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Story Summary
Casey and Jess are best friends who worked together 
as summer camp counselors. Their friendship is tested 
when Casey is arrested for the murder of one of the 
kids at camp, Stephanie Glass. Jess struggles to find 
the courage to support her friend while community 
members form strong opinions about Casey’s guilt.  
[Pajama Press, 2011]

Deborah Ellis is an award-winning author who writes 
from her home in Ontario. Learn more about her at:

http://www.umanitoba.ca/cm/profiles/ellis.html.

Pre-Reading
Ask students to imagine the following scenario: Your 
class has spent months fundraising for an end-of-the-year field trip 
to someplace extremely exciting. However, just before the event, all of 
the money your class raised was stolen so your trip has been canceled. 
Your very best friend has been accused of stealing the money. This 
friend has never been in trouble before, and you seriously doubt that 
your friend would have stolen the money, however, the teacher claims 
to be sure that your friend is guilty. Assume, for the purpose of this 
exercise, that there is no evidence that proves for certain whether your 
friend is innocent or guilty. 

Discuss: How would this affect your friendship? How 
might your friend’s possible guilt change how people 
interacted with you? How would you support your 
friend? What does it mean to be a best friend? 

Discussion Questions
1. How would you describe Jess as the narrator of 
the story? Did you trust her interpretation of events? 
Would you consider her to be a reliable or unreliable 
narrator? Why or why not?

2. Why do you think Jess lied about the Tinker Bell 
shirt in her conversation with Detective Bowen? When 
asked about the shirt in court, she is about to give her 
answer but the session is interrupted. If the trial had con-
tinued, what do you think she would have answered? 

3. Do you think Jess thought Casey was guilty? Did 
you ever think Casey was guilty? Were there any parts 
of the story that made you suspect Jess was guilty?

4. Was it reasonable for the police to arrest Casey based on 
the evidence that we saw in the story? Why or why not?

5. What did you think of Stephanie Glass? Do you 
think it was reasonable for Jess and Casey to continue 
to be responsible for her throughout the camp? How 
else could the camp have handled Stephanie? 

6. What was your reaction when Jess describes the 
praying mantis signal in the first scene? What does 
Jess mean when she says, “Don’t try to read anything 
into it?” What might people read into that signal? Do 
you think it was a good choice for Casey to show Jess 
the signal during her first court appearance? 

7. Describe the relationship between Casey and Jess. 
How did their friendship change during this story? 

8. Who do you think gave Casey’s letters to the news-
paper? What evidence can you find in the story to sup-
port your suspicion?

9. How does Jess view her mother? Do you think 
Casey and her family view her the same way? What 
about the people in the nursing home? How would 
you describe her mother? Did your feelings about her 
shift throughout the story? If so, in what ways?

10. How might Jess be influenced by her mother’s 
mental illness? How might her experiences with her 
mother affect her relationships with other people? 

11. Why did her mother want to bring Casey’s family 
so many things? Why do you think she was so upset 
by Casey’s arrest and prosecution?

12. Why was Ten Willows a special place to Casey and 
Jess? Do you think it held the same meaning for both 
girls? If you could create a special place for yourself, 
what would it be like? 
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13. How would you describe The Cactus gang? Why 
did Jess want to be friends with them? Did you believe 
they were sincere when they invited Jess to hang out 
with them? Why or why not?

14. Do you think Jess purposefully decided to turn on 
Casey? If so, when did that happen in the story? 

15. What do you think of Miss Burke and her deci-
sion to blockade herself in the office? Why did she do 
that? Do you think she expected a different outcome? 
Have you ever been so frustrated about something 
that you wanted to do something as extreme as what 
Miss Burke did?

16. Who were the people in the community who sup-
ported Casey? Who turned against her? Why do you 
think the wheelchair ramp was removed from the 
church steps? Do you think it was ever replaced?

