financial safety net 
they can pawn if they need to, and Jay insists on 
keeping it. What does the chain represent to Trey? 
Do you think he is right? Do you agree with Jay’s 
decision to accept welfare before selling the chain? 
What other decisions do characters make that 
are complicated by poverty? Do you think poor 
people are unfairly judged for their situations and 
choices? 

Double standards. Bri is enraged when an online 
petition calls to “protect our children.” Bri thinks, 
“I’m definitely not included in that … God forbid 
[another child] hear about what people like me 
have to deal with on the daily” (p. 265). Why do 
you think the author of the petition thinks that 
children like hers need protection from children 
like Bri? How do other characters in the book 
show double standards? How do they affect Bri’s 
daily life, and the other young people of color 
around her? Do you see double standards around 
you?
Guide created by Autumn Allen, EdM, MA-MFA, educator and critic.



WITH THE FIRE ON HIGH
by Elizabeth Acevedo

Booktalk
Anyone who tastes Emoni’s cooking calls it magic, and it just might be. However, 
the ingredients she has to work with are challenging: Emoni is a senior in high 
school with a two-year-old daughter, a part-time job, and no time for new friends 
or extracurricular activities like culinary class. She works hard to keep her head 
up and must make difficult decisions every day for her daughter and abuela. But 

there is a wild dream stirring inside her and the possibility of a lifetime in front of her. Will Emoni play 
it safe? Or will she take a leap of faith and make her dreams of becoming a professional chef come true? 

Questions for Group Discussion 

Duende. Describe Emoni’s relationship with 
cooking. In what ways is Emoni “full of duende. 
Of inspiration and passion” (p. 346)? How does the 
way Emoni is feeling affect her food? How does 
the author describe Emoni’s cooking and its effect 
on people? Do you think Emoni’s food is magical? 

Home. How does Emoni describe Philadelphia 
throughout the book? Where is home for you? 
What makes it home? On the last day of the trip 
to Spain, Emoni says “Maybe that’s the point of a 
trip like this; you start the process of learning and 
then you carry it with you back home” (p. 341). In 
what ways does being in Spain make Emoni feel 
more “free” to say, think, and do what she hasn’t 
felt able to do at home? What does Emoni learn 
about herself in Spain that she brings back home 
with her?

Chosen Family. When reflecting about family, 
Emoni says, “People say that you’re stuck with the 
family you’re born into … But we all make choices 
about people. Who we want to hold close, who we 
want to remain in our lives, and who we are just 
fine without” (p. 60). Who are the people that 
Emoni chooses as family? What makes her choose 
them? Who are the people you choose as your 
family? What makes you choose them?

Motherhood. Early on, Emoni characterizes 
Babygirl as “front and center, the candlelight we 
read the world by” (p. 53). Who is the “we” that 
Emoni describes? How does Emoni feel about 
being Babygirl’s mom? In what ways does Emoni 
put her daughter “front and center”? What are the 
difficult relationships that Emoni has to navigate 
because of her daughter? 

Limitations and Possibilities. What are some 
of the things that limit Emoni’s ability to live the 
life she wants and to pursue her dreams? How 
are these limitations connected to race, class, and 
gender? What “leaps of faith” does Emoni take in 
order to create more possibilities for herself? What 
are the resources and people that support and 
encourage her to take those leaps? What are your 
dreams? Do they feel possible? Why or why not?
Guide prepared by Amanda Torres (amandatorreswrites.com), writer, community 
organizer, educator, and non-profit consultant.



THIS TIME WILL BE DIFFERENT
by Misa Sugiura

Booktalk
Katsuyamas never quit—but seventeen-year-old CJ doesn’t even know where 
to start. She’s never lived up to her mom’s type-A ambition, and she’s perfectly 
happy just helping her aunt, Hannah, at their family’s flower shop. She doesn’t 
buy into Hannah’s romantic ideas about flowers and their hidden meanings, but 
when it comes to arranging the perfect bouquet, CJ discovers a knack she never 

knew she had. A skill she might even be proud of. Then her mom decides to sell the shop—to the family 
who swindled CJ’s grandparents when thousands of Japanese Americans were sent to internment camps 
during WWII. Soon a rift threatens to splinter CJ’s family, friends, and their entire Northern California 
community; and for the first time, CJ has found something she wants to fight for.

