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Story Summary 
It’s Hanna’s wild idea, of course: take their mom’s car, pack up the tent, and drive 
across the country. Just three sisters, one guitar, and the Trans-Canada Highway. They 
can be back in Nova Scotia before their parents are home from Europe. She doesn’t 
say she wants to forget about what happened in Italy. Her youngest sister doesn’t 
say she keeps having nightmares about her friend’s recent suicide. Their middle 
sister doesn’t say much, unless it’s a complaint. But maybe they all feel, somehow, 
that this is their one chance to do something together, something big, before time 
begins to scatter them. 

With empathy and insight, Sylvia Gunnery writes an engaging summer story about 
three sisters navigating the difficult roads of adolescence, trauma, secrets, shame, and fear for the future. 
Peopled with chance encounters and warmed with fireside heart-to-hearts, Road Signs That Say West is a 
compelling ride through real life.

Young Adult Fiction Ages 12+ | ISBN: 978-1-77278-023-9 | Pages: 216

Keywords:
Family, Mental Health, Sexual Health, Travel, New Experience

BISAC Codes 
YAF018070  YOUNG ADULT FICTION / Family / Siblings
YAF064010  YOUNG ADULT FICTION / Travel & Transportation / Car & Road Trips
YAF058250  YOUNG ADULT FICTION / Social Themes / Suicide
YAF058060  YOUNG ADULT FICTION / Social Themes / Depression
YAF058240 YOUNG ADULT FICTION / Social Themes / Sexual Abuse

Reading Level
Fountas & Pinnell : Z+ | Lexile measure : HL600L

Sylvia Gunnery is the author of more than 20 books for teens and younger readers, including 
her YA novel Emily For Real. Out of Bounds was a Best Books for Kids & Teens Selection and was nom-
inated for the Hackmatack Award. Sylvia has presented at schools, libraries, and festivals across 
Canada, most recently at the Cabot Trail Writers’ Festival and at five libraries in Newfoundland. 
In 2015, she was the mentor at the first Writing on Fire teen writing retreat in Pugwash, NS. Her 
newest novel, Drive, was published in 2017.
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This guide has been developed for use in classroom book clubs/literature circles. Book clubs support and develop the 
love of reading as well as help students build comprehension and support the development of collaborative learning 
and critical thinking.  

In book clubs students: 
•	 meet in small groups (4–8) to discuss a book they are reading
•	 take turns assuming a leadership role within the group
•	 meet regularly and set the pace for their reading 
•	 take ownership for their learning by:  

•	 selecting the book they will read (usually from a predetermined list provided by the teacher)
•	 determine the pace of the reading 
•	 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 

During 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, 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

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 
products 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-assessment and peer assessment, conversations 
with students through teacher/student conferences, group discussions, and products created by the students.

Book Clubss
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For the teacher and student to have a clear, common understanding of the expectations and criteria to achieve suc-
cess 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, 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 reflections can high-
light what went well during the discussions; what needs to improve in these discussions; and considerations for the 
current discussion. 

Discussion Guide:
This discussion guide will offer 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 neces-
sary 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. 

Oral Communication
1.5 Making Inferences / Interpreting Texts
1.6 Extending Understanding
2.4 Demonstrating 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 and Evaluating Texts

Reading: Understanding Form and Style
2.3 Text Features
2.4 Elements of Style

Writing: Using Knowledge of Form and Style of Writing
2.1 Form
2.2 Voice
2.3 Word Choice
2.5 Point of View
2.7 Revision

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

Because this novel includes some mature and sensitive themes, it is suggested that a class discussion 
occur about suicide and mental health prior to beginning the novel. The following Ministry of Education 
document “Supporting Minds” can offer support for this class discussion. The document can be found 
using the following link: http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/document/reports/supportingminds.pdf. Teachers 
are encouraged to also access school board resources and documents related to suicide prior to begin-
ning this discussion.
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Before Reading
1.	 Use a Writer’s Notebook as a safe space to journal 

about any emotions and thoughts felt during the  
reading of this novel.  This can also be a space where 
you are encouraged to write about personal events, 
share stories, or reflect on the events and ideas from 
this novel. Ideas to support a Writer’s Notebook can 
be found at:  https://mybookcave.com/authorpost/
keeping-a-writers-notebook/

2.	 Using a map of Canada, track the places the sisters 
travel as you read about them in the novel. The  
alternative to this is to use Google Maps to track the 
trip using technology.

During Reading
**Please check in with your book club at the suggested 
points in the novel.

Part One, Chapters 1–4
1.	 The idea of taking the trip was introduced by Hanna. 

Why did the other two sisters have concerns about 
taking this trip while their parents were away? Have 
you ever experienced a dilemma similar to Claire’s? If 
so, explain the situation to a partner.

2.	 We are getting a sense that the sisters are all experi-
encing turmoil and upset as a result of past experiences. 
In a group discussion, share your understanding of 
what is happening with all three sisters at this point.

