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Story Summary 
Middle-schooler and New Yorker Roxy Markowski wants to tell the truth fear-
lessly and powerfully, just like her idols at Veracity News. She and her best friend 
Scout already make YouTube videos together about East Village life, so when 
Veracity News announces a Young Voices video competition, Roxy knows it’s the 
perfect opportunity to make a name for herself, if only she can find a story worth 
telling. When a real-estate mogul threatens to buy her historic East Village apart-
ment building, Umbrella House, Roxy sets out to create a video about the people 
who live in her building, depicting their love for art, community, and family.  
With time—and her options for saving Umbrella House—running out, Roxy finds 
herself caught up in the mystery of the Midnight Muralist, a famous East Village 

artist whose murals once made buildings famous and valuable. Could finding this enigmatic artist be the 
key to saving her historic East Village apartment building? 
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An author and middle-school teacher, Colleen Nelson earned her Bachelor of 
Education from the University of Manitoba in her hometown of Winnipeg. 
Her previous works include the critically acclaimed middle-grade novels Har-
vey Comes Home, Harvey Holds His Own (a finalist for the Governor General’s 
Literary Award), Harvey Takes the Lead, and The Undercover Book List.The 
titular building from The Umbrella House is a real place, which inspired Colleen during 
her years in New York City.  
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This discussion guide has been developed for use in classroom book clubs/ literature circles in which a small 
group of students (4–8) meet to discuss a book they are reading. The guide will offer a variety of tasks, discus-
sion prompts, and questions to provoke thinking and deepen comprehension prior to, during, and after read-
ing 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 Clubs: 

•	 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 decide 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 they 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 behav-

iors 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 
To facilitate book club discussions, teachers: 
•	 develop a schedule for book clubs ensuring they provide time for reading and discussion
•	 provide mini-lessons for any needs that may arise 
•	 monitor through observation and conferring as well as supporting 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 (suggestions are provided in this guide)
•	 Group meetings are collaborative and open, with each group 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
•	 Book clubs promote a love of reading

Book Clubss
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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, conver-
sation, and product to assess student thinking and learning. The tasks and prompts offered in this guide are 
designed to support discussion, sharing, and student thinking while providing an opportunity for students to 
demonstrate comprehension, extension of thinking, and critical literacy.  Assessment can include: self-assess-
ment and peer assessment, conversations with students through teacher/student conferences; group discus-
sions; and products created by the students.
For the teacher and students 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 where they are visible to all students, and may be 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 re-
flections can highlight what went well during the discussions; what needs to improve in these discussions; and 
considerations for the current discussion. 

Oral Communication
1.2 Active Listening Strategies
1.3 Comprehension Strategies
2.4 Demonstrating Understanding
1.5 Making Inferences/Interpreting Texts
1.6 Extending Understanding
Reading for Meaning
1.4 Demonstrating Understanding
1.5 Making Inferences/Interpreting Texts
1.6 Extending Understanding
1.7 Analyzing Texts
1.8 Responding to and Evaluating Texts

Reading: Understanding Form and Style
2.1 Text Forms
2.3 Text Features
2.4 Elements of Style
Reading with Fluency
3.1 Reading Familiar Words
3.2 Reading Unfamiliar Words
Reading: Reflecting on Reading Skills and Strategies
4.2 Interconnected Skills
Media Literacy
3.1 Creating Media Texts

Highlighted Curriculum Expectations 
Ontario Ministry of Education Language Arts Curriculum K–8
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Pre-Reading Suggestions
1.	 What is gentrification?  What are the criteria for 

gentrification to exist in a city?

2.	 As a large group, discuss the need for affordable 
housing within cities. Provide examples where this 
may be an issue within a community.

3.	 Discuss different types of relationships that a per-
son might have. 

Provide examples to support your answer. 

Record these relationships on a large sheet to 
review after reading the text.

4.	 What are ways a group of people can come to-
gether to achieve a difficult task? What is required 
of these people to do so?

During Reading
Please check in with your book club at the suggested 
points in the novel.
Chapters 1 and 2
1.	 Create a list of the businesses and interesting 

features from Roxy and Scout’s East Village neigh-
borhood.

2.	 How did Umbrella House acquire its name? Why is 
it an important place in the East Village?

3.	 Name and describe the characters who were 
some of the original squatters of Umbrella House.

4.	 Explain why the closing of the Laugh Emporium 
was upsetting for Roxy, Scout, and the rest of the 
neighborhood.

5.	 Describe your understanding of the relationships 
between:
a.	 Roxy and Scout
b.	 Roxy and her grandmother
Provide evidence from the text to support your 
answers.

6.	 On page 21 in the text, Mr. Kricklewitz’s business 
had been graffitied with a message: “STOP 

GENTRIFICATION”.  As a large group, discuss the 
meaning of the word gentrification. 

7.	 Who painted this graffiti, and why was it important 
to this person to do this?

Chapters 3 to 6
1.	 What did the tenants of Umbrella House discov-

er about the company that purchased the Laugh 
Emporium?