Questions for Group Discussion 

Family First. CJ’s aunt Hannah, while explaining 
the family legacy attached to the flower shop 
Heart’s Desire, ends her statement with the well-
known saying, “Family first, right?” (p. 54). When 
in the novel do you see characters put “family 
first”? When in the novel do you see characters 
prioritize other values over family loyalty? To what 
extent should family be valued over other aspects 
of life, like work, activism, romantic relationships 
and/or public image?

Changing Friendships. Though CJ protests that 
Brynn’s actions in middle school disqualify her 
from being accepted as a friend or girlfriend now, 
Emily insists that “it might be time to move on, 
that’s all. Things are different now. I think maybe 
she’s changed” (p. 74).  Which character do you 
support more in this argument, and why? Is it 
possible for bullies to change? How do you know if 
a damaged friendship is worth repairing? 

Love Life. Early in their friendship, Owen 
expresses that everyone wants “a love that lasts 
forever,” but CJ has differing views based on her 
mom’s story in which “no one falls in love in the 
first place” and her aunt who “falls in love so 
often that you wonder if it’s really what they’re 
feeling” (p. 83). What life experiences shape each 
character’s view on romantic love?

History Repeating. Though the title of the novel 
is This Time Will Be Different, throughout the 
text, multiple characters experience events that 
echo history. From CJ’s unplanned pregnancy 
connecting with her mom’s, to the central issue 
of the McAllister family buying out the smaller 
Katsuyama family business, history tends to 
repeat itself. Where else do you see history 
repeating itself, in the novel and in real life?

Activism & Identity. While CJ’s school activist 
group present their petition to the school, CJ hears 
an audience member saying, “Zach and Aviana 
aren’t even full Japanese” and is momentarily 
angered, thinking it’s “as if being ‘only part’ 
automatically disqualifies a person from claiming 
a heritage” (p. 237). During two other publicity 
events, the activist group is upset that Brynn 
takes most of the air time during an interview 
and organizes an article to center her own efforts 
in the struggle for reparations rather than letting 
Japanese-American voices lead the movement. 
Why does identity and representation matter in 
activist movements? In this book, do you think 
questions of identity do more to help or hinder 
the movement to change the school’s name from 
Robert McAllister to Ryohei Motohara High 
School?
Guide prepared by Danielle Zipkin, a humanities teacher at Booker T. Washington 
Middle School in New York, NY.



THE REST OF THE STORY
by Sarah Dessen

Booktalk
For most of her life, it’s just been Emma Saylor and her dad—her mom wasn’t 
really around, even before she died five years ago. Emma knows her mom grew 
up at North Lake, but aside from one visit long ago, Emma’s never been back—
until this summer, when she unexpectedly has to stay with her grandmother for 
three weeks. Suddenly, Emma has the chance to find out what the lake really 

meant to her mother, and to reconnect with a family she can barely remember. With the help of Roo—
the boy who never forgot her after her first visit to the lake—Emma slowly begins to uncover the rest of 
her mother’s story, and her own. 

Questions for Group Discussion 

Identity. Roo explains to Emma that each 
summer, “everyone has to condense their bio 
down to the main ideas…five sentences” (p. 74). 
What do Roo’s and Emma’s chosen sentences 
reveal about them? Do you think that five 
sentences are enough to convey a person’s 
identity? How do you think Emma’s five sentences 
might change by the next time she returns to 
the lake? If you had to introduce yourself in five 
sentences, what would they be?