3.	 We get the sense that this trip will provide many new 
adventures for the sisters.  Begin to document the 
new adventures in your Writer’s Notebook. How have 
the adventures so far challenged the sisters? 

4.	 We are reading about the different “triggers” for 
Claire that cause her to remember Caleb. With a 
partner, recount the first memory for Claire from 
pages 44–45.  Why is this an important memory?

5.	 We begin to get more clues about the relationship 
between the three sisters. As a group, describe their 
relationship at this point in the story. Does this sound 
like a typical relationship between siblings? Why or 
why not? Do you know someone who has a similar 
relationship with their siblings?

Chapters 5–6:
1.	 Hanna goes to the dance bar with the new group of 

people she meets at the campsite. Discuss whether 
this was a wise decision to make. Hanna then returns 
to the campsite and makes another decision which 
is questioned by her sisters. How does alcohol affect 
one’s ability to make a wise decision? Do you think 
people tend to make the same decisions while sober?

2.	 Claire questions whether or not Matt is choosing to 
close the door to communication after she reached 
out to him. Why do you think Matt is choosing not 
to communicate with his friend Claire? Do you think 
this will help Matt if he is hurting over the death of his 
friend Caleb? Discuss the possible reasons for Matt’s 
decision to not communicate as well as some possible 
strategies to help him cope with his sadness.

3.	 In Chapter 6, we meet Alex. Why do you think this 
encounter makes Megan so angry?

4.	 We are continuing to read about other times when 
the sisters are making decisions that may be  
questionable.  As a group, discuss those decisions. 
What would you do differently? What would you do 
the same?

5.	 Claire experiences another flashback about Caleb.  
Describe this flashback.  What are you learning about 
Claire’s relationship with Caleb? What have you 
learned about Caleb? 
 

Part 2, Chapters 1–3
1.	 Continue to map the journey the sisters are making 

on your map of Canada. How many miles or kilome-
ters or miles have the sisters traveled so far on their 
trip?

2.	 In your Writer’s Notebook, continue to record the 
sisters’ adventures. 

3.	 The sisters visit the Terry Fox Memorial in Thunder 
Bay.  With a partner, research what this memorial 
looks like as well as its significance. Share this informa-
tion with the rest of your group. 
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4.	 On page 75, Claire says, “If only Caleb had said some-
thing to give them a chance to understand instead 
of being suddenly gone.” In your Writer’s Notebook, 
reflect on this statement.

5.	 Why do you think Megan was so adamant about 
picking up Bear and Jake at the side of the road? How 
would you describe the sisters’ decision to do this?  
Explain your thinking to a partner.

6.	 You are introduced to Norma and Edgar during this 
part of the story. Share your initial understanding of 
their story. What are you learning about Edgar? What 
are you learning about Norma? What are you learning 
about their son Lenny?

7.	  What did you learn about Bear and his decision to 
leave his parents to help his Aunt Norma and Uncle 
Edgar?

8.	 The sisters make the decision to stay and help Bear 
paint his aunt and uncle’s house. Give reasons why this 
may or may not have been a wise decision. What does 
this decision tell you about the sisters?

9.	 We are introduced to Lloyd at this point in the story. 
How would you describe Lloyd as a result of his first 
encounter with the sisters? Why do you think no one 
addresses the comments Lloyd makes towards Hanna?

10.	Lloyd makes an advance toward Hanna while she is 
washing the dishes.  Why do you think Hanna froze 
and didn’t pull away? In your Writer’s Notebook de-
scribe what you think Hanna felt about this situation. 
Describe your own thoughts about this situation. Was 
Hanna’s reaction understandable? Why or why not?

11.	Chapter 3 ends with the quote,” She doesn’t move. 
She is silent. This feels too weird. Too embarrassing. 
Too familiar.” What does this quote tell us? 

Chapters 4–7
1.	 Why was the knowledge of Lenny’s crow an import-

ant part of the story? What are you learning about 
Edgar as a result of this event?

2.	 Hanna decides to go for a drive by herself and  
encounters Lloyd at the beach. How would you 

describe Lloyd’s actions and words towards Hanna? 
What does this say about him as a person? 

3.	 How would you describe Hanna’s reaction towards 
Lloyd? Why do you think this upset Hanna to the 
extent it did?

4.	 Using events and conversations from the story, ex-
plain how we know Claire is starting to trust and feel 
closer to Norma.

5.	 What does Claire say to Edgar to show the reader 
she is trying to confront her own sadness about Caleb? 
Do you think this will help Edgar in trying to deal with 
his thoughts and fears about Lenny? Why or why not?

6.	 As a reader, we may continue to question the deci-
sions made by the characters in the story. Describe 
other decisions made by any of the sisters that are 
questionable. 

