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Nora loves science!

Eleven-year-old Nora Alpers intends to be the
youngest person published in a peer-reviewed
scientific journal. While the other girls at
school are busy crowding around a cell phone
to see videos of Emma’s cat, Precious Cupcake,
Nora is studiously observing her ant farm and
planning the perfect experiments to write about
in her paper.
But when her colony of six-legged research subjects incites squirms and grimaces during showand-tell, Nora is stumped: why does everyone “ooh” at cats but go “ick!” over ants? If only Nora
understood her human peers as well as she understands her ants! Thankfully, she has her supportive
scientist parents, good friends, and a thought-provoking persuasive speech project to put it all into
(scientifically accurate) perspective.
★“In drily funny writing and b&w illustrations, Mills and Kath capture Nora’s delightful
enterprising and willingness to push the boundries—sometimes (she knows the limit when it
comes to sitting with the boys at lunch).” —Publishers Weekly, starred review
“Middle-grade readers will hope for more Nora Notebooks, soon.” —Kirkus Reviews
claudiamillsauthor.com
Common Core State Standards addressed by the discussion questions and activities in
this guide are noted throughout. For more information on the Common Core, visit corestandards.org.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
Nora Alpers receives a leather-bound notebook for Christmas. Everyone in her
family has a different idea about how Nora might use it. What are the various
ideas? Which family member’s suggestion matches what Nora really wishes to record in her
notebook? CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.2.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.3.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
Nora decides that this year will be the Year of the Ant. How does she connect this idea to the
Chinese zodiac? What does the Year of the Ant mean to Nora?
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.2.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.3.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
Who are Mason and Brody and what is their connection with Dog?
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.2.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.3.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
Brody has an enthusiastic approach to just about everything. He is even enthusiastic about
teaching Dog a difficult trick so that Dog can earn a spot in a Guinness World Record book. How
does Brody’s excitement about the Guinness World Records inspire Nora?
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.2.3; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.3.3; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.3
What is myremecology? How is it connected to Nora and her interests?
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.2.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.3.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
Nora’s fourth-grade teacher is Coach Joe. In what ways does Coach Joe add a sports theme to his
teaching and in the classroom?
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.2.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.3.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
Dunk and Emma are two students in Nora’s class. Compare the personalities of these two
characters. How does Nora connect the behavior of animals to the relationship between Dunk and
Emma? CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.2.3; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.3.3; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.3
What is the “silent rule” in the lunchroom at Nora’s school? What does Nora have to watch everyday
as a result of this silent rule?
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.2.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.3.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
Both of Nora’s parents are scientists and heartily encourage Nora’s love of science. What happens
when Nora’s parents agree to the purchase of an ant farm that comes with a tube of live ants?
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.2.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.3.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
Nora soon discovers that the short lifespan of captive ants is a harsh reality of keeping an ant farm.
What would help Nora keep a colony of ants alive for a longer period of time?
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.2.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.3.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
Nora decides to bring her ant farm to class for sharing. Coach Joe introduces her sharing by
comparing a colony of ants to an Early American colony. What happens when Nora shares her ant
colony with her classmates?
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.2.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.3.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
Nora’s father is helpful in two key ways when Nora discusses her desire to conduct an ant experiment.
What did her father suggest she study? How was Nora inspired by looking at science journals in her
father’s office? CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.2.3; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.3.3; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.3
What unfortunate event happened to Dog and how was Nora helpful in solving the problem? CCSS.
ELA-LITERACY.RL2.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.3.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
Coach Joe has given his students an assignment to write a persuasive speech.
As the students begin to discuss possible topics for their persuasive speeches, a
conflict arises between Dunk and Emma. How does Dunk express his opinion towards
Emma’s interest? How does their conflict escalate and eventually affect the other kids in class?
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.2.3; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.3.3; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.3
Emma decides to have a high tea for her cat, Precious Cupcake, and to invite a few of her classmates.
How does Nora feel about attending the party? What do you think Nora means when she states, “Had
people ever told Marie Curie, discoverer of radioactivity, that she looked pretty?”
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.2.3; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.3.3; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.3
Emma’s high tea includes fancy hats, fancy treats, and fancy conversation. What happens to
Precious Cupcake during the tea party that is not so fancy?
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.2.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.3.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
Even though Nora receives bad news from the science journal, she writes a powerful persuasive
speech about how more people—especially girls—should study science. How does Nora’s speech
influence the kids in her class and help them understand her interest in ants?
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.2.3; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.3.3; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.3
Coach Joe shares with his class that there might be a chance for some of the students’ persuasive
speeches to be published. How does this news help Nora achieve her goal of being published?
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.2.3; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.3.3; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.3