Story. Emma reassures Gordon, “There is always 
the rest of the story, right? Even if you don’t know 
right now what it is” (p. 260). What is the “rest 
of the story” that Emma is seeking, and do you 
think she finds it by the end of the novel? What 
is the significance of stories—the ones her mother 
told her and the ones she learns from Roo and 
the Calvanders—to Emma’s life? How would you 
answer Roo’s question: “What’s the rest of your 
story?” (pg. 383). What does the book’s title mean 
to you?

Anxiety. Throughout the novel, Emma reveals 
her struggle with anxiety. What are some of the 
coping skills Emma uses to manage her feelings? 
How does Emma’s anxiety affect her life in 
positive or negative ways? Can you relate to any 
of Emma’s worries or fears? How do you manage 
those feelings? 

Privilege. After she begins working with Trinity, 
Emma observes, “Things were different here” 
(p. 99). What do you think she means by this 
statement? What are the differences you see 
between Emma’s life in Lakeview, versus life for 
“lake kids” or the “yacht club” boys? What are 
the privileges and opportunities that each group 
experiences? How does privilege, or the lack of it, 
shape the worldview of different characters in the 
novel? If you had to choose between North Lake 
and Lake North, which would you choose, and 
why? 

Friends. After spending time apart from Ryan 
and Bridget, Emma realizes that she has made 
assumptions about her friends and wonders, 
“What kind of a friend did that?” (p. 316). How 
would you respond to Emma’s question? Has 
there been a time when you realized you made 
an assumption, or had a friend make one about 
you? Can you identify examples of both positive 
and negative friendships in the novel? What does 
Emma learn about friendships, both old and new, 
during her time at North Lake?
Guide prepared by Laura Schick, teacher at Jesuit High School, Portland, OR



TIPS FOR
ORGANIZING
A BOOK GROUP
FOR TEENS: 
•  The fastest way to advertise is through 

word of mouth. Social media accounts 
run by the grown-ups are only successful 
in starting a book group or promoting 
your event if you have teens sharing your 
posts. Recruit a few enthusiastic readers 
who are willing to get things started!

•  Give teens options and let them decide. 
Pull a list of potential books and share 
information about them with your 
readers. 

•  Come prepared with a few good 
questions, but let them drive the 
discussion. Begin each meeting by letting 
the teens introduce themselves and share 
their thoughts and initial impressions 
about the book. Let their conversation 
about the book start organically and 
use the questions if and when you need 
them. 

•  Don’t be afraid of silence. It can be scary 
to speak up for the first time—especially 
if you’re new to the group—so don’t feel 
the need to fill the silence with chatter. 
The quiet gives them some time to think 
about how to answer a question you 
offered or to build up the courage to say 
something. 

•  Be ready with information about the 
next book club selection before they 
leave!

www.harperstacks.com  www.epicreads.com

Let Me Hear a Rhyme
by Tiffany D. Jackson

 “[A] fast-paced blend of mystery, 
budding romance, and social 
commentary.”

—KIRKUS REVIEWS (starred review)

Opposite of Always
by Justin A. Reynolds

 “A love story about friendship 
with a ‘choose your own adventure’ 
twist.”

—SCHOOL LIBRARY JOURNAL (starred 
review)

We Set the Dark on Fire
by Tehlor Kay Mejia

 “With its achingly slow-burn 
romance and incisive examination of 
power structures, this is a masterfully 
constructed novel.”

—BOOKLIST (starred review)

Like a Love Story
by Abdi Nazemian

“A love letter to queerness, self-
expression, and individuality.”

—MACKENZI LEE, New York Times 
bestselling author of The Gentleman’s Guide 
to Vice and Virtue

Sorry for Your Loss
by Jessie Ann Foley

“This book’s pages can barely contain 
the hugeness of its beating heart.”

—JEFF ZENTNER, author of The Serpent 
King 

MORE DISCUSSION-
WORTHY TITLES GREAT PICKS FOR YOUR

TEEN BOOK CLUB

Tips provided by Cindy Minnich, a high school English teacher and 
certified school librarian in Pennsylvania.


