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About the Book

Malik Page—though unless you’re his mama, call him “Shake”—
dreams of making the Marshall Grove varsity basketball squad as 
an eighth grader. Then he’ll be on his way to joining the ranks of 
Chicago legends like his pops and late Uncle Kenny. But when 
Shake fractures his ankle in a championship game, he’s sidelined 
for the first time since his first dribble.

As his world is turned upside down, Shake feels like there’s ginger 
ale bubbling in his chest and sweat slicking on his palms. With a 
best friend who’s getting more distant by the day, a growing silence 
between him and his dad, and varsity tryouts fast approaching, 
Shake will have to cross up every obstacle to find a way back 
onto the court—and back to being himself. Thankfully, in Marshall 
Grove, the sky is always full of hope.

About the Author

Julian Randall is a Living Queer Black poet from Chicago. His poetry and 
essays are published in The New York Times Magazine, POETRY, and Vibe. 
He is the recipient of a Pushcart Prize. Randall holds an MFA in poetry from 
Ole Miss. His first book, Refuse, won the Cave Canem Poetry Prize and was a 
finalist for an NAACP Image Award. Randall has previously worked as a youth 
mentor, teaching writing workshops to children who were under house arrest. 
He is the author of the Pilar Ramirez duology, The Chainbreakers, and Shook.
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Suggested vocabulary

Throughout this novel, Malik and his friends and family use language common to those living in urban communities 
and familiar to People of the Global Majority (Black, Indigenous, and other People of Color).  As you read, when you 
come across slang or unfamiliar vocabulary, search for it in the Urban Dictionary so you can have a more complete 
understanding of how the characters and people all around the world communicate. Those of you who know, know 
but you might like the Urban Dictionary anyway.

Shook is a novel in verse, not a novel inverse (get it?). So, its words, the form of each poem, and the overall structure 
of the novel were intentionally chosen to add additional meaning and context for careful readers. Familiarize yourself 
with the following terms so that you can begin to appreciate the art of poetry.

Sound Devices Alliteration
Assonance
Consonance
Meter
Onomatopoeia
Rhyme

Figurative Language Hyperbole
Metaphor
Personification
Simile
Symbolism

Structural and Meaning-Based 

Devices
Enjambment (juxtaposition)
Imagery
Irony
Repetition

Bonus Wordplay Allusion
Pun

Sensitivity Warning: This novel discusses grief and the loss of a loved one. Though grief and loss are part of loving 
people, readers should be forewarned that these themes are present in Acts III and IV.

Pre-reading questions

1.	 Do you or anyone you know play team sports? What characteristics does playing team sports bring out in 
them or you? Example: “I’m more competitive . . . compassionate . . . cooperative because I’m an athlete.”

2.	 What kinds of traditions do you practice in your school community that involve sports?
3.	 How do you feel when everyone is watching you in any kind of performance situation? Example: A school 

play, a musical performance, a dance recital.

https://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=search


3

4.	 Do you or anyone you know consider themselves to be neurodiverse? What is different about how they 
experience the world around them and relationships?

neurodiverse
/no͝orōdəˈvərs,ˌno͝orōˌdīˈvərs/

adjective: neurodiverse; adjective: neuro-diverse
•	 displaying or characterized by autistic or other neurologically atypical patterns of thought or behavior; 

not neurotypical. 
“The intended audiences for the courses include both neurodiverse and neurotypical students.” 

5.	 Have you or anyone you’ve ever known been to therapy? Without exposing any confidential information, 
discuss what you know, what you have heard, and any questions you have about therapy or therapists.

Pre-Reading Activity: Looking at the cover of the book, you’ll see a drawing of Malik with three literal items (a 
backpack, a basketball, and a surgical boot) and one symbolic element, cracks in the wall behind him. Make a 
cover of the book with your name (or nickname) and an image of you with three real items you would have and one 
symbol of who you are. Use your online resources if you need help thinking about something to symbolize your life, 
name, or a main characteristic.

Discussion questions while reading

Act I 

1.	 On page 42, what is Malik describing doing during a basketball game with the words, “If he’s the sun, I’m 
an eclipse”?

2.	 What does Malik mean on page 51 when he says, “The five of us, an assist that never stops”?
3.	 What is the effect of beginning every line of the poem on page 62 with the same word? Can you feel what 

Malik might be feeling? What do you think he might be wondering?
4.	 What is the impact on readers of the visual alteration of words on the page or the addition of small  

illustrations?

Act II
1.	 What do the wasps on page 81 symbolize? Would you choose another creature or sensation to describe 

what Malik is feeling? If so, what?
2.	 How does the author use words to describe fast movement in a game or to slow down a moment so 

readers really feel the emotions going on inside Malik?
3.	 What do you think of the phrase “Don’t be sorry, be better”? Does it have the power to encourage a 

person? Add pressure? Maybe a little of both?
4.	 Why does Malik say “watch myself” on page 101? On page 138, he says his “brain feels like it’s racing 

toward a cliff with no brakes.” What do you think he’s feeling, emotionally? What external factors  
contributed to him feeling this way?

