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Discussion Questions and Writing Prompts 

 

 

 Compare M.T. and Chelsea. List things that the girls have in common. 
 Contrast M.T. and Chelsea. Tell of ways that the two are different. 
 Explain why the girls are friends. What is the foundation for their long-term relationship? 
  
 nd why. 
 Explain why M.T. has chosen to identify herself through the use of initials rather than her full 

name.   
 How do the initials M.T. serve as a symbol for her self-image? 
 Write der the 

following questions when crafting a short essay: 
o What does M.T. mean by stating that she is a poster child? 
o Why does M.T. reference family relations? 
o How is M.T. influenced by her family? Her school?  Her friends? Her race? 
o alid or self-imposed? How so? 

 

 

 Tell how the Tower tarot card read by the gypsy-like lady in the park predicts the theme of the 
story. 

 List the disasters and changes M.T. experienced, classifying which were in or out of her control. 
 

happen? How so. 
 Tell of a personal experience or observation supporting this statement.  
 Write an informative essay examining the overall theme of The Secret Side of Empty using the 

quote above as reference.  
o plot points of the story. 
o  
o Explain how disaster and change contributes to the theme, tone, and/or resolution of the 

story. 

 

 Stop fooling 
 

 Tell how this piece of dialogue serves as foreshadowing 
with her father. 
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one thing she can do, even though he strikes her. Justify her reasoning.  

 Explain how this act serves as a 
defining moment or a catalyst, which is a scene that incites an emotional thrust in the story. 

 Use the quote above as inspirat explain 
what she means by guerrilla warfare.  

 

 

 

 Describe Nate. What kind of guy is he? Use examples from the text to support your opinion.  
 Has your impression of Nate as presented in the Chapter 1 changed at any point of the story? 

Explain your answer. 
 and contrast her 

story with M.T.  
o State ways that the two are similar. 
o List ways that they differ. 

 List the risks involved in developing a close relationship with Nate. 
o  
o With her illegal status? 
o With her poverty status?  

  and/or a 
critical point of decision-making. Write an argument stating whether or not 

 Support your position by citing examples 
from the text. 

 

I will always be a stranger everywhere. With my parents, I am too American. With Americans, I am a 
spectator with my nose pressed against their windowpanes, watching their weird rituals and rites of passage, 
never quite understanding them completely. A little chunk of me will always be a stranger everywhere, 
different chunks of stranger in different situations (98). 

 erica rom the text. 
 

in the text.  
 Tell how this quote reveals the heart of the story. 
 The premise of a novel is defined as Write 

an informative essay examining the premise of The Secret Side of Empty using the quote above as 
reference. Consider the following points: 

o Describe the basis of the plot. What is the story about? 
o  
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o Tell how the role of the stranger contributes to the theme and premise of The Secret Side 
of Empty. 

 

The Blonde    

 Do you think M.T. is aware that she becoming kinda messed up?  Explain your answer.  
 Is it possible for others to become more aware of one s personal unraveling than the person 

themselves? How so? 
 The Urban Dictionary defines the downward spiral  as   a depressive state where the person 

experiencing the downward spiral is getting more and more depressed, perhaps due to causes 
unknown. It is called a downward spiral because there is no way to stop it, it s just going to get 
worse and worse... until the person crashes, and maybe finds their way back to happiness.  List 
ways that prove M.T. is caught in a downward spiral. 

 Write an informative essay examining M.T s downward spiral citing examples of her changed 
nature. Explore the following points: 

o Reasons for her feelings of hopelessness and depression. 
o Her increased use of alcohol and drugs.  
o Moments in the story when she pulls away from life. 
o Personality changes. 
o Thoughts of suicide.  

 

There are places we could go. Shelters (111).  
 

 Even though she does all she can for her daughter, M.T. bears a harsh level of disdain for her 
mother. Why is this so? 

 M.T. s mother is resistant to the suggestion of going to a shelter. Why? 
 Do you think her resistance is founded only on the fact that they are illegal? Explain your answer. 
 What would be gained if they went to a shelter? What would be lost?  
 Could it be that this statement was M.T. s last attempt to reach out for help? How so? 
 Write a narrative from M.T. s mother s point of view explaining why they cannot go to a shelter.  

 

My universe has only a few lights in it, a big one just went out. I feel stupid feeling this way about a teacher 
(171). 

 Explain why M.T. s old way of thinking and achieving died when Ms. North left. 
 Why did M.T. run away when she heard the news?  
 Can one individual have such impact on the positive direction of another s life? Explain your 

answer. 
 Does her father have a point in saying that M.T. should stop going to school? How so? 
 Write a narrative from M.T. s point of view explaining why she lost hope when Ms. North left. 

What was it about Ms. North s influence that kept M.T. on the right track? 
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It s a miracle the human race has survived at all. You idiots with death wishes only think of yourselves 
(202).  

 Quinn is uncharacteristically concerned about M.T. s well-being. Why is this so? 
 Are Quinn s words true? Are people with suicidal tendencies selfish? Explain your answer.  
 Though M.T. has given up on herself, there are a number of people who care a great deal about 

her. Tell why she is seemingly unaware of this. 
 Who would be affected the most should M.T. take her own life? 
 Below is a list of symptoms many individuals who have suicidal thoughts experience. Cite 

moments in the story when M.T. demonstrated one or all of these symptoms. 
o Appearing to feel trapped or hopeless 
o Appearing to have an abnormal preoccupation with violence, dying and/or death 
o Being very moody 
o Changing personality 
o Changing routine 
o Changing sleeping patterns 
o Consuming (more) drugs 
o Consuming more alcohol 
o Engaging in risky behavior 
o Having depression 
o Impaired concentration 
o Isolating oneself 

 The Canadian Medical Association states, Suicide can be contagious.  Write an argument for or 
against this statement. Cite moments in the story in supporting your argument.  