ACTIVITIES
In the beginning of The Trouble with Ants, Nora is considering what she might write in her brand
new notebook. She settles on writing facts about ants and “other extremely interesting things.”
If you were to keep a notebook of facts, what would your focus be? Staple a few pieces of lined
notebook paper into a booklet to create your own fact notebook. Write a title on the cover of your
booklet and list facts and observations inside about your selected topic.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.2.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.3.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4.2
Coach Joe introduces the concept of persuasive speeches to his class. He says that the goal of a
persuasive speech is to help an undecided person make up his/her mind about a particular issue.
Try your hand at writing a persuasive piece. Choose something that is important to you as your
topic: getting to stay up later, having less homework, doing fewer chores, etc. State your opinion
and include clear reasons to support it.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.2.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.3.1; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4.1
Nora knows that when she reads a chapter from her social studies textbook that there is a slim
chance that she will be reading about famous women in history. Nora, who is fascinated by
statistics, also notes that women are underrepresented in the field of science. Follow Nora’s lead
and research important female scientists. Write a short biography on one famous female scientist
and include information about her life and her contributions to science.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.2.7; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.3.7; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4.7
The discussion questions and activities in this guide were created by Leigh Courtney, Ph.D. She teaches in the Global Education program at a public
elementary school in San Diego, California. She holds both masters’ and doctoral degrees in education, with an emphasis on curriculum and instruction.
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DESIGN A SCIENCE EXPERIMENT
Nora decides to record facts about ants that she discovered by conducting her own experiments.
She knows that scientists have a specific method to investigate their questions. The scientific
method includes a question, a hypothesis, materials, a method, and a conclusion. Think of a
simple question that you could investigate using the scientific method. Here is an example:

QUESTION:

Can plants live and grow when "watered" with milk, soda, or juice instead of water?
Note: The scientist might need to write a definition for part of his/her question.
For example: "Live and grow" means the plants don't become sickly, brown, or lose leaves.
HYPOTHESIS:

I think plants will not live and grow when watered with anything other than water.
MATERIALS:

Eight potted plants of the same type and approximate size; 8 craft sticks; a marker; a
measuring cup; a ruler; soda, milk, juice, and water; a notebook
METHOD:

I marked a craft stick with the type of liquid to be
used to water each plant and stuck it into the dirt
in each pot; two plants were watered with soda, two
with milk, etc. I put all the plants in the same location.
I made notes on how many leaves each plant had,
how tall it was, and a description of each plant in my
notebook at the beginning of my experiment. I watered
the plants once a week with the same amount of
each type of liquid. Every week I made notes about
the plants' appearance. At the end of four weeks, I
counted the leaves and measured the plants again.
CONCLUSION:

The plants watered with anything other than water
did not live and grow. Plants can't be watered with
milk, soda, or juice and survive.

*IDEAS for scientific
questions to investigate:

• Are ants more attracted to
sugar or pet food?
• Will an ice cube melt faster
when placed on black or white
paper?
• Will sandwiches stay fresher
when wrapped in wax paper
or plastic wrap?

After determining your question, conduct your experiment and record your findings on the
Science Experiment Record Sheet. CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.2.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.3.2;
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4.2
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SCIENCE EXPERIMENT RECORD SHEET
Name __________________________________________________________

QUESTION: ____________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

DEFINITION/S OF KEY WORD/S: ____________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

HYPOTHESIS: ________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

MATERIALS: __________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

METHOD: _______________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

CONCLUSION: _______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Names _____________________________________________________________________________________

FROM SUMMARIES TO TITLES
The chapters in The Trouble with Ants begin with small illustrations rather than
titles. Illustrations and titles can help the reader predict what may happen in the
chapter. Work with a partner to create titles for each of the chapters in The Trouble
with Ants. You and your partner will need to verbally retell and summarize the main ideas in
each chapter to help you determine what title would best describe the events or theme of each.
List your title choices for each chapter below. CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.2.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.
RL.3.2; CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.2

Chapter 1: ____________________________________________________________________
Chapter 2: ____________________________________________________________________
Chapter 3: ____________________________________________________________________
Chapter 4: ____________________________________________________________________
Chapter 5: ____________________________________________________________________
Chapter 6: ____________________________________________________________________
Chapter 7: ____________________________________________________________________
Chapter 8: ____________________________________________________________________
Chapter 9: ____________________________________________________________________
Chapter 10: __________________________________________________________________
Chapter 11: ___________________________________________________________________
Chapter 12: ___________________________________________________________________
Chapter 13: ___________________________________________________________________
Chapter 14: __________________________________________________________________
Chapter 15: ___________________________________________________________________
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BOOKMARK

Amazing Ant Fact:

A worker ant is less than onemillionth the size of a human being.
But all of the ants in the world
taken together weigh as much as all
the human beings in the world.

with Nora!

Celebrate the

YEAR OF THE ANT

Illustrated by Katie Kath
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Also by
Claudia Mills

The Franklin School
Friends series

Claudia Mills is the
author of more than fifty
books for young readers. She
does not personally have an
ant farm, but she does have
a cat, Snickers, with whom
she curls up on her couch at
home in Boulder, Colorado.

