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Book Discussion and Activities 

 
Discussion Questions: 

1. The title of the story, Fish in a Tree, reflects Albert Einstein’s quotation: “Everybody is a 
genius. But if you judge a fish by its ability to climb a tree, it will live its whole life 
believing that it is stupid.” What do you think this means?  

2. At the beginning of the story, we learn that school is painful for Ally and that she doesn’t 
feel as if she fits in with her peers. Describe Ally’s relationship with Mrs. Hall. 

3. Compare and contrast Mrs. Hall and Mr. Daniels. How do they treat Ally? How does Ally 
respond to the way they treat her? 

4. On page 11, Ally says, “I wish I had my Sketchbook of Impossible Things. It’s the only 
thing that makes me feel like I’m not a waste of space.” What are Ally’s strengths?  

5. Later, on page 229, Ally no longer sketches as much because she has developed other 
interests. How has Ally grown and changed? 

6. What is the significance of coins in this story? What do they symbolize? How are they 
meaningful to Ally and to Travis? 

7. On page 26, we learn about Travis’s hopes and dreams. What do we know about 
Travis? What can we infer about Travis? Use examples from the text.  

8. On page 137, Ally receives the poetry award from Mr. Daniels but she suspects it is a 
“pity award.” What do you think? Is the poetry award an authentic award? Why or why 
not? Include details from the text to support your claim. 

9. How does the friendship bond among Ally, Albert, and Keisha inspire each of them to 
believe in themselves? 

10. What do we learn about how Shay’s mother treats her? How does it inspire Ally to reach 
out to her? Why? Would you?  

 
 
 

 



Extension Activities: 
 

1. Albert makes a sign to support Ally for class president. On page 203, he explains how he 
made use of her name as a homonym: “Ally is your Ally. Give her your vote!” Use an 
online resource to further explore the meaning of and examples of homonyms. Ask 
partners to choose a homonym and act it out. Create a chart of homonyms that you can 
add to as you discover them in your reading. 

2. Research articles, videos, interviews, and podcasts about the concept of having a 
growth mindset versus a fixed mindset, which is a popular topic today. Summarize the 
information you find. 

3. Ally escapes into mind movies as a relief from the situations she experiences. Create an 
ongoing chart to explore the cause of each mind movie as you read about them. Sketch 
the mind movie. For each, ask yourself, “what does this mind movie reveal about Ally?” 
Highlight the revealing mind movies on pages 68, 74, 159, 191, 200, and 267. 

4. The author uses many comparisons throughout the story to make her message clear for 
readers. (We later learn that Albert finds it helpful to think in comparisons or analogies.) 
These are examples of figurative language. On page 2, Ally says, “teachers are like the 
machines that take quarters for bouncy balls. You know what you’re going to get. Yet, 
you don’t know, too.” 

● consider the relationship among what is being compared. 
● begin a two-column chart to collect and examine the various comparisons you 

find as you read along: 
 

Comparison and page # Explain the meaning 

Teachers are like the machines that take quarters for 
bouncy balls. You know what you’re going to get. Yet, 
you don’t know, too. p. 2 

 

I need attention like a fish needs a snorkel. p. 9  

The letters on the poster look like black beetles 
marching across the wall. p. 13 

 

I think about how me avoiding consequences would be 
like the rain avoiding the sky. p. 14 

 

“I miss my Grandpa,” I say. Three words that hold 
sadness like a tree holds leaves. p. 19 

 

 

 

 


