
PRE-READING ACTIVITY
The cover of the book gives a hint about the adventure readers are about to 
experience. Ask students to take a close look at the cover of The Lifters. Then 
have them write a one-page paper that predicts what the book is about. Have 
them read their papers aloud in class. 

 Correlates to Common Core State Standards in Writing: Text Types & Purposes W. 4-6.1; Language: Convention of Standard 
English L. 4-6.1, 4-6.2; Knowledge of Language L. 4-6.3.

CLASSROOM DISCUSSION
1. Chapter 1 consists of one sentence. What three things about the novel does 
this sentence reveal? What more do readers learn about Gran and his family 
in chapters 2 and 3? 

2. Describe Gran’s family. Discuss why his parents have a difficult time 
communicating hard truths to Gran. For example, Gran doesn’t really know 
why his father can’t find steady work or the details of the accident that put 
his mother in a wheelchair. How does his family change by the end of the 
novel?

3. How is the town of Carousel different from the coastal Atlantic town 
Gran and his family left? What is the first hint that something is amiss in 
Carousel? Why are the people blind to the troubles in their town? 

4. The Duke tells Gran the history of the town. Explain why it is important 
that Gran know this history. Gran sees strange shapes in the water. The Duke 
says, “Sounds like you found the old factory.” (p. 71) What is symbolic about 
the factory being underwater?

5. Gran discovers a cardboard box of old tools and scraps of metal in the attic. 
Explain how these items are a symbol of the past and future of Carousel. 

6. Describe Carousel Middle School. What is Gran’s impression of his 
classmates? How do the students and the faculty treat him? Discuss how the 
attitudes of the faculty and students reflect the troubles in Carousel. Explain 
how Gran’s experiences at school make him question whether he is real. 

7. In what way are Catalina Catalan and the Duke different from other people 
in the town? Discuss what they see in Gran that others don’t. What makes 
Gran trust them? What leads Catalina to truly respect Gran?

8. Describe the political climate in Carousel. What is preposterous about Dr. 
Walter Woolford’s Proposition M&H? How does Gran’s mother get involved 
with civic issues? 

9. How do curiosity and purpose dull Gran’s fear as he follows Catalina into 
the tunnels? 

10. What do the Hollows represent? When did they take control of Carousel? 
Explain how they are defeated. 

11. Explain the following: “It’s never good to forget unforgettable things.”  
(p. 94) How does this apply to the grand days of the Carousel factory and to 
the underground operation to defeat the Hollows? 

12. How does Gran earn the right to attend the Hemispheric Conference? 
What do Gran and Catalina learn about the Duke when they attend the 
conference? Why is secrecy necessary for the underground operation? What 
makes Gran share his underground adventures with his parents? Explain 
their response. 

13. Gran learns that a person must know sadness to be a Lifter. What makes 
the Duke aware that Gran knows sadness? 

14. Catalina makes multiple references to the Regional Manager. Why is 
she surprised to learn that it is the Duke? Why do you think he kept his 
involvement in the underground operation a secret? 

15. A cliffhanger in literature is a scene that ends in suspense. For example, 
chapter 28 ends “and he made the most interesting decision of his life.” (p. 85) 
How does this phrase make readers want to continue reading? Identify other 
cliffhangers in the novel. 

16. The novel is written in third person. In chapter 32, the narrator speaks in 
first person. What does this switch in point of view contribute to the story? 

17. Explain the change in Carousel once happiness overtakes sadness. Discuss 
why the Hollows leave Carousel. Consider areas of the country that suffer 
failed industries—for example, the automotive industry in Michigan, the 
coal mines of West Virginia, and textile mills in the South. How might the 
Hollows move on to these areas to haunt their existence? How might the 
citizens of these areas affect change? 

18. What is the central theme of the book? 

 Correlates with Common Core State Standards in Reading Literature: Key Ideas & Details RL. 4-6.1, 4-6.3; Craft & Structure 
RL. 4-6.4, 4-6.6; Speaking & Listening: Comprehension & Collaboration SL. 4-6.1, 4-6.3; Language: Convention of Standard 
English L. 4-6.1; Knowledge of Language L. 4-6.3; Vocabulary Acquisition & Use L. 4-6.5.

Journey to an underground world 
where adventure awaits and heroes  
are made in this novel from the 
bestselling Pulitzer Prize–nominated 
author Dave Eggers.

Twelve-year-old Granite “Gran” 
Flowerpetal has just moved from the 
sunny coast to a hilly inland town full of 
trouble and mystery. He feels unheard at 
home and invisible at school—and then 
there’s the issue of the many buildings in 
town collapsing into the earth. What can 
be done?

One person, Gran’s intriguing but 
difficult-to-please classmate, Catalina 
Catalan, knows what to do. But she avoids 
Gran like the plague. Will she reveal what 
happens underground? Will she tell Gran  
about the Hollows? The Lifters? And how  
the town, and the world, might be saved?