https://www.google.com/search?sa=X&sca_esv=199b433d3df0a153&biw=1259&bih=667&sxsrf=ANbL-n6LDrqoLxvtpCi1-omwDEDjTIXgBg:1778031224411&q=autistic&si=AL3DRZGCrnAF0R35UNPJcgaBbCFawpz95XLQLSX-u-vR1tkWQFW5D2K5rc4J2FHm31PnxG1JwkyP3mnr8hZtDjV8GCLxSN_irAUzTFvDy4CncttTWqmhg4A%3D&expnd=1&ved=2ahUKEwiN_568wqOUAxX4EDQIHVsmHLQQyecJegQIGRAO
https://www.google.com/search?sa=X&sca_esv=199b433d3df0a153&biw=1259&bih=667&sxsrf=ANbL-n6LDrqoLxvtpCi1-omwDEDjTIXgBg:1778031224411&q=atypical&si=AL3DRZGCrnAF0R35UNPJcgaBbCFaHgQkzLGWsDStg5SvmwOq5ZyQNLM1tDctluaZ3ShajY6OwGP5BuQ7XapEUxVtwrckokzTpG-ilTuYvcD3A3MKjbSrhMM%3D&expnd=1&ved=2ahUKEwiN_568wqOUAxX4EDQIHVsmHLQQyecJegQIGRAP
https://www.google.com/search?sa=X&sca_esv=199b433d3df0a153&biw=1259&bih=667&sxsrf=ANbL-n6LDrqoLxvtpCi1-omwDEDjTIXgBg:1778031224411&q=neurotypical&si=AL3DRZEMXBqaLXSV-mI4aprR_vyyk_GgukkIR_KaAwYAq-yrVcgtGS6wpdTCXGW4ymQVqAm2wAobokX-dq_9X-EermCcNrjiLTIE2mFVHsz5OC_ECXzqFkE%3D&expnd=1&ved=2ahUKEwiN_568wqOUAxX4EDQIHVsmHLQQyecJegQIGRAQ
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Act III
1.	 Do you have anyone in your life with the same name, or middle name, as you? Do you share any traits 

with them?
2.	 What events contribute to Malik’s feelings of being overwhelmed or his tendency to catastrophize?
3.	 How do Malik’s friends and family support him as he discovers what activates his feelings or what calms 

him down?
4.	 What steps does the therapist take that help normalize Malik’s anxiety? Example: He gives language to 

the feelings.

Act IV
1.	 How do you think the meaning of being “better” changes for Malik by page 229?
2.	 Why do you think the poem on page 229 is called “Basketball and Love”? Hint: See “Love and Basketball” 

on page 134.
3.	 In Act IV, what connections can you make between the titles of the poems and what’s happening in  

Malik’s life, head, and heart?
4.	 What do you think Malik means on page 209 when he says, “Guess it’s true what they say in basketball—

the ball finds energy”? Do you agree or disagree?

Post-Reading Questions and 
Activities

Activity #1 

Option A—Write a response to the questions at the beginning of one of the Origin Story Assignments (as mentioned 
throughout the story) following a poetic structure of your choice. You may choose to use any of the poetic devices 
from page 2 of this guide in a poem of your own making, imitate the form of Malik’s answer/poem in a pastiche, or 
write a blackout poem using the words that are already on the page. 

Option B—Take a moment from your life and “Explode a Moment” using descriptive and then figurative language to 
describe what you said, thought, felt, did, heard, and saw during a pivotal moment in your life. Then, write a poem 
(or several) about it.

Post-reading questions

1.	 What does Malik experience as a result of his injury? Have you ever been injured, or sick, and felt like you 
were missing out? What did you feel? How did you cope?

2.	 Malik realizes, with the help of his therapist, that he has anxiety, and through talking with his father, he 
realizes it’s an inherited trait that may run in his family. What do you think about nurture versus nature, or 
the idea that we have inherited behavioral traits versus the idea that they are based on the environment in 
which we live?

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/pastiche
https://teach.nwp.org/blackout-poetry-defying-the-blank-page/
https://www.readwritethink.org/sites/default/files/resources/lesson_images/lesson1128/graphic.pdf


5

3.	 Going to therapy is a relatively modern practice. Do you live in a community in which it is socially acceptable 
to go to therapy? Why do you think it is or is not socially accepted?

4.	 Different life events, such as the loss of a loved one, can trigger intense emotions. Our friends and family 
are in our lives to help us survive the highs and lows of life. Who in your circle has helped you through your 
best and worst times?

Activity #2 

Write four poems—titled Act I, II, III, and IV—each one from a different part of your life, or take a time in your life that 
was particularly challenging or transformative. Example: A time when you moved to a new city. Use a different format 
for each poem, but connect them with the same theme. Here are some examples of common themes in literature:

Love Hope Environment Loss

Fate Growth Justice Sacrifice

Choices Survival Power Mortality

Friendship Family Community Identity

First, write the story of what happened using Freytag’s Plot Pyramid to give your story some structure. Then, draft 
your poems using figurative language and perhaps illustrations wherever it feels appropriate. Finally, revise and add 
literary elements to level up the language. Choose from the list on page 2 of this guide or others that you know and 
feel comfortable with. Bonus: Create art to illustrate each poem and make a YouTube video showing each poem and 
the art that goes with it, with your voice reading each of the poems. Share the poems with others in your community 
during a poetry night (or class period).

CCSS Alignment:

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.4.1
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.4.2
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.4.4
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.4.3.d
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.4.3

This guide was written by Julia E. Torres (MAEd, MA, MLIS). Julia is a librarian, literacy educator, and teen programs administrator 
in Denver, Colorado. Julia enjoys reading middle grade and YA lit, supporting the work of her favorite authors, and speaking and 
writing about both! Find out more about Julia by visiting juliatorreswrites.com or on social media @juliaerin80.

https://www.readwritethink.org/sites/default/files/resources/lesson_images/lesson800/theme.pdf
https://www.readwritethink.org/sites/default/files/resources/lesson_images/lesson800/IdentifyPlot.pdf
https://www.thecorestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RL/4/1/
https://www.thecorestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RL/4/2/
https://www.thecorestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RL/4/4/
https://www.thecorestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/W/4/3/d/
https://www.thecorestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/W/4/3/
http://juliatorreswrites.com

