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ABOUT THE BOOK

K

ate Marino knows very well that home is where her heart is, and if she had any say in the matter, her heart would stay put in
Big Red. The old, rambling farmhouse has withstood the test of time with her family, but now Kate’s parents have decided
to sell it from under her feet.

The preventative solution: sabotage the realtor’s tours with the help of best friends and a plan that has maximum stinkage potential.
The back-up plan: hang on to at least a little bit of life at Big Red by creating shoebox dioramas of each room.
But even with a full-scale assault, will her mission be a success? And if not, what will the diorama of Kate’s future look like?
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TARA ALTEBRANDO is the author of such novels as The Battle of Darcy Lane, The Best Night of Your
(Pathetic) Life, and Dreamland Social Club (a Kirkus Reviews Best Book for Teens of 2011). She is also
the co-author of Roomies with Sara Zarr. Tara lives in Astoria, NY, with her husband and two daughters, and
you can visit her online at taraaltebrando.com and via Twitter @TaraAltebrando.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
Note Kate’s explicit description of settings, how she describes
scenes with precise detail. Discuss the importance of scene
and setting to this story.
Dancing is Kate’s passion. She likes the way dancing “blocked
out whatever else was going on (28)” in her life. Explain why
Kate forged her mother’s signature on the dance competition
permission form. Discuss her reasons for doing so. Do you
think they’re good reasons? Explain your answer.
Kate summarizes the plot of the film Xanadu on page 65. Compare the story of the film with the sale of Big Red. Can you find
anything similar about them?
On page 83, Kate states that selling Big Red is none of Megan’s
business. Explain how this comment foreshadows events to
come.
Notice that, on page 41, Naveen compliments Kate’s use of
aluminum foil in her diorama. Later, on page 84, Stella flattens
a piece of foil while she announces that she has invited Megan
to her party. Later, Stella crumbles the tin foil in a ball as she
states that it isn’t her fault that Kate has never had a karaoke
party. Observe and discuss the use of an object – aluminum foil
– as a tool to show how the characters feel.
Kate states that, when it comes to learning Miss Emma’s dance
steps, imitation is something that she does well (88). The word
imitation is defined as being phony, a copy, or a forgery. Cite
instances in the text where Kate’s actions are imitations of
others’.
Discuss Angus’s role in the story. Explore how his character
reflects how people in the family feel.
The word stink is defined as foulness, rotten, and offensive.
Explore the role of ‘stinkage’ in the story. Tell how smelliness
brought some characters together while pulling others apart.
Discuss how stink revealed Bernie’s true nature. On page 126,
Kate says that, compared to Stella’s, her life “stank.” Does she
mean literally or figuratively? Explain your answer.

Explore Naveen’s intuitive nature. Describe his relationship
with Kate. Note that he understands why Kate doesn’t want
people to know she’s moving (128), that she’s concerned people
will know that her family is broke. Explain how his comment
serves as foreshadowing for a statement made by Megan at
the bottom of the same page. What’s different about the way
Megan and Naveen see things?
Explore the use of secrets as subplot. Describe the motivations
behind the characters’ secretive nature. Discuss the secrets
Kate keeps from her parents. Tell why she is doing so. List
the secrets Dad keeps from Kate and her mother. Identify his
motivation to do so. Define the difference between a lie and a
secret. Illustrate examples of both in the text.
Early in the story, Kate wonders how her father knew he could
write songs. His response to her question was “I didn’t. Until
I did. (47)” Later, when Dad discovers Kate’s talent for creating dioramas, he asked her the same question. Kate responds
by repeating her father’s words, “I didn’t. Until I did. (165)”
Explain how being willing to take a risk is an important part of
the creative process. Discuss how Kate and her father formed a
connection through creativity.
On page 177, while talking to Sam Fitch about dioramas, Kate
discovers that she has a crush on him. She bases this realization on the fact that talking to Naveen about dioramas felt
differently. Explain why she feels the way that she does. Define
a crush. Discuss the difference between a crush and friendship.
The word bliss is defined as happiness, joy, and gladness. Discuss how, by learning to trust in herself (208), Kate followed
her bliss. How do taking risks and facing the truth help people
find their bliss?
In her letter to the girls who moved into Big Red, Kate tells
them “Change is hard. Until it’s not. (255)” Tell how a creative
response to change involves taking risks and being creative.
Why do you think Kate wanted to write the girls a letter? Explain how reaching out to them helps Kate.

