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From Maya Soetoro-Ng, sister of President Obama, comes a lyrical
story relaying the loving wisdom of their late mother to a young
granddaughter she never met.
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About the Book

Little Suhaila wishes she could have known her
grandma, who would wrap her arms around the
whole world if she could, Mama says. And one night,
Suhaila gets her wish when a golden ladder appears
at her window and Grandma Annie invites the girl
to go along with her on a magical journey. In a rich
and deeply personal narrative, Maya Soetoro-Ng
draws inspiration from her mother’s love for family,
her empathy for others, and her ethic of service to
imagine this remarkable meeting. Evoking fantasy
and folklore, the story touches on events that have
affected people across the world in our time and
reaffirms our common humanity. Yuyi Morales’s
breathtaking artwork illuminates the dreamlike tale,
reminding us that loved ones lost are always with us,
and that sometimes we need only look at the moon
and remember.
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Discussion Questions
Use the following questions to help discuss the themes and meanings of Ladder to the Moon.
1. One of the themes of Ladder to the Moon is loss.
• Have you lost someone important in your life?
• What was that person like?
• What did you like to do with them?
• How do you try to remember them?
2. A second theme of this book is the power of our imagination.
• Do you ever imagine being able to visit someone far away?
• Where would you travel if you could go anywhere in the world?
• Would you like having the ability to fly?
• If you could do anything to make your school or community better, what would it be?
3. In this story, Suhaila visits with her grandmother, whom she never knew.
• Do you have a grandmother or grandfather?
• Do you ever go places with them?
• Where do Suhaila and Grandma Annie go?
• How do they get there?
• What is it like on the moon?
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4. While she’s with Grandma Annie, Suhaila learns many things from songs and through careful listening.
• Have you ever learned something from a song?
• What is one thing you learned from a grandparent or another person much older than you?
• Can you think of something you learned by listening really closely?
• Why is it important to listen to our friends?
• Why is it important to listen to people who are different from us?
5. From the moon, Suhaila and her grandmother witness some terrible things on Earth. Suhaila realizes she is strong
and can help others, and this makes her feel brave.
• Terrible things can be very hard to watch or even to read about. Can you think of any terrible things that
have happened on Earth?
• What are some of the terrible things that Suhaila and Grandma Annie witness? 1 2
• What makes you brave and strong?
• In what ways can you help others?
6. Faith helps many people find strength in the face of hardship.
• Whom or what do you have faith in?
• How many different religions are mentioned in this story?
• Are there things all religions have in common?
• Why is it important to have hope?
• What things give you hope?
7. Another theme of this book is how people can love and support others in times of tragedy or hardship.
• How do Suhaila and her grandmother help the people?
• What do the people do to help themselves?
8. We can’t prevent all tragedies, but there are things people can do to prevent some tragedies and lessen the effects
of others.
• Can you think of things we can do to prevent tragedies?
•Are there examples in the story?
9. Final thoughts:
• What will you remember most from this story?
• What do you think about when you look at the moon?
When talking with children about tragedies, answer their questions directly and succinctly with age-appropriate information, such as
the following facts about the December 26, 2004, tsunami: It was caused by an earthquake at the ocean floor near Indonesia, the country
where the author spent part of her childhood. Waves from the tsunami reached up to one hundred feet (thirty meters) high. More than
230,000 people were killed by the tsunami in fourteen countries, making it one of the worst natural disasters in history. There are an average of two tsunamis each year, but a very destructive one happens only every fifteen years or so. Most destructive tsunamis occur in the
Pacific Ocean.

1

2
Suhaila and her grandmother also welcome to the moon two sisters who may represent some of the 2,977 people killed in the September
11, 2001, attacks on New York City, Washington, D.C., and Pennsylvania by members of the al-Qaeda network. While the majority of the
victims were from the United States, ninety-three different countries lost citizens.

This guide was prepared by Christine Damon, who spent fifteen years doing work on social justice issues in El Salvador and Nicaragua and now teaches Spanish at Billerica
Memorial High School in Massachusetts.
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About the Author

Maya Soetoro-Ng says that Ladder to the Moon was inspired by her daughter Suhaila’s
questions about her late grandmother Ann Dunham. Born in Jakarta, Indonesia, the
author later moved with her family to Hawaii. She has a rich background in education,
travel, and cultural exchange; holds a PhD in international comparative education;
and has taught middle school, high school, and at the university level for many years.
Currently, Soetoro-Ng lives in Honolulu with her husband and two daughters. About
Ann Dunham, she says, “Above all, she was a storyteller. Her stories about heroic journeys
and love of every kind are a large part of what made me decide to become a teacher. More
than anything, I hoped that I could teach my own daughters some of the many things I
learned while witnessing my mother’s extraordinary compassion and empathy.”

About the Illustrator

Yuyi Morales came to the United States from Mexico in 1994 and has drawn strongly
from her Mexican heritage to create a number of highly celebrated books for children.
As an immigrant and new mother, she took solace in public libraries, where she
practiced English with her son by reading children’s books. A storyteller by nature, she
then began to write stories in English, bought her first set of paints and brushes, and
taught herself to paint. She has won multiple Pura Belpré Medals for Illustration, given
to a Latino illustrator whose work best portrays, affirms, and celebrates the Latino
cultural experience in an outstanding work of literature for children and youth. Yuyi
Morales divides her time between Mexico and the United States.
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