Discussion Guide for Educators
“The Stars Are Always There” by Jaime Maria Merrill
Before Reading
1. What makes a home feel like home to you?
2. What challenges do you imagine ranch life brings?
3. Why might water be a precious resource in rural communities?
4. When have you had to speak up about something important?
During Reading
Chapters 1–5
· How does Jess feel about being on the ranch for the summer?
· Which setting details help you visualize the Texas Panhandle?
· What early hints of magical realism appear?
Chapters 6–10
· Why is Jess so connected to animals?
· How is she beginning to change?
· What early signs show there’s a conflict over water use?
Chapters 11–17
· What motivates Gus Landry’s harmful choices?
· What stands in Jess’s way as she considers speaking out?
· Who becomes an unexpected ally?
Chapters 18–23
· How does Jess finally find her voice?
· What strengths does she discover?
· What message does the resolution send about courage and community?
Chapters 24-End
· What role, real or imagined, does magical realism play?
· As Jess returns home, what lessons is she taking with her?
· What is waiting for her on the first day of middle school?
After Reading
· What does the title “The Stars Are Always There” mean to you?
· How does magical realism help deepen the story?
· What does Jess learn about doing the right thing?
· How does water serve both as a resource and a metaphor?
· Which character changes the most, and why?
· What role do animals play in Jess’s self-understanding?
· What does the story say about the importance of community?


Creative Response Activities
· Write a journal entry from Jess the night before she confronts the water issue.
· Design a water conservation poster inspired by the book.
· Create a short dialogue between Jess and a ranch animal.
· Draw a detailed map of the ranch using clues from the text.


SEL Reflection Questions
· When have you needed courage like Jess?
· What do you feel responsible for in your community?
· How do you decide what is right when the choice is difficult?



Water & Shared Resources Discussion
These discussion prompts, designed for grades 4–7, are useful supplements to fiction or nonfiction reading. They support conversations about water, place, shared resources, and ethical decision‑making, particularly in environmental or summer reading programs.
Section A: Water, Place, and Daily Life
1. Did You Know? Most of the Earth’s water is not safe for drinking or farming.
· How might living in a dry place change how people think about water?
· Why might water feel more valuable in some places than others?

2. How does where you live affect what resources you notice or take for granted?

Section B: Connected Resources
1. Did You Know? Food, water, and energy are connected, even when we don’t see it.
a. How might a decision about one resource affect another?
2. With linked resources, who should make decisions about the consequences — individuals, communities, or leaders?

Section C: Trade‑offs and Choices
1. Did You Know? Some solutions to resource problems can create new challenges.
a. Why are there rarely perfect answers regarding shared resources?

2. How should people decide when a benefit is worth the cost?

Section D: Time and Responsibility
1. Did You Know? Water shortages often develop slowly rather than all at once.
a. Why are slow problems harder to take seriously?

2. Should people be responsible for problems they didn’t cause but benefit from? Why or why not?
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