2.	 When thinking about how the East Village neigh-
borhood is changing, discuss the markers that 
suggest gentrification may be taking place in this 
neighborhood.

3.	 Do you think Roxy and Scout’s video plan to try 
and save Umbrella House is a good idea?  Why or 
why not?

4.	 What components of their plan do you think 
will be very powerful in trying to save Umbrella 
House?

5.	 Why do you think Scout didn’t tell Roxy about the 
photography camp?

6.	 With a partner, share and describe your neighbor-
hoods.  

Create a map of the important streets, buildings, 
green spaces, and businesses in your neighbor-
hood.  Use the map from the start of the text as a 
guide.  

7.	 In chapter 5, Roxy discovers new information 
about her dad and the Midnight Muralist.  In a 
small group, discuss this new information.  Predict 
how you think this information will motivate her 
to save Umbrella House.

8.	 Why was the information Miguel shared about 
the missing sketchbook important for Roxy? Make 
a prediction as to how this will impact the story. 
Will this change Roxy’s determination to solve this 
mystery?
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Chapters 7 to 10
1.	 In your opinion, what are the characteristics of a 

good investigative reporter?  What characteristics 
does Roxy display as she researches the history of 
her neighborhood? Use a Venn diagram to show 
how they are similar and different. 

2.	 What new information did Roxy learn about her 
grandmother? Why do you think this was both 
surprising and unbelievable for Roxy? 

3.	 Describe the dilemma Roxy is facing at the end of 
chapter 9.  What do you think Roxy should do in 
this situation? 

4.	 In chapter 10, Roxy and her grandmother have a 
conversation about the Midnight Muralist.  In a 
small group, share your thoughts about this con-
versation and the honesty of what was shared. 

Consider the following: Do you think Roxy’s grand-
mother’s decisions during that time were correct?  
Why or why not?

5.	 Create a list of the murals the Midnight Muralist 
painted in the neighborhood. What feature was 
common throughout the murals?

6.	 Chapter 10 ends with: “A crescent was only one 
phase of the moon.  The others were hidden in 
darkness. Just like Grandma had been.”  What do 
you think Roxy meant by these words?

7.	 Review your predictions from Chapters 3 to 6.  
Were they correct?

Chapters 11 to 13
1.	 How do you think Roxy feels upon hearing there is 

another sketchbook that contains drawings for a 
sixth mural?

2.	 Describe how you think Roxy is feeling as she dis-
cusses the impact of Scout going to photography 
camp for six weeks during the summer. Provide 
evidence from the text to support your thinking.

3.	 What insight does Grandma share with Roxy 
about her friendship with Scout?  How do you 

think this information will help Roxy when dealing 
with her disappointment about Scout leaving for 
the summer? Explain your thinking.

4.	 In chapter 12, Grandma has a conversation with 
Roxy. How does this talk motivate Roxy?

5.	 Why do you think Scout is hesitant to apply for the 
photography camp?  

6.	 On page 100, Mr. Clovis gave Scout important 
advice: “Running back to where it is safe, where 
he wouldn’t be challenged or scared, wasn’t going 
to make him a better photographer….Living with 
regret was worse than being scared.  Scared is 
short-term. Regret is forever.” Why was this advice 
important for Scout to hear?

Why is this advice important for everyone to 
hear?

7.	 How does Roxy show her support for Scout and 
his decision to go to photography camp?

8.	 Scout decides to create a photo collage for his 
application to the photography camp.  How is this 
photo collage representative of someone growing 
up? Use evidence from the text to support your 
thinking.

Chapters 14 to 16
1.	 Scout and Roxy love their neighborhood. Provide 

evidence from the text to support this statement.

2.	 In chapter 14, Lenny states: “Hardship made this 
building, this whole neighborhood, what it is.” 
Explain your understanding of Lenny’s statement. 
Provide examples from the text to support your 
understanding.

3.	 Do you think facing hardship bonds people?  Why 
or why not?

4.	 In chapter 14, Monique presents a new challenge 
to the residents of Umbrella House. Describe this 
challenge. Why are the residents very worried 
about what Monique is telling them?
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5.	 With a partner, discuss the David and Goliath sto-
ry as explained by Amanda at the end of chapter 
14.  How does this story relate to the situation the 
residents of Umbrella House find themselves in?

6.	 This new challenge presented by Monica has mo-
tivated the Umbrella House residents and the East 
Village neighborhood. How are they demonstrat-
ing this new motivation?

7.	 What do the umbrellas on all the fire escapes 
represent?

8.	 Roxy believes all people need to think about gen-
trification. In a small group, discuss the pros and 
cons to gentrification.

9.	 Do you think the neighborhood is doing enough 
to fight the Gotham Development Company?  As a 
group, brainstorm other possible ideas that could 
help a neighborhood fight gentrification.

Chapters 17 to 20
1.	 Create a list of the residents of Umbrella House 

and summarize the arguments they each provided 
at the public hearing in City Hall.

2.	 With a partner, reread Roxy’s speech from the 
public hearing.  Do you think she was effective?  
Would you have included any different informa-
tion?