COMMON CORE STATE STANDARDS ALIGNMENT:
Reading Literature – CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.1, RL.3.3, RL.3.5, RL.3.10, RL.4.1, RL.4.2, RL.4.3, RL.4.10, RL.5.1, RL.5.2, RL.5.3, RL.5.10, RL.6.1, RL.6.2, RL.6.3, RL.6.10
Speaking & Listening – CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.3.1, SL.3.2, SL.3.6, SL.4.1, SL.5.1, SL.6.1
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PROJECTS AND APPLICATIONS
XANADU IS DEFINED AS BEING AN IDEALIZED PLACE OF GREAT
OR IDYLLIC MAGNIFICENCE AND BEAUTY. IN AN INFORMATIVE
ESSAY, EXPLORE YOUR BLISSFUL XANADU BY ASKING YOURSELF:
• Who plays important roles in your Xanadu?
• What does your Xanadu look like? Feel like? Taste like?
Smell like?
• Describe the setting of your Xanadu.
• Explain why this place is important to you.

RESEARCH THE STINK BUG.

Discover why they are nuisances
to home owners. Use the information gained to analyze the
symbolic use of the stink bug in My Life in Dioramas. Find
passages where the stink bug represents a character’s feelings. In a short essay, consider how the stink bug serves as a
metaphor for the need to move on or for being forced out.

Observe your completed silhouette. Describe how it makes you
see the person from the picture differently.

CREATE A SHOEBOX DIORAMA REPRESENTING A FACTUAL
OR FICTIONAL SCENE FROM YOUR LIFE.
• Note that the diorama should represent a moment in
time, much like a photograph.
• Your diorama should tell a story, reflecting a mood or a
theme of the setting.
• Include specific details that reveal character, things that
might be overlooked by the casual onlooker.
Describe how you crafted your diorama in a short essay.
Explain the intent behind the images and objects included in your
diorama. As a result of observing it, tell what you hope the viewer
learned about you.

FOLLOW THE DIRECTIONS BELOW TO CREATE A SIMPLE
SILHOUETTE (108):

IN THE END, AFTER KATE COMPLETED HER SOLO, SHE SAID,
“I’D DONE IT. THAT WAS THE THING THAT MATTERED (237).”

• Search picture files on the computer to find a profile of
yourself or someone else.
• Enlarge or shrink the image to your desired size.
• Print the picture on regular paper.
• Use scissors to trim around the image.
• Lay image cutout on black construction paper. Use pencil
to trace around the image.
• Use scissors to trim around the traced lines.
• Use a glue stick to secure the black construction paper
image to a white background.
• Place silhouette in a frame, if desired.

What about you? Write about your dreams. In a short
writing exercise, describe your desires. Describe what you
hope to accomplish or achieve. Imagine what fulfilling
those desires would look like and feel like. Write the
narrative as if you are doing the very thing that you thought
you could never do – moment by moment – in present
tense. Focus the bright spotlight on yourself and shine,
shine, shine!

COMMON CORE STATE STANDARDS ALIGNMENT:
Writing – CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.3.2, W.3.3, W.3.7, W.4.2, W.4.3, W.4.7, W.4.8, W.5.2, W.5.3, W.5.7, W.5.8, W.6.2, W.6.3, W.6.7, W.6.8

Guide written by author DEB GONZALES, a former classroom teacher, school administrator, and educational consultant. She earned her MFA in writing for
children and young adults from the Vermont College of Fine Arts and has published several early-readers. To review the wide variety of guides she’s created,
access her website at www.debbiegonzales.com.

Running Press, a member of the Perseus Books Group, is distributed by Perseus Distribution.
To order, contact your Perseus Books Group sales representative or call customer service at (800) 343-4499.
You can also visit us at runningpress.com.

For More Guides Visit WWW.RPCURRICULUMGUIDES.COM

PAGE 3 of 3