“This book is a ripper, full of all the good stuff: adventure, mystery,  
and lots of great jokes.”  
    —Mac Barnett, author of Caldecott Honor Book Extra Yarn

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
DAVE EGGERS is an award-winning author  
whose bestselling novels for adults include The Circle, 
Heroes of the Frontier, and What Is the What. His books 
for children include This Bridge Will Not Be Gray 
and Her Right Foot. His work has been nominated 
for the National Book Award, the Pulitzer Prize, 
and the National Book Critics Circle Award, among 
other honors. He is the founder of McSweeney’s, 
an independent publishing company based in San 

Francisco, and founder of ScholarMatch, a college-access organization, as 
well as 826 National, a network of educational centers around the country, 
offering free tutoring and publishing opportunities  
to youth. He lives in Northern California with his family.
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CURRICULUM CONNECTIONS
The citizens of Carousel are in a fierce political battle. Dr. Walter Woolford 
is gathering support for Proposition M&H, and Phyllis Feeley is soliciting 
support for Proposition P&S. Ask students to write a guest editorial for the 
Carousel newspaper in the style of Dr. Woolford or Ms. Feeley to garner 
support for their proposition. 

 Correlates to Common Core State Standards in Writing: Text Types & Purposes W. 4-6.1; Language: Convention of Standard 
English L. 4-6.1, 4-6.2; Knowledge of Language L. 4-6.3.

Write an essay that explains the following quote: “[Gran] felt suddenly but 
absolutely embraced by destiny.” (p. 170) What is his destiny? How do Gran, 
Catalina, and the Duke change Carousel’s destiny?

 Correlates to Common Core State Standards in Writing: Text Types & Purposes W. 4-6.2; Language: Convention of Standard 
English L. 4-6.1, 4-6.2; Knowledge of Language L. 4-6.3.

Lifts must have special meaning to the user. Catalina’s Lift is the handle 
that once opened the door of the Catalan Carousel Factory. Gran’s Lift is 
a horseshoe that his grandfather made for Gussie, a carousel horse. Have 
students design their own Lift. Ask them to write a paragraph explaining its 
significance. 

 Correlates to Common Core State Standards in Writing: Text Types & Purposes: W. 4-6.2; Language: Convention of Standard 
English L. 4-6.1, 4-6.2; Knowledge of Language L. 4-6.3.

Review the definition of the following forms of figurative language: simile, 
personification, and metaphor. Examples in the novel include: 

Simile: “His stomach collapsed like an accordion.” (p. 40)

Personification: “The wind could not make up its mind.” (p. 88)

Metaphor: “When almost everyone had left the school and the human river 
had become a trickle . . .” (p. 45)

Ask students to locate and explain other examples of these forms of figurative 
language. Then ask them to write a simile or a metaphor, and to use 
personification to describe the new carousel in front of city hall.

 Correlates to Common Core State Standards in Language: Vocabulary Acquisition & Use L. 4-6.5.

Have students research the history of carousels: carouselhistory.com. Navigate 
the site to find out how many carousels were lost between 1890 and 2010. How 
many have been saved? Ask students to write a persuasive paper about the 
place for carousels in entertainment today.

 Correlates to Common Core State Standards in Writing: Text Types & Purposes W. 4-6.1; Research to Build & Present Knowledge 

W. 4-6.7, 4-6.8, 4-6.9; Language: Convention of Standard English L. 4-6.1, 4-6.2; Knowledge of Language L. 4-6.3.

CURRICULUM CONNECTIONS  continued 
Illustrate the cast of characters and write a one-line description of each.

 Correlates to Common Core State Standards in Writing: Text Types & Purposes W. 4-6.2. 

Plan a dedication ceremony for the new carousel in front of city hall. Ask 
students to prepare and deliver a speech that one of the characters may give. 
Consider one of the following: the Duke, Gran, Catalina, Mrs. Feeley, Mrs. 
Flowerpetal, Mr. Flowerpetal, Maisie, Mrs. Druck, or another citizen.

 Correlates to Common Core State Standards in Writing: Text Types & Purposes W. 4-6.3; Language: Convention of Standard 
English L. 4-6.1; Knowledge of Language L. 4-6.3. 

VOCABULARY AND USE OF LANGUAGE
Students should be encouraged to identify unfamiliar words and try to define 
them by taking clues from context. Such words may include: compensate 
(p. 14), vehemently (p. 18), provocation (p. 22), sullen (p. 31), scat (p. 42), 
condor (p. 49), caterwauling (p. 66), benevolently (p. 71), christened (p. 
73), unerring (p. 92), ludicrous (p. 97), leaden (p. 111), malevolent (p. 106),  
enigmatic (p. 141), sentient (p. 182), ruse (p. 227), and matrix (p. 248).

 Correlates to Common Core State Standards in Language: Vocabulary Acquisition & Use L. 4-6.4.

INTERNET RESOURCES
carousels.org/index.html
The official site of the National Carousel Association

travelandleisure.com/slideshows/americas-best-carousels 
Travel and Leisure presents the best carousels in America.

 

@RHCBEducators

Visit RHTeachersLibrarians.com, your online destination 
for all the resources you need for you school or library!

This guide was prepared by Pat Scales, Children’s Literacy Consultant,  
Greenville, South Carolina
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