7.	 Sometimes it is easier to open up and share our  
emotions with people we don’t know. Have you ever  
experienced this situation? How was it helpful? Or 
how was it a mistake? Take time to record your 
thoughts in your Writer’s Notebook.

8.	 The sisters decide to continue with their travel  
adventure. Explain why this was or wasn’t the appro-
priate time to do so. 

9.	 Record the new adventures the sisters have  
experienced in your Writer’s Notebook. How do the 
adventures they have during this part of the story 
impact all three sisters? 

10.	At the end of Chapter 7, Claire demonstrates deep 
emotions. Hanna and Megan react very differently. What 
do the reactions of the two sisters say about them?

Part Three, Chapters 1–4
1.	 Throughout these chapters, continue to track the 

sisters’ driving route.

2.	 Megan and Hanna continue to share their concerns 
about Claire and her sadness about Caleb. As a group,  
discuss ways Hanna and Megan can support Claire.
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3.	 The sisters discuss the idea of informing their parents 
about where they are and the road trip they decided 
to take. Discuss the varying points of view presented 
from the three sisters. How can you relate to one or 
more of the sisters?

4.	 How did the parents’ reaction about the trip surprise 
you? Have you ever had a time when you were sur-
prised by your own parent’s reaction to a situation? 
Share this memory with a partner.

5.	 On page 140 in the story, we continue to read about 
the depth of sadness and confusion Claire feels about 
Caleb, as well as her worry about her friend Matt. In 
your Writer’s Notebook, write about a time when 
you were worried about someone and wanted to help 
them, but didn’t know how to do so. Did you ever 
find a way to support that person? If so, would this 
strategy work for Claire? Explain your thinking.

6.	 The sisters see the Rocky Mountains for the first 
time.  Describe their varying reactions. Locate the 
mountain range on Google Maps. Research a few facts 
about this mountain range to share with the class.

7.	 On page 143 in the story, Claire verbalizes her con-
fusion about Caleb. How do Megan and Hanna try to 
help her?

8.	 In this part of the story, Hanna starts to open up 
about what happened to her while in university. How 
do Megan and Claire show their support for Hanna?

9.	 The sisters continue to meet new people while on 
this road trip. Describe how Charley has been a good 
influence on the sisters. What has Charley done to 
support Claire and her sadness about Caleb?

10.	How have the sisters grown as a result of the events 
in this part of the story? What are we learning about 
their relationship with each other?

11.	 In your Writer’s Notebook, continue to write about 
the new adventures (both exciting and scary) the 
sisters are experiencing. As a class, discuss how these 
adventures are impacting the sisters.

Chapters 5–8
1.	 The sisters decide to continue their adventures and 

go white-water rafting. Their varying personalities are 
highlighted while on this adventure. How would you  
describe each sister? Share your thoughts with a 
partner.

2.	 What new insights does Claire share about Caleb and 
their relationship? Why has this confused Claire?

3.	 While camping in Jasper National Park, Megan and 
Hanna hear a bear outside their tent. How does this 
event impact their relationship?

4.	 We find out about Hanna’s new adventure. How do 
Megan and Claire react to this new plan? Why do you 
think it was important for Hanna to go off on her 
own after sending her sisters back to Halifax? How 
would you react in this situation if you were Hanna? 

Claire? Megan?

5.	 Hanna shares the entire story about her universi-
ty experience with her sisters. How do Megan and 
Claire react to this story?

6.	 As a group, discuss:

• Jarrod’s actions and whether or not they were 
wrong.

• Hanna’s feelings about the situation. Why do you 
think she didn’t tell her parents? If she had, how do 
you think her parents could have supported her?

• the university’s handling of the situation. What could 
have been done differently? 

• the complexity of sharing a difficult situation with 
those you love and trust.

7.	 Continue to track the route the sisters are traveling 
as they drive along the Fraser River.  
 
They end their trip in Vancouver. Research some 
interesting facts about Vancouver to share with the 
class. 
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8.	 Describe your thoughts and ideas about the ending 
of the story. How did this ending add to your insights 
about the three sisters’ personalities?

9.	 As a result of this road trip, how would you say the 
relationships between the sisters developed? 

After Reading
1.	 Continue the class discussion about mental health and 

depression. Have you learned anything new or surpris-
ing about this illness as a result of reading this story? 

2.	 Have you ever wanted to go on a road trip? Describe 
where you would like to go and why. Plan this route 
with someone else in your group who may have  
similar ideas.

3.	 This story demonstrates that sometimes people can 
surprise us by their actions. Think about an occasion 
when you were surprised by someone’s actions. With 
a partner, describe the situation.

4.	 Making the right choices during difficult situations can 
be challenging.  Describe a time when you faced a  
dilemma about making the right choice. What were 
the factors that impacted your decision? If relevant, 
would you change that decision today? Write about 
this time in your Writer’s Notebook. It is optional to 
share this experience with a partner.

This guide was created with 
support from Ontario Creates


