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Story Summary
Irma is Lauren’s best friend. Irma knows all the strategies Lauren uses
when her Autism Spectrum Disorder makes it hard to “go with the
flow.” Lauren helps Irma learn English words and understand unfamiliar
customs. So why does Irma suddenly want to introduce Lauren to her
mountain-biking, litter-dropping neighbor Jonas? Why is Irma calling Jonas
her friend?

As if sharing Irma weren’t bad enough, Lauren also has an alarming new
problem at school. Their teacher has announced a mountain biking day
when the students will learn to ride their bikes on an obstacle course.
But Lauren still uses training wheels. She just can’t bear the teasing she
will get when her classmates see them. How can she possibly face this
challenge?
Sara Leach hails from Whistler, BC, where she loves to ski, hike, and bike. Her middle grade novel
Count Me In won the Red Cedar Book Award for 2012/13. In addition to being a children’s author, she
is also an elementary school teacher-librarian. She has had the privilege of teaching several amazing
students with Asperger Syndrome (now classified under Autism Spectrum Disorder), and her experience working with them inspired Slug Days.

Author-illustrator Rebecca Bender is best known for her award-winning Giraffe And Bird books. Her
illustrations also grace Slug Days, Penguin Days, and Peach Girl. Rebecca graduated from the Ontario
College of Art and Design with the medal for illustration and is now an art director and designer. She
lives in Burlington, Ontario, with her family.
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Discussion Guides
This Discussion Guide will offer a variety of tasks, discussion prompts and questions to provoke thinking and deepen
comprehension prior, during, and post reading of the novel. The range of options will allow for students to reach optimal learning and success. These are suggested tasks. As it is not necessary to complete the entire list of suggestions,
the educator is encouraged to make choices according to the strengths, needs and interests of the students.

Book Clubss
This guide has been developed for use in classroom book clubs/literature circles. In book clubs, small groups of students (4–8) meet to discuss a book they are reading.
In book clubs, students will:
• support the development of a love of reading
• help students build deep comprehension while engaging in discussions with their peers
• support the development of collaborative learning and critical thinking
Book clubs are student led with students taking turns assuming a leadership role within the group. They meet regularly
and set the pace for their reading, deciding as a group how much they will read between meetings. Students take ownership for their learning in a number of ways: they select the book (usually from a pre determined list provided by the
teacher), they determine the pace of the reading and prepare for and run their discussions.
Prior to beginning with book clubs, teachers:
• take time to develop and nurture whole class discussions about books while modeling the skills and behaviors
needed to collaborate and work together as a book club
• provide guidance, modeling and support
• become familiar with all texts prior to making them available to students
Teachers develop a schedule for book clubs ensuring they provide time for reading and discussion, mini-lessons for any needs
that may arise, time for teacher monitoring through observation and conferring as well as student self-assessment.
Key elements:
• Groups meet on a regular basis, with time provided in class to read and discuss their book
• Students use a “reader’s notebook” to write notes, comments, insights and questions while they read
• Students bring their reader’s notebook to each meeting to support their discussion
• Discussion topics may emerge from the students as they read; however the teacher provides discussion topics and
provocations to help students engage in rich discussions
• Group meetings are collaborative and open with the groups developing a set of norms for their group
• The teacher serves as facilitator
• Assessment is grounded in teacher observation, student conversations and student self assessment
• To promote a love of reading
Thinking about Assessment…
This Discussion Guide offers a range of prompts, tasks and provocations to support Book Club discussions. While using this guide in the classroom, teachers have a number of opportunities to use observation, conversation and product
to assess student thinking and learning. The tasks and prompts offered in this guide are designed to support discussion,
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sharing and student thinking while providing an opportunity for students to demonstrate comprehension, extension of
thinking and critical literacy. Assessment can include: self assessment and peer assessment, conversations with students through teacher/student conferences, group discussions as well as products created by the students.
For the teacher and student to have a clear, common understanding of the expectations and criteria to achieve success while reading the novels, educators develop learning goals based on curriculum expectations and share them with
the students in language they can understand. Then together, the educator and students co-create criteria to make the
path to success visible and clear.
These success criteria are posted in the classroom visible to all students; and they are revised and edited based on the
learning and understanding of the students.
As the Book Club meetings are collaborative and begin with the groups developing a set of norms for their group, it is
suggested that all groups open each meeting with a reflection of the previous discussion. These reflections can highlight what went well during the discussions; what needs to improve in these discussions; and considerations for the
current discussion.
Note:
This discussion guide offers a variety of tasks, discussion prompts and questions to provoke thinking and deepen comprehension before, during and after reading of the novel. These are suggestions only and it is certainly not necessary
to complete the entire list of suggested activities/questions. Educators are encouraged to make choices based on the
strengths, needs and interests of the students.

