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About the Book

To her birth parents, she was Mabinty Bangura. To the abusive “aunties” in a Sierra Leone
orphanage, she was Number Twenty-Seven. To her adoptive American family, she is Michaela.
To the world, she is Michaela DePrince, professional ballet dancer. DePrince’s remarkable
journey from war-ravaged Sierra Leone to some of the most renowned ballet stages in the
world is the stuff of riveting fiction, harrowing and miraculous, although amazingly true.
In her memoir, Taking Flight, readers will encounter a fascinating story of grit, survival,
determination, love, and, above all, hope. Writes DePrince, “It was hope that enabled me to
survive in Africa in the face of abuse, starvation, pain, and terrible danger. It was hope that
made me dare to dream, and it was hope that helped that dream take flight.” Taking Flight will
inspire readers to believe in themselves, hold on to hope in the darkest of hours, and strive to
make their own dreams a reality.

Questions for Group Discussion
Prologue (pages 1–3)
•

Resilience.
Perseverance.
Determination.
Courage. Hope.
Each one of these
words represents a
major theme found in
Taking Flight. Display
each word on the
board or screen. Pass
out five index cards to
each student. Instruct
students to create theme
cards, writing one
word on each card. On
the back of each card,
have students write a
personal definition of
each word. As students
read and notice an
example of each theme,
instruct them to write
down the corresponding
page number on the
appropriate index card
and to make a short
note of why they think
the theme is evident
in the text sample.
Have students refer to
these cards during class
discussions.

On page 1, the author shares
her thoughts as she waits to
perform her role in Swan
Lake: “A sense of unreality
grips me. A professional
ballerina . . . is that really me?
It seems that just yesterday I
was an orphan child, a small
dirty-faced pikin—hungry,
frightened, and clinging
for dear life to a dream of
becoming a ballerina.” How
does this short prologue give
the reader a window into the
narrator’s state of mind?

Chapters 1–5

Despite
having a belly
and face
swollen by
malnutrition
at age three
and a half,
I’m standing
happy and
proud because
an American
visitor just
painted my
fingernails.

•

•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Swan Lake photograph used with permission of the Dance Theatre of Harlem/ Rachel Neville.

Pre-Reading
Activity

Dancing the role of the Black
Swan in Swan Lake with the
Dance Theatre of Harlem.

On page 5, Mabinty’s
father laughs when his
brother refers to her as
“a worthless, spotted girl . . . who will not even bring
you a good bride-price.” Why was her father’s reaction
important, and what do you think it instilled in
Mabinty?
Mabinty’s parents were determined to educate their
daughter. How was their determination a gift?
In chapter 2, Mabinty and her mother must endure
the terrible loss of Alhaji. Discuss the sacrifice that
Mama makes for Mabinty’s survival.
Discuss the superstitions held by Mabinty’s uncle and
his wives. How can the ability to read be considered
dangerous?
How does Papa Andrew show his compassion and
humanity when he first meets Mabinty?
When Mabinty’s new friend tells her, “Don’t look
down. Hold your chin up high,” what message is she
sending? (p. 29)
When Mabinty realizes that as Number TwentySeven, she will receive the smallest serving of rice,
she feels that her spots are “on fire.” What does this
powerful description reveal?
Discuss how Mabinty’s intelligence and imagination
serve her in chapter 5. What other character traits are
revealed in this chapter (bravery, ingenuity)?

Chapters 6–10
•
•
•

•
•

Dance Magazine image used with permission of Jacob’s Pillow Dance Festival Archives.

•

What does it mean to be “stoic”? Why does Mabinty’s stoicism infuriate the aunties?
How does Mabinty’s plan to trick the abusive Auntie Fatmata demonstrate her
intelligence?
What does Sarah’s optimism instill in Mabinty? After the wind blows the dance
magazine to Mabinty, she decides that she will work hard to become a dancer and “be
happy too.” (p. 44) Why do you think Mabinty equates the image of the dancer with
happiness?
After Mabinty does not receive a family book, she says, “I felt a big, empty space in
my belly. It hurt worse than when I was hungry.” (p. 52) Discuss what Mabinty means
by the “empty space.”
Discuss the violence that Mabinty witnessed as described in chapter 9. Why do you
think the child soldier who had been ordered to kill Mabinty hesitated? How does
Mabinty Suma’s love and friendship help Mabinty Bangura get through the horrible
experience of Teacher Sarah’s murder?
For Mabinty, how does the magazine cover inspire hope amid “all the madness”? Hope
is one of the major themes in Taking Flight. Discuss how this theme is revealed in
chapters 6–10.

Chapters 11–15
•
•
•
•
•

The magazine cover that I
found as an orphan in Sierra
Leone, which inspired me to
become a ballerina.

Discuss the courageous actions of Mabinty’s adoptive mother in chapter 11. How does
her defense of her new daughters inspire hope in Mabinty?
On page 78, Michaela writes, “With the exception of needles, my new world was a
wondrous one.” Discuss how services like electricity and clean running water could be
“wondrous.”
In chapter 13, Michaela describes feeling “giddy with joy” at having so many choices,
such as choosing which berries to put on her cereal. How can having choices be seen
as a luxury?
Why did Michaela and Mia beat their dolls? How was modeling good parenting
helpful to Michaela and her sister?
In chapter 14, the reader learns that Michaela is self-conscious about her “spots.”
Mama suggests, “Sometimes it’s better to answer the child’s question so that he’ll
understand there’s nothing at all wrong with you.” Do you agree with Mama’s advice?
What would you say to a child who was struggling with a similar problem?