3.	 Ms. Vickars presents the opposing point of view 
for gentrification. In a small group, list and review 
her reasons.  Discuss the pros and cons to her 
thinking.

4.	 After reading chapter 18, make a list of the rea-
sons why Roxy, her grandma, and Ortiz are con-
cerned. 

5.	 On page 139, Roxy and Scout review the topics of 
the top three entries in the Veracity Young Voices 
contest. With a partner, discuss why these submis-
sions were important topics.

Compare your thoughts to Roxy and Scout’s ideas 
about Gemma and Pasha’s video entries.

6.	 How did Gemma and Pasha’s entries and use of 
social media motivate Roxy?

7.	 On page 148, Roxy states: “The photos weren’t 
just pictures. They told stories.”

With a partner, brainstorm examples of photos 
that tell stories.  

Provide examples from your family photos or pho-
tos from magazines where this statement is true. 
Share these photos with the large group.

8.	 What is Roxy realizing about her relationship with 
Scout? Why do you think this is difficult for Roxy? 
Discuss your observations with the large group.

Chapters 21 to 23
1.	 Ortiz presents an interesting thought to Roxy 

when he says, “There’s bad blood between squat-
ters and the city that goes way back. They’ve have 
never understood the squatting movement. They 
look at us, at what we did, and see freeloaders, 
not revolutionaries.”

Discuss this point of view with the large group.  
What does the term revolutionary mean?

2.	 How does the challenge of keeping Umbrella 
House as a co-op unite the residents?

3.	 How did the newly painted umbrellas and the 
#UmbrellaLove help in the residents’ fight to save 
their home? Does this approach address the list of 
concerns created in chapters 17 to 20?

4.	 Even though Scout and Roxy didn’t get the result 
they had hoped for from the Veracity contest, 
what were the benefits of creating their video?

5.	 On pages 162 to 163, Scout sends Roxy a very 
important message.  Reread this message and, as 
a small group, discuss:

•	 the meaning of this message
•	 examples Roxy provides of people in her life 

where this message was relevant
•	 personal examples of situations when this 

message is relevant
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Chapters 24 to 27
1.	 Why was Roxy’s idea to paint a mural on Umbrella 

House a good idea?
2.	 Why was Roxy’s speech to her grandma a convinc-

ing argument for painting a sixth mural?
3.	 Research murals in a city of your choice.  Choose 

a mural and discuss: What message did this mural 
convey? What artistic features stand out to you?

4.	 Summarize the reactions of the Umbrella House 
residents when they discover the identity of the 
Midnight Muralist.

5.	 How was Grandma able to keep this secret for 
such a long period of time?

6.	 Why do the residents of Umbrella House feel a 
new sense of hope in their fight to save the Um-
brella House co-op?

7.	 What did Roxy say to Scout that convinced him to 
accept the photography camp invite?

8.	 How is Grandma and Ortiz’s friendship similar to 
Roxy and Scout’s friendship? 

9.	 At the end of chapter 27, Grandma explains how 
painting the sixth mural “felt right…like it was 
meant to be”.  Describe a time when you have 
done something and experienced the same feeling.  

Chapters 28 to 31
1.	 Grandma names the sixth mural “Be the Light”.  

With a partner, discuss the imagery of this mural 
as described on page 197. 
Why is this mural appropriate for the residents of 
Umbrella House in their fight against the gentrifi-
cation of the East Village neighborhood?

2.	 How has this sixth mural empowered the resi-
dents of Umbrella House? List your reasons and 
discuss them with the large group.

3.	 Even after hearing the City Council’s verdict, Roxy 
still faced concerns.  What were these concerns, 
and how do you think she will deal with them? 
Share your predictions with a partner. Review your 
predictions after reading chapter 30. 

4.	 In your opinion, what were the “signs” in chapter 
30 that made Roxy feel things were going in the 
right direction?

5.	 How were Roxy and Scout’s lives going to change? 
What do you think these changes represent for 
them? Explain your thinking.

Post-Reading Suggestions
1.	 With a small group, discuss how the themes from 

the text are connected to current life.

2.	 What are the markers of gentrification? What are 
the effects of gentrification?

3.	 Considering the other side of gentrification, is 
there a time when new development and mod-
ernizing of a neighborhood are a good thing?

4.	 With the large group discuss the following 
thoughts:
Who owns a neighborhood? Does a neighborhood 
belong to the private individuals who own the 
property?  The city? Or the people who occupy it 
the buildings within it?

5.	 What are examples of gentrification in your area?

6.	 Who benefits the most from gentrification? Who 
is affected most by gentrification?

7.	 With a partner, discuss some issues in your town 
or city that matter to you. Create a six-minute 
video that explains your concerns. 

8.	 Review the relationship list. Add any missing ex-
amples to the list. What criteria are similar in each 
of these relationships?

9.	 If you could create a movie trailer for this text, 
which part of the story would you include in this 
trailer?

This guide was created with support 
from Ontario Creates