Highlighted Curriculum Expectations
Ontario Ministry of Education Language Arts Curriculum K–8

Oral Communication
1.2 Active Listening Strategies
1.3 Comprehension Strategies
1.4 Demonstrating Understanding
1.5 Making Inferences / Interpreting Texts
1.6 Extending Understanding
Reading for Meaning
1.4 Making Inferences
1.5 Extending Understanding
1.8 Responding and Evaluating Texts
4.1 Metacognition
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Media Literacy
2.1 Form
2.2 Conventions and Techniques
Creating Media Texts
3.1 Purpose and Audience
3.2 Form
3.3 Conventions and Techniques
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Before Reading
1. Big ideas to explore with the group:
friendship, belonging, bravery

•
•

•
•
•

Discuss the meaning of these three words.
In partners, have the students create mind maps of
the big ideas. The mind maps will include words
and pictures to describe each of the big ideas.
Display and share the mind maps.
Have students share stories about when they have
experienced friendship and a sense of belonging.
Have students define their thinking about what
it means to be brave and about ways to show
bravery.
Partners may share with the larger group.

2. Lauren, the main character in the story has Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD). Take time to discuss as a
class what the students know and understand about
Autism Spectrum Disorder.
The author’s note at the end of the text also provides
a short explanation. This is a good time for the teacher to do some research or extra reading in order to
provide more information to the students about ASD.
3. There are times when we feel angry or upset. We
develop strategies to help us cope with handling
these feelings (e.g. when I am angry, I breathe deeply
5 times). Encourage the group to discuss strategies
they use to help them deal with feelings of anger or
upset. Record the strategies shared by the group.
These will be referred to later during a post-reading
task.
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During Reading
**Please check in with your book club at the
suggested points in the novel.

Chapters 1–2
1. The story starts with Lauren describing her best
friend, Irma, and why she likes Irma. Think of a person
you would describe as being a good friend and make a
list of the reasons why this person is your friend.
2. We are also introduced to Lauren’s dad. What is your
first impression of the relationship between Lauren
and her father? Explain your answer.
3. We are reading about one strategy that Lauren has
used to help her cope with angry or upset feelings.
Record this strategy in your reader’s notebook and
explain what your understanding of the phrase “go
with the flow.” Why is it important for Lauren to
practice this strategy?
4. In chapter 2, we read about other coping strategies
Lauren has learned to help her. As you read this chapter, record these strategies in your reader’s notebook.
Do you think these strategies will be effective in helping Lauren deal with her feelings? Why? Why not?
5. Do you think Irma is a good friend to Lauren? Explain
your thinking by including your definition of what it
takes to be a good friend to another person.
6. What is Lauren concerned about when visiting Irma?
With a partner, share a time when you had feelings
similar to Lauren’s. How did you cope with those
feelings?
7. Do you think Irma and her family are aware of Lauren
having Autism Spectrum Disorder? Explain your thinking, providing examples from the story to support
your answer.
8. We are introduced to a new character in the story,
Jonas. Start a new chart in your reader’s notebook
recording the character traits we learn about Jonas
throughout the rest of the story.
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9. As a reader, we are getting the feeling that Lauren is
feeling jealous over Irma’s new friendship with Jonas.
Do you think Lauren has reason to feel this way? Explain your thinking.
Have you ever experienced the same feelings with a
friend? How did you cope with these feelings? Share
your experience with a partner.
Chapters 3–4
1. As you read these two chapters, you will encounter
examples demonstrating the friendship between Lauren
and Irma. Describe these situations and explain why
they are examples of two people being good friends.
2. Record new strategies from these chapters that
Lauren is using to help her cope with situations which
could make her upset or angry.
3. What are you learning about Lauren during these two
chapters? Record your thinking in your reader’s notebook to share with the group.
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4. What do some of the other students do/say to help
Lauren feel better about this mountain-biking day? Do
you think this will help Lauren? Explain your thinking.
5. In Chapter 6 we get an idea that Lauren’s teachers are
communicating with Lauren’s parents about issues at
school. How will this help Lauren?
6. We continue to read about stories of when Lauren
was younger. What stories do you have of when you
were younger? Share some of these stories with a
partner.
7. Why do you think Irma keeps pushing for Lauren to
meet Jonas?
8. How would you describe Dan? Do you think he is
Lauren’s friend?
9. How does Jonas help Lauren? Continue adding to
your chart recording Jonas’ character traits.

