Book-Group Discussion Prompts for Gifted and Talented
1. In what ways are Rachel and Ethan different from other parents connected to Fairmont Elementary’s honors program, especially Elena and Jack? Think, in particular, of how Rachel and Ethan see their roles as parents of a gifted child. In what ways does Crispin benefit from these differences? What, if any, setbacks does he suffer?
2. Most students in Crispin’s honors class are “[w]hite as a block of cream cheese,” while white students are the minority in the larger population of Fairmont Elementary. What seems to explain this segregation?
3. Rachel is uncomfortable with the gifted program’s “academic caste system.” After sneaking a peek at Mrs. Zane’s “class rank” list, she asks herself, “[W]as Crispin’s ranking the reason for her anxiety, or was it the existence of the list itself? Was it fair or even possible to quantify something as abstract as giftedness with the same precision with which one would rank baseball teams?” What might compel Mrs. Zane to go through such a ranking process, even within an honors class? What does this desire to rank students say about what is valued most today in education and in student performance?
4. After Jaden is brought into the honors program, his mother, Krystal, observes, “I don’t know where his smarts come from, but I sure didn’t have nothing to do with them.” Do you think there could be any truth in what Krystal is saying, or is she selling herself short? Why?
5. What do Krystal’s observations, and the larger trajectory of Jaden’s story, say about the possible roles of nature and nurture in Jaden’s personal development and prospects? In what ways is the old nature-versus-nurture question complicated by larger socioeconomic forces and biases?
6. Do you think Elena’s failure to help Jaden during the near-drowning incident was intentional or accidental? Why?
7. At one emotional point in the novel, Krystal says to Rachel that “all I am is a project to you.” Afterward, Rachel reflects back on something her father once said to her: “There’s a fine line between kindness and condescension.” Do you think that Rachel has truly crossed this line with Krystal? Why or why not?
8. Do you have any personal experiences—as a student, parent, or concerned community member—with honors programs or magnet schools? If so, how do the stories and characters from the novel line up with, complicate, or contradict your own experiences? Can you think of any other angles that the author might have explored?
9. Do you personally believe that helicopter parenting has gone too far, or has it become a necessary response to an ever-more-competitive educational system?
10. If given the opportunity, what questions would you ask the author about the novel or her process of writing it?
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