17. Do you think Casey and Jess could repair their 
friendship? Would Casey want to? What about Jess? 

18. Choose one decision that either Casey or Jess made 
that you would have done differently. How might that 
have changed the story? 

19. Imagine that you are peeking five years into the 
future of these characters. What do you think Casey 
might be doing? What about Jess? Miss Burke? The 
Cactus gang?

20. Why do you think the author titled the book True Blue?

Jess’s Maze  
(Character Analysis, Art)

Materials: Drawing paper, pencils, erasers, rulers, ex-
amples of mazes (can be hard copies or images on 
Internet)

Preparation: Collect examples of mazes. 

Optional Starting Activity: Give each student a maze 
to complete at the start of the class session. Make sure 
the maze is one that uses blind alleys/dead ends. 

Directions: 
1. Ask, “How would you describe Jess and Casey’s friend-
ship throughout True Blue?” 

2. Ask, “What were the obstacles that prevented Jess 
from being a better friend to Casey?” Discuss the idea 
that there were both internal and external reasons why 
Jess was unable to support Casey as a best friend. List 
reasons on the board or chart paper. Possible answers 
include: jealousy, embarrassment, peer pressure, an-
ger, The Cactus gang, confusion, etc. 

3. Show examples of mazes. Ask, “What is a maze?” 
Tell students that a maze can be defined as a puzzle 
with a network of winding pathways and dead ends. 

4. Ask,“How might Jess’s story compare with a 
maze?” 

5. Tell students that they are going to create a maze 
that represents Jess’s struggle to be a good friend to 
Casey. 

6. Pass out paper, pencils, erasers, and rulers. Remind 
students to create their mazes using pencils so that 
they can correct and redraw their maze as they work. 

7. Instruct students to draw a large square on their pa-
per. Have them erase a small piece of line to create an 
opening on parallel sides of the paper. Students should 
label one opening, “Jess,” and the other window, “Be-
ing a Best Friend to Casey.” Note: Some students might auto-
matically put Jess on the left side of the paper and Being a Best Friend 
to Casey on the right; however, discuss the possibility that “Being a 
Best Friend to Casey” could be a goal that Jess might move forward to 
achieve, or it could be a goal that leads her backwards, to reflect their 
friendship from earlier years. 

8. Tell students to draw a starting path that moves from 
Jess toward the center of the square. From this starting 
path, have students create dead-end paths. At the end 
of each of these paths, have them either write down 
the words from the list of obstacles, or use images to 
symbolize the obstacles. 

9. Have students finish the maze by filling out the rest 
of the maze. Students may or may not include a path 
that leads to the exit window, “Being a Best Friend 
to Casey.” Allow students to explore the possibility of 
whether or not that was ever a possible outcome for 
Jess. 

10. Students can turn in their first copies, or, if time 
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allows, have students do a final, more polished draft. 

11. When finished, photocopy mazes and give stu-
dents opportunities to complete a maze or two that a 
classmate has drawn. 

Extension: Students who would like to learn more 
about different types of maze drawing techniques and 
components might consult this resource: 

http://www.amazeingart.com/maze-faqs/draw-mazes.
html

Praying Mantis and Dragonfly 
Venn Diagrams  
(Research, Life Science, Symbolism in Literature)

Materials: Access to research materials either online 
or at library, paper, pencils, chart paper, markers

Prep: Put students into small groups of 3-4 students. 

Directions: 
1. Reread the flashback on pages 9-11. Ask, “How does 
the nickname ‘Praying Mantis’ suit Casey?” 

2. Reread the flashback on page 29. Ask, “How does the 
nickname ‘Dragonfly’ suit Jess?” 

3. Reread the paragraph on page 2, that begins with, 
“You know how the female [….].” Discuss how Jess’s de-
scription of the praying mantis colors her portrayal of 
Casey. Ask, “Why might the author have put this description early 
on in the story? How does it add suspense to the novel?” 