•
•

•

Discuss how Nora’s kindness, described on page 94, helps Michaela to not feel like
“Number Twenty-Seven.”
On page 97, Michaela recalls that she and Mia “gained a certain degree of respect
from our peers because we knew what dead people looked like.” How did their
exposure to violence and brutality give the girls a deeper appreciation for their lives in
America?
On page 100, Michaela states, “I could make no sense of this, but felt immensely
thankful for where fate had landed me.” Do you agree or disagree that fate was
responsible for Michaela’s new life?

Such a happy
day! Mia and me
kissing Papa when
our adoption was
finalized.

Chapters 16–20
•
•

•

•

•
•

What does Michaela’s canned-food drive reveal about her values? Why would she not
have thought that hunger exists in America? Discuss Michaela’s realization that “giving
something on my birthday felt a lot better than getting gifts.”
In chapter 17, the reader learns that Michaela’s life in America was often marked by
fears stemming from her experiences in Sierra Leone. Discuss how typically pleasant
things to most Americans—such as dogs, monkeys, and fireworks—represented things
to be feared for Michaela and her sisters.
Chapter 18 focuses on Michaela’s encounters with bigotry, discrimination, and racial
intolerance. How did these experiences contradict her initial assumptions about life
in America? Discuss some of the presumptions that people made about Michaela as a
dancer and how they are grounded in stereotypical thinking.
How does Michaela reveal her determination in chapter 19? What did Mama’s friend
mean when she stated, “To get into the best black sororities in college, you had to have
skin lighter than the brown bags used in supermarkets.” Discuss the comments made
about black girls’ physiques and how those comments are used to keep black dancers
like Michaela out of the world of professional ballet.
How does the advice from Heidi Cruz (p. 126) not only buoy Michaela’s spirits in the
moment but leave a lasting impression for the future?
Discuss the lessons that Michaela learns in chapter 20: “You don’t always get the role
you hope for” and “If you don’t want the role you got, there’s always another dancer
who does.” How can these lessons apply to daily life?

Chapters 21–25
•

•
•

How does Michaela show grit and perseverance after she is not selected to dance the
role of Marie in The Nutcracker ? Discuss the comment made by two adults on page
136: “This city isn’t ready for a black Marie.” What did the initial disappointment of
not getting the role of Hoop teach Michaela about patience?
How did the loss of Teddy affect Michaela, and how did knitting the scarf help her
cope with grief ?
What does Michaela mean by “middle school angst”? Discuss Michaela’s need, at age
eleven, to be popular over being a good friend to her sister Mia. Why do you think
Michaela was embarrassed when Arthur Mitchell introduced her as “Miss Sierra
Leone?” (p. 162)

Chapters 26–30
•
•
•
•
•

Describe Michaela’s relationship with her mother. How is the homemade tutu
symbolic of Mama’s devotion to her children?
What does the following statement reveal about Michaela’s character: “I could show
the people in my small corner of the world that black girls can be ballerinas too”?
(p. 179) How does Michaela’s hunger for learning serve her well?
How do Michaela’s experiences in Sierra Leone help her to overcome challenges and
cope with her anxiety?
How does Michaela demonstrate her grit and determination in chapter 28? Although
Michaela couldn’t win an award in Philadelphia, what non-tangible awards did she
receive from the experience?
How did dancing with the ABT prepare Michaela for the world of professional ballet?
Michaela’s favorite saying is “To thine own self be true.” Discuss the meaning of this
phrase and the importance of being honest with yourself.

Mama and me in Los Angeles for my appearance on Dancing with the Stars.

Chapters 31–36
•

•
•
•
•
•

•

How did being in the film First Position help Michaela’s aim to “make the world aware
that black girls can be ballerinas too”? (p. 211)
How is Michaela’s realization that she didn’t like the “grumpy, pushy, selfish girl who
would sometimes appear” a sign of maturity?
In the beginning of chapter 32, what does Michaela mean by growing up “as a human
being”? Discuss Michaela’s insight about acting grown up and asking for advice.
What does Mama mean by telling Michaela that a boy who really likes her will “let
you soar and not try to clip your wings”?
What does it mean to be an “activist for change,” and how does Michaela activate
change? Why is she such a positive role model?
Why did it take enormous courage and fortitude for Michaela to return to Africa?
Discuss the line of text from page 230: “After I returned from speaking to those kids
in South Africa, I found my voice.” How does Michaela use her frustration and anger
with the lack of black ballerinas in classical ballet in a positive way?
What is “integrity,” and how does Michaela demonstrate it in her dealings with the
Dance Theatre of Harlem?

Epilogue
•

•
•

Michaela writes that both her adoptive mother and the ballerina on the magazine
cover “profoundly impacted” her life. Discuss the impact that each woman had on
Michaela’s life. How are they similar—and different?
How is Taking Flight ultimately a story of hope?
What life lessons are you able to glean from reading Michaela’s remarkable memoir?
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Common Core Correlations

The discussion questions in this guide can be
correlated to the following Common Core
State Standards:

Key Ideas and Details:

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.R.2
Determine central ideas or themes of a text
and analyze their development; summarize
the key supporting details and ideas.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.1
Quote accurately from a text when explaining
what the text says explicitly and when
drawing inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.R.3
Analyze how and why individuals, events, or
ideas develop and interact over the course of
a text.

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

Craft and Structure:
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.4
Determine the meaning of words and phrases
as they are used in a text, including figurative
language such as metaphors and similes.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.R.1
Read closely to determine what the text says
explicitly and to make logical inferences from
it; cite specific textual evidence when writing
or speaking to support conclusions drawn
from the text.

Integration of
Knowledge and Ideas:
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.8
Explain how an author uses reasons and
evidence to support particular points in a
text, identifying which reasons and evidence
support which point(s).
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