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BOOK SUMMARIES AND DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
 

 

Life As We Knew It, Susan Beth Pfeffer.  Harcourt Books, 2006. 
 
 Terrible tsunamis, earthquakes and volcanoes result when an asteroid impacts the 
moon and knocks it off its axis.  Through her diary entries, 16-year-old Miranda 
describes the aftermath as society staggers and collapses.  She and her family hole up in 
their small-town Pennsylvania house and must battle to survive in a starving, dark and 
frozen world. 
 

1. At first, almost everyone is excited about the asteroid.  Do you think this is 
realistic?  If an asteroid were going to hit the moon, would you be unconcerned 
about it as long as scientists said nothing bad would happen?  Would you worry 
anyway? 

2. Miranda’s two best friends make very different choices in reaction to the lack of 
food.  How do you think you would react? 

3. Not much is described about how time is spent during the long winter.  Do you 
think that’s an effective way to illustrate the tedium?  What would you have done 
to pass the time? 

4. If this had really happened, what would’ve become of Southern California?  What 
about where we’re sitting right now? 

5. During the flu epidemic, Miranda’s neighbor comes by pleading for aspirin for his 
wife.  Other than this, no real pleas or battles for resources are depicted.  Is this 
realistic?  What is the effect? 

6. What do you think happened to Miranda’s dad and Lisa?  Did they make it where 
they were going?  Did Lisa have her baby? 

7. Would Life As We Knew It make a good movie?  Who could play Miranda? 
 
The White Mountains, John Christopher.  Macmillan Publishing Co., 1967. 
 
 Several hundred years in the future, humanity has regressed to a pre-industrial 
state.  There is peace and people are content.  They don’t question the supremacy of the 
Tripods, the giant metal machines that enslave them.  When people turn 14 they are 
“capped” with a brain-control device that enables them to love the Tripods and appreciate 
life just as it is.  Just prior to reaching capping age, 13-year-old Will and his cousin 
Henry run away from home.  They will attempt to reach the White Mountains, a rumored 
place where men can live free of the tyranny of the Tripods. 
 

1. When Will’s cousin Jack is capped, they can no longer be friends.  Are there 
similar rites of passage in real life that can distance friends from one another?  
What are they? 

2. What do you think the Tripods are?  Are they man-made machines run amok?  
Extraterrestrial means of transportation?  Extraterrestrials themselves? 
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3. How do you think the Tripods view humans? 
4. People who are capped seem content—at one point, Will even ponders life with a 

cap as a legitimate choice.  Do you think people voluntarily do comparable things 
today in order to not worry about things or have to think too much?  What are 
some of those things? 

5. Do you think there’s any significance to the name “Will”?  How about the vagrant 
“Ozymandias”?  (I may need to help on that one.  I actually may need help myself 
on that one.) 

6. Would you continue reading the other books in the trilogy? 
7. Would The White Mountains make a good movie?  Who could play Will? 
 

Parable of the Sower, Octavia E. Butler.  Grand Central Publishing, 2000. 
 

Lauren is a girl with “hyperempathy,” a condition that causes her to intensely feel 
what another person is feeling.  This may not be the most desirable condition to have in a 
bleak and anarchistic Los Angeles of the future, where things just keep getting worse and 
worse.  When her house is burned down and her family killed, Lauren leaves town.  With 
the basic concept that “God Is Change,” Lauren travels north and attracts followers as she 
begins to establish her new religion, Earthseed.   
 

1. Different than the other books we’ve read (and will read), no one thing happens to 
cause the collapse of society—it just happens over time.  Is this realistic?  Do you 
worry about such a thing happening? 

2. How realistic is Earthseed as a religion?  Is it a religion?  What about “God Is 
Change?”  Who is God?  Do you think God can be neither good nor bad? 

3. If you were living in that world, do you think Earthseed would appeal to you? 
4. What do you think Lauren’s condition says about the idea of helping people?  Is 

the one who helps always vulnerable in some way? 
5. Would you like to have hyperempathy?  What about if you could turn it on and 

off?  When would be a good time to have it?  When would be a bad time? 
6. Would Parable of the Sower make a good movie?  Who could play Lauren? 

 
The Host, Stephenie Meyer.  Little, Brown and Company, 2008. 
 

Peace-loving aliens—“souls”— have decided to rid the earth of violence by 
systematically taking control of all human bodies, one-by-one.  When a soul named 
Wanderer tries to co-opt the body of a captured member of a human rebel group, she’s 
chagrined to discover that Melanie doesn’t go easily.  They battle each other for rights to 
the body and for the love of Melanie’s man, Jared. 
 

