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When Cynthia Lord  sat down to 

write her first children’s book, she knew 

it would be a middle-grade novel. As she 

recalls, “I grew up next to a lake in New 

Hampshire and I remember being ten 

years old, lying on our pier, listening 

to the seagulls calling, and daydreaming 

about Borrowers and Chocolate Factories 

and Secret Gardens.”

Cynthia Lord is the author of a host of award-winning books. These include A 

Handful of Stars (2015); Half a Chance (2014), Junior Library Guild Selec-

tion and Book Page Top Pick in Children’s Books; Touch Blue (2012), winner 

of the 2011 Lupine Award, Maine Library Association; and many others.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

What is the importance of chance in the story?

What are some of the sayings that Pepere shares with Lily?  Explain them and give examples from your experiences that show these to be true.

Explain why Lily is called Tigerlily. How does she feel about it? What would you choose for a nickname and why?

Compare Lily’s friendship with Salma and Hannah. What traits do you look for in a friend?

Discuss the place where you live.  Is it where you belong?  Do you always want to live there?  Why or why not?

What did Lily wish for when she ate the blueberry?  What would you wish for?

If Salma had won the $5,000.00 first prize, would the ending be different?  If so, how?

Where are stars used in the story?  Why are they important?

ACTIVITIES

Chart the migrant worker population in your area, both past and present. Where did they come from, what work do they do, and what elements of their 

culture have become part of the community?

Read about what it is like to be a young migrant worker like Salma; discuss what it might be like in her shoes, to have to travel often from place to place 

with her family: http://www.scholastic.com/browse/article.jsp?id=5426

Make a diagram of a mason bee’s life cycle.

Learn more about cataracts. How do cataract symptoms affect animals in particular?

Interview a veterinarian. Find out what it takes to become a vet. What’s a typical day look like for a veterinarian?

Build a bee house! Here’s how: http://www.nwf.org/How-to-Help/Garden-for-Wildlife/Gardening-Tips/Build-a-Bee-House.aspx

Organize a soccer game between unlikely groups of people. While the soccer game in A Handful of Stars was for recreation among migrant workers com-

ing together from different countries while they worked the blueberry barrens, there are many ways in which soccer can also be used as a path to peace.

Profile the nutritive value of blueberries. Research antioxidants.

Make blueberry enchiladas! Here’s a recipe: http://www.grouprecipes.com/54818/blueberry-enchiladas.html
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TEXT TO TEXT CONNECTIONS 

Esperanza Rising by Pam Muñoz Ryan: 
Esperanza thought she’d always live with her family on their ranch in Mexico - she’d always have fancy dresses, a beautiful home, and 
servants. But a sudden tragedy forces Esperanza and Mama to flee to California during the Great Depression, and to settle in a camp for 
Mexican farm workers. Esperanza isn’t ready for the hard labor, financial struggles, or lack of acceptance she now faces. When their new 

life is threatened, Esperanza must find a way to rise above her difficult circumstances--Mama’s life, and her own, depend on it.

Voices From The Field by S. Beth Atkins: 
This critically acclaimed book features photographs, poems, and interviews with nine children who reveal the hardships and hopes of today’s Mexican-American migrant 

farm workers and their families.

Because of Winn-Dixie by Kate DiCamillo: 
Because of Winn-Dixie, a big, ugly, happy dog, 10-year-old Opal learns 10 things about her long-gone mother from her preacher father. Because of Winn-Dixie, Opal makes 
new friends among the somewhat unusual residents of her new hometown, Naomi, Florida. Because of Winn-Dixie, Opal begins to find her place in the world and let go of 
some of the sadness left by her mother’s abandonment seven years earlier. With her newly adopted, goofy pooch at her side, Opal explores her bittersweet world and learns 
to listen to other people’s lives. This warm and winning book hosts an unforgettable cast of characters, including a librarian who fought off a bear with a copy of War and 
Peace, an ex-con pet-store clerk who plays sweet music to his animal charges, and the neighborhood “witch,” a nearly blind woman who sees with her heart.

Return to Sender by Julia Alvarez: 
After Tyler’s father is injured in a tractor accident, his family is forced to hire migrant Mexican workers to help save their Vermont farm from foreclosure. Tyler isn’t sure 
what to make of these workers. Are they undocumented? And what about the three daughters, particularly Mari, the oldest, who is proud of her Mexican heritage but also 
increasingly connected to her American life? Her family lives in constant fear of being discovered by the authorities and sent back to the poverty they left behind in Mexico. 
Can Tyler and Mari find a way to be friends despite their differences? In a novel full of hope, but no easy answers, Julia Alvarez weaves a beautiful and timely story that will 

stay with readers long after they finish it.

Sounder by William H. Armstrong:
A classic of children’s literature, this novel is about a loyal dog, Sounder, and the African American sharecropper family that owns him. When his master is arrested for 
stealing a hog to feed his family, Sounder is shot and disappears. Sounder’s eventual return doesn’t change the fact that the oldest son in the family is forced to take on a 
man’s work to support the family. This is a must read book about resilience and hope in the face of tragedy.
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ONLINE CONNECTIONS

Barrens and Blueberries info:

http://www.mainerec.com/wcblbrry.asp?Category=133&PageNum=133

Black and white photo slide show with audio on migrant workers:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6eDyN-GHR6A

Abandoned Puppy Becomes Seeing-Eye Dog for Another! 

[VIDEO: 1 minute, 47 seconds long]: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sb2ju1ZXS2g

Wild Blueberry Heritage [VIDEO: 5 minutes, 57 seconds long]

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r9W7fYXNEwU

Migrant Workers in Blueberry Fields:

http://bangordailynews.com/2015/08/09/news/down-east/migrant-work-

ers-make-good-money-in-maine-blueberry-fields/ 

How Dogs Cope with Blindness:

http://www.blinddogs.com/vetcentric-article.htm

Native Bees, Solitary Bees, and Wild Bees: What Are They? 

http://www.ncagr.gov/spcap/bee/documents/

BuildingWildBeeHouses.pdf

COMMON CORE STANDARDS FOR ELA

Key Ideas and detaIls:

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.2
Determine a theme of a story, drama, or poem from details in the text, in-
cluding how characters in a story or drama respond to challenges or how the 
speaker in a poem reflects upon a topic; summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.3
Compare and contrast two or more characters, settings, or events in a story 
or drama, drawing on specific details in the text (e.g., how characters inter-
act).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.6.2
Determine a theme or central idea of a text and how it is conveyed through 
particular details; provide a summary of the text distinct from personal opin-
ions or judgments.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.6.3
Describe how a particular story’s or drama’s plot unfolds in a series of epi-
sodes as well as how the characters respond or change as the plot moves 
toward a resolution.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.7.2
Determine a theme or central idea of a text and analyze its development over 
the course of the text; provide an objective summary of the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.7.3
Analyze how particular elements of a story or drama interact (e.g., how set-
ting shapes the characters or plot).
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