4. Assign small groups either “Praying Mantis/Casey” 
or “Dragonfly/Jess.” Give students one class period to 
research their insects. Instruct students to learn the 
following information about their insect:

	 • Body structure, size, color

	 • Habitat and range

	 • Diet

	 • Life cycle

	 • Defenses

	 • Enemies

5. Provide chart paper and markers. Have groups cre-
ate a Venn diagram comparing and contrasting their 
insects with their character (Casey or Jess). When 
groups are finished, have them share their diagrams 
with the class. 

Assessment (Optional): Pass out writing paper and 
tell students to write a short essay in response to this 
writing prompt:

Why do you think the author selected Praying Mantis and Dragonfly 
as nicknames for Casey and Jess? In your response, explain how the 
nicknames added depth to the characters in the story, and how the 
nicknames added suspense to the novel.

Extension: If allowed, consider raising a praying 
mantis from an egg case to observe. Egg cases and 
habitats can be purchased online in both Canada and 
the United States. Egg cases are usually available in the 
spring and the praying mantises can be released in the 
spring or summer. 

What Would Aristotle Say? 
(Writing, Philosophy)

Materials: Half sheet of paper, pencils

Prep: None

Directions:
1. Give students a half sheet of paper. Ask them to fin-
ish this sentence: A friend is…

2. Have students write for 2-3 minutes, then share out 
their answers.

3. Tell students that Aristotle was a Greek philosopher 
who lived from 384 B.C.E. to 322 B.C.E. Show stu-
dents images of Aristotle:

http://www-history.mcs.st-andrews.ac.uk/history/
Mathematicians/Aristotle.html

4. Explain that Aristotle’s work influenced modern 
law and ethics, and his writings are still studied to-
day. If students are not familiar with the term “eth-
ics,” explain that ethics is a branch of philosophy that 
includes morality, e.g., right or wrong, good or evil, 
etc. Aristotle’s most famous series of writings about 
ethics is called The Nicomachean Ethics, and in this work, 
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he defines a true friend as someone who wishes good 
things for their friends, for the sake of their friends. In 
other words, true friends should genuinely wish their 
friends well because they care about them. 

5. Ask students, “What would Aristotle say about Jess 
and Casey’s relationship?”

6. Discuss friendships from other stories read in class, 
or friends from popular movies or television shows. 
How would those friendships stand up to Aristotle’s 
definition of friendship?

The Galloway City  
Evening News 
(Writing, Character, Drama)

Materials: Paper, pencils, pretend microphone 

Prep: Put students in groups of 2-3 students. Write 
the following names on board or chart paper: Jess, 
Casey, Kathy Glass, Mela, Mr. Tesler, Mrs. Keefer, The 
Cactus Gang, Miss Burke, Detective Bowen, Mr. and 
Mrs. White, Mr. and Mrs. Harris, Reverend Fleet. 

Directions:
1. Tell students that they are going to create a special 
edition of The Galloway City Evening News to inter-
view characters from the story. 

2. Put students into small groups and assign each 
group a character from the board, or a set of charac-
ters (e.g., The Cactus Gang). Have groups generate a 
list of 4-5 questions that they would ask the character 
in an interview. Tell students the interviews are to take 
place right after the charges against Casey are dropped. 
Encourage students to avoid “yes” or “no” questions 
and remind students that in a television interview, the 
questions should be designed to elicit longer, infor-
mative (or sometimes entertaining) responses. 

3. Have volunteers stand in front of the class to act 
like the character(s). Tell the group assigned to each 
character to send a reporter (or group of reporters) 
to the front of the room to interview the actors, using 
their prepared questions and the microphone. Actors 
should stay in character as they listen and respond to 
the interviewer’s questions. 

Modification: If time allows, have students watch 
news interviews at home before this activity. Have stu-
dents write down examples of the types of questions 
that reporters ask. Discuss their findings before doing 
step two of the lesson.
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