4. Lauren’s mother and father share stories with
Lauren about when she was younger. How is this
helping Lauren?
5. Lauren’s dad tells her, “There’s more than one way to
be brave.” In a small group of three other students,
share examples of ways you have demonstrated bravery. Connect these examples to situations from the
story.
Chapters 5–7
1. In Chapter 5, Lauren shares routines from Ms. Allen’s
grade 3 class that she finds helpful.What are some routines from your classroom? Explain why they are helpful.
2. Lauren’s special helper teacher has taught her strategies
to help her during the school day and when socializing
with others. Record these strategies in your chart and
discuss them with a partner.
3. Why do you think Lauren is really worried about the
upcoming mountain-biking day at the school? Have you
ever experienced a similar situation with an event in your
school? Share your feelings in your reader’s notebook.
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Chapters 8–10
1. In these chapters, we are learning that Lauren has a
strong fear of losing her friend Irma to Jonas. Do you
think she is valid in her thinking? Explain your answer.
Share a time when you experienced the same fear.
How did you handle the situation?
2. In chapter 8, Lauren chooses to confront Jonas
about his friendship with Irma. Do you think this
was an act of bravery? Explain your answer.
Do you think it was a good idea? Why? Why not?
3. How does Jonas help Lauren with her fear of mountain-biking? Do you agree with the way Jonas handles this situation? Why? Why not?
4. In chapter 9, Lauren’s dad explains various acts of
bravery by using Lauren’s younger sister, Lexi and her
learning to climb stairs. With a partner, share your understandings of what Lauren’s dad is trying to explain.
Do you agree with his explanation? Explain your
thinking.
Share a memory you have of being brave when you
were younger.

2. Lauren is a child who seems aware of her feelings.
She described a “whooshing” that fills her body
when she is anxious or scared. Describe what you
think she means when she feels this way.

5. How would you describe Lauren’s relationship with
her father? Give an example from this part of the
story that demonstrates her father’s love for her.

How does Lauren’s awareness of her feelings help her
to cope with and handle these feelings? Record this
strategy in your reader’s notebook.

6. Remember a time when you learned a new skill.
In your reader’s notebook, describe how you felt
while learning this new skill. How were your feelings
similar to/different from Lauren’s feelings as she was
learning how to mountain-bike?
7. What qualities does it take for a person to be
brave? Do you think Irma or Jonas demonstrated
bravery in Chapter 10? Explain your thinking.
Chapters 11–12
1. In chapter 11, Dan is not being nice to Lauren. Why
do you think he is acting this way and trying to
scare her?
How does Irma demonstrate her friendship to Lauren?
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3. Lauren learns a new phrase from Jonas: “water doesn’t
stick to ducks.” What is your understanding of this
phrase? Can you apply this phrase to a time in your
life? Share this time and understanding with a partner.
4. Do you think Lauren and Irma’s friendship has
grown stronger? Explain your thinking by including
examples from the story.
5. Is there another character from the story who you
would describe as a friend to both Lauren and Irma?
Why?
6. Describe examples of acts of bravery from this part
of the story. Include a detailed description of which
character showed bravery and how.
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After Reading
1. The illustrator, Rebecca Bender, included various pencil sketches throughout the story. Were these sketches effective in helping you understand and enjoy the
story? Were they effective in helping you understand
the characters and what they were experiencing?

2. Think about a friendship that is very important to you.
Consider reviewing the chart you created listing Jonas’ character traits. Does this person have character
traits similar to/different from Jonas? Is this friendship
similar to the one you have read about between Irma
and Lauren?
Connect with a partner to take turns interviewing
each other about a friendship experience. Create
questions to ask this person to find out the following
information:
•
•
•
•

What they like about this person
What interests they both shared
How they were kind and caring to their friend
How their friend was kind and caring to them

As a class, create a friendship book. Students will
write two entries about the person they interviewed
based on their interview questions. The entries will
be from differing perspectives: how the person they
interviewed was a good friend and how that person’s
friend was good to them.
3. Review the various coping strategies discussed while
reading this book. Consider both the personal strategies shared by the students and those used by our
main character, Lauren. Create a class chart/poster
that depicts each one of these coping strategies. The
chart/poster can be kept in a prominent place in the
classroom for all students to use whenever they feel
they need help in coping with feelings of anger, upset, etc. This task focuses on the mental health and
well-being of the students in the classroom.
Note: this can also be done as an individual task where
the students create individual posters of their most
effective coping strategy. These posters can be displayed
on a wall in the classroom for future reference.
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