 

He s quiet for a moment. I know,  he says. And that s what scares me (244).  

 Interpret Nate s words. What does he mean by being scared of the fact that M.T. loves him? 
 Do you blame Nate for breaking up with M.T.? Why or why not? 
 What does his willingness to take her to the prom say about his character? 
 Over all of the troublesome things that have happened to M.T.  the beatings, the shame, Ms. 

North, dropping grades, poverty, illegal status complications  do you feel that Nate s break up is 
her darkest point? How so? 

 Earlier, the gypsy-like woman who read her tarot card said that what feels like a disaster, in the 
over; .  Can heart-breaks such as Nate s break-up 

ultimately become beneficial? How so? 
 Write a narrative from Nate s point of view explaining why M.T. s love scares him. Include 

reference to his prom experience and why he did not take advantage of her in the park. 

 

It feels like we re wading through soup, an angry bruise of a sky swirling above us as we walk home from 
the bus stop to the apartment (307). 

 Writer s Digest defines the term denouement as being the final outcome of the story, generally 
occurring after the climax of the plot. are any) are revealed 
and loose ends are tied up.  Discuss how, at this point of the story, the following secrets have been 
revealed and loose ends have been tied up: 
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o M.T s undocumented status? 
o Her friendship with Chelsea? 
o M.T. s relationship with Quinn? 
o Her relationship with her Mother? 
o The break up with Nate? 
o School issues? 
o Her feelings about herself and her future? 
o M.T. s establishing of boundaries with her father? 

 The phrase angry bruise of a sky swirling about us  is a metaphor describing M.T. s state of being. 
Write an informative essay describing the effectiveness of this metaphor as a literary tool used in 
the denouement. 

 

I told you you d go to  my mom. A tear spills over the rim of her bottom eyelid and hangs 
there in her eyelash. 

Yeah, you re some kind of fortune-teller or something. So what are you going to do (318)?  

 Tell how this closing scene differs from the beginning of the story. 
 Discuss how M.T. has changed. 
 What is the most important lesson M.T. learned as a result of her journey? 
 Describe how M.T. s change has affected her mother s confidence. 
 Explain the effect M.T. s change has had on her father. 
 The author s choice to return to the fortune-teller image is an effective literary device that serves a 

shadow of a prior image that helps to create a satisfying resolution. Tell why you think the author 
chose the image of the fortune-teller to close the story.   

 Write a narrative from M.T. s point of view discussing the life-lessons she has learned from her 
trials and personal victories. 
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Core Curriculum State Standards Alignment 

English Language Arts Standards » Reading: Literature 

     

  

  

  

  

  

  

     

  

  

     

  

  

     

     

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

-‐      

-‐   

  

-‐   

  



8 
  

  
Andreu, Maria E.. The Secret Side of Empty. S.I: Running Press, 2014.  

ISBN 978-0-7624-5192-0     http://mariaeandreu.com 
  www.debbiegonzales.com  

  

  

-‐   

  

English Language Arts Standards » Writing 

W.6.1   Write  arguments  to  support  claims  with  clear  reasons  and  relevant  evidence.    

W.6.2   Write  informative/explanatory  texts  to  examine  a  topic  and  convey  ideas,  concepts,  and  information  through  the  selection,  

organization,  and  analysis  of  relevant  content.    

W.6.3   Write  narratives  to  develop  real  or  imagined  experiences  or  events  using  effective  technique,  relevant  descriptive  details,  and  well-‐

structured  event  sequences.    

W.6.9   Draw  evidence  from  literary  or  informational  texts  to  support  analysis,  reflection,  and  research.    

W.7.1   Write  arguments  to  support  claims  with  clear  reasons  and  relevant  evidence.    

W.7.2   Write  informative/explanatory  texts  to  examine  a  topic  and  convey  ideas,  concepts,  and  information  through  the  selection,  

organization,  and  analysis  of  relevant  content.    

W.7.3   Write  narratives  to  develop  real  or  imagined  experiences  or  events  using  effective  technique,  relevant  descriptive  details,  and  well-‐

structured  event  sequences.    

W.7.9   Draw  evidence  from  literary  or  informational  texts  to  support  analysis,  reflection,  and  research.    

W.8.1   Write  arguments  to  support  claims  with  clear  reasons  and  relevant  evidence    

W.8.2   Write  informative/explanatory  texts  to  examine  a  topic  and  convey  ideas,  concepts,  and  information  through  the  selection,  

organization,  and  analysis  of  relevant  content.    

W.8.3   Write  narratives  to  develop  real  or  imagined  experiences  or  events  using  effective  technique,  relevant  descriptive  details,  and  well-‐

structured  event  sequences.    

W.8.9   Draw  evidence  from  literary  or  informational  texts  to  support  analysis,  reflection,  and  research.    

W.9-‐10.9   Draw  evidence  from  literary  or  informational  texts  to  support  analysis,  reflection,  and  research.    

W.11-‐12.9   Draw  evidence  from  literary  or  informational  texts  to  support  analysis,  reflection,  and  research.    
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