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Starworld

by Audrey Coulthurst & Paula Garner
About the Book
Sam Jones and Zoe Miller have one thing in common: they
both want an escape from reality. Loner Sam flies under the
radar at school and walks on eggshells at home to manage
her mom’s obsessive-compulsive disorder, wondering how
she can ever leave to pursue her dream of studying aerospace
engineering. Meanwhile, popular and cheerful Zoe puts up
walls so that no one can see her true self: an adoptee who is
deeply wounded over having been anonymously abandoned
as an infant, whose adoptive mother has cancer, and whose
heart is breaking over her parents’ decision to place her
disabled younger brother in a residential facility. When an
unexpected encounter results in the girls’ exchanging phone
numbers, they forge a connection through text messages
that expands into a private universe they call Starworld.
In Starworld, they find hilarious adventures, kindness
and understanding, and the magic of being seen for who
they really are. But when Sam’s feelings for Zoe turn into
something more than friendship, will the universe they’ve
built survive the inevitable explosion?
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This discussion guide, which can be used with large or small
groups, will help students meet several of the Common Core
State Standards (CCSS) for English Language Arts. These include
the reading literature standards for key ideas and details, craft
and structure, and integration of knowledge and ideas (CCSS.
ELA-Literacy.RL), as well as the speaking and listening standards
for comprehension and collaboration and for presentation of
knowledge and ideas (CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL). Questions can
also be used in writing prompts for independent work.
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Discussion Questions
1. On the surface, Sam and Zoe appear to be totally different:
one is a loner who tries to be invisible at school, and
the other is a popular people-pleaser. However, neither
shows her true self to anyone. What are the two girls
really like? Do they have similarities?
2. Zoe is baffled by Sam’s initial reluctance to display her
artwork because that reaction is so different from what
her own would be. She says, “Approval and admiration
are like oxygen to me. What does Sam survive on?” (page
19) How would you answer Zoe’s question?
3. This book is told in alternating voices in first-person
present-tense chapters. How do the choices of first
person and present tense affect how you feel about the
characters? About the story itself?
4. Starworld is the name of the imaginary world that Zoe
and Sam create. What does it mean to each of them?
What elements have they included in it? If you created
an imaginary world, what would it be like? Would you
want to share it with someone or enjoy it by yourself?
Why?
5. As the story of Starworld progresses, Sam creates a quest
consisting of three goals:
1. The key to a kingdom with rules beyond measure
2. The dungeon which housed the king’s greatest pleasure
3. And last, but not least, Starworld’s most perfect treasure.
(page 180)

8. When Zoe’s family decides to send her brother, Jonah,
to a home for disabled children, Zoe is devastated. What
are the options for Jonah’s parents? What do you think
of their choice?
9. Zoe has created what she calls the Theory of Original
Defectiveness. What does she mean by this? Do you
understand why she thinks this way?
10. Sam’s mother has severe obsessive-compulsive disorder,
and Sam lives her life accommodating her mother’s
unusual habits. If you were in Sam’s position, would
you deal with her mother the same way or handle things
differently?
11. 
After Sam’s parents divorced, her father moved back
to England. Why do you think he did that when his
daughter was in the United States?
12. Do you identify more with Zoe or Sam? Explain why.
13. What did you think would happen when Sam finally
declares her love for Zoe? What did you think about the
way Zoe reacted? Do you think they will be able to be
friends in the future?
14. When Sam goes to London to live with her father for a
semester, she faces many new challenges. What does she
learn about herself?
15. 
Zoe says on page 319, “We are all the products of
detours.” What does she mean by this? Have you ever
thought of yourself or your life like that?

What is she trying to accomplish with this quest?
Does it work out the way she wants it to?
6. Sam has two main subjects in which she is interested:
art and aerospace engineering. Why do you think she
loves them both? Are there similarities between the
two, or are they polar opposites? What are your favorite
subjects? Why are they important to you?
7. How does Zoe feel about her brother? Why has Zoe
not invited her friends over to her house recently? Do
you think she is doing the right thing? How would you
handle your friendships if you had a brother like Jonah?
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These questions were prepared by Grace Worcester Greene, former youth services
consultant for the Vermont Department of Libraries.