1. As a rule, the souls seem to think that their practice of taking over planets is a 
good thing.  What do you think?  Do people sometimes act in a similar way? 

2. Although The Host is about aliens taking over the human race, the aliens aren’t 
necessarily bad.  Who did you find yourself rooting for?  Did the ending surprise 
you? 
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3. How is this book different than the Twilight books (if you’ve read them)?  Do you 
hope it will become a series a la Twilight? 

4. Wanderer/Wanda’s Comforter, Kathy, fell in love with the soul that inhabited her 
human host’s husband’s body (phew!).  Wanderer/Wanda falls for Melanie’s 
boyfriend Jared.  What does this say about the nature of falling in love? 

5. Assume there is intelligent life on other planets.  Do you think humans are likely 
to be more violent or passionate than the average alien?  Why do you think so? 

6. Would The Host make a good movie?  Who could play the body of Melanie? 
 
Zombies Calling, Faith Erin Hicks.  SLG Publishing, 2008. 
 
 All hell breaks loose at a Canadian university when the students and faculty start 
turning into flesh-hungry zombies. Using the rules she’s learned from watching a lot of 
zombie movies, Joss and her flatmates prepare to fight back.  The movie rules seem to 
work in real life as well, but when the gang violates rule #1—“Never leave the mall”—
the army has to be called in.  Yes, Canada has an army. 
 

1. Joss is scared of the zombies, but she’s terrified of her student loans.  What 
everyday things can be scarier than zombies? 

2. The zombies turn out to be the creation of a disgruntled professor trying to make a 
point about how college students are just zombies.  Do you feel that way about 
your school experience? 

3. Joss learns the “rules” about zombies from movies.  Do you like those kinds of 
rules in movies or books (vampire rules, time travel rules)?  What makes the rules 
fun?  Or not? 

4. How do you think humor worked in Zombies Calling?  Did it make it less scary?  
Was it scary?  Do you think it would have been a good story without the humor? 

5. Would Zombies Calling make a good movie?  Who could play Joss? 
 
The Stand, Stephen King.  Doubleday & Company, 1978. 
 
 When a government-engineered superflu is accidentally released from a secret 
lab, the illness runs rampant and 99.4% of the world’s population is killed.  The few 
remaining survivors are compelled by dreams to group together into two major factions—
one good and one evil.  The fate of humanity lies in the balance as the two groups prepare 
for the inevitable super-epic battle. 
 

1. Do you think the government engages in secret experiments and projects that 
could be dangerous if something went wrong?  If so, why do you think they do it? 

2. We read the original 1978 version, which weighs in around 800 pages.  In 1990, 
they released the “unabridged” version that added some 400 pages.  Would you 
want to read that?  Did you feel our version was too brief or missing anything? 

3. Fran ends some of her journal entries with random things she remembers about 
the world before the plague (sitcom laugh tracks, Sara Lee cheesecake).  If the 
world ended now, what little things do you think you’d want to make sure to 
remember?  What things would be okay to forget? 
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4. The Stand describes how a disease could spread in 1978 America.  Do you think a 
plague like this would spread any different in today’s world?  Would the Internet 
or cellphones play a role? 

5. Why do you think the evil group settled down in Las Vegas?  Why Boulder for 
the good guys?  Where would you settle if you were on the good side?  Bad side? 

6. Why do you think all the action takes place in America?  Does this make the book 
seem more like an allegory than reality?  If so, what could the book be saying? 

7. Would The Stand make a good movie?  Who could play Larry? 
 
H.G. Wells’ The War of the Worlds, Ian Edgington and D’Israeli.  Dark Horse 
Comics, 2005. 
 
 Classic tale of a Martian invasion of turn-of-the-century England.  The 
technologically sophisticated aliens wreak deathray destruction on humanity and threaten 
to enslave and eat mankind.  Just when it seems that total annihilation is inevitable, the 
Martians suddenly succumb to earth germs and peace is restored. 
 

1. The War of the Worlds is typically considered the first alien invasion end-of-the-
world novel.  How is it similar to the other books we’ve read?  How is it 
different? 

2. Are the book’s ideas about aliens (the way they look, their technologies, their 
motives) so old that they don’t make sense today?  How do you think the aliens 
would look if the book were written today? 

3. In 1938, director Orson Welles (no relation) famously performed a dramatization 
of the book on the radio.  It caused a panic among listeners who thought the news-
bulletin-style performance was real.  Could something like that happen now?  
What level of proof of alien invasion would people require before panicking 
today? 

4. If the world were ending, would you rather be around a lot of people or a few?  
Alone?  Why? 

5. Did War of the Worlds make a good movie?  Who played Ray? 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 


