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discussion guide

Making Choices: Three Stories
About Life Decisions
Making Choices features three engaging stories about key life decisions faced by the main
characters. The choice they make can change their lives for the better or for the worse. Readers are
encouraged to think of themselves as friends of the central characters and to advise them on what
to do.
At a critical point in each story, the reader is asked to take an active role in the plot and help the
main character choose what to do. Two different endings are provided for each book based on the
choices that were made. This discussion guide includes comprehension questions and activities to
practice making choices.

Contents
• Terms and Definitions
• The DO’s and DON’Ts of Choice Making
• Story Discussion Questions
• Activity: Using a Decision Making Strategy
• Decision Making as an IEP Goal

Terms and Definitions
“Choices” and “Decisions”
Since “choice” and “decision” are sometimes used interchangeably, it would be helpful to
discuss their meanings with your students. A meaningful way to bring out this distinction is to
have students relate their own experiences in making choices. Encourage them to relate the
consequences of their decision. Students should be brought to understand that making good
choices is an important part of becoming independent. Making good choices leads toward
success and happiness in life. Conversely, poor (or no) choices lead to dependency – blocking
emotional growth and decreasing the feeling of self-worth.
To better consider choice-making issues, students should be familiar with the definitions of these
key terms:
Motivation: a reason or reasons that make a person act in a certain way
Responsibility: the state of being responsible for one’s actions, liable to be called to answer for
one’s actions
Consequences: something that results from certain conditions or actions; results; an outcome
React: to respond to a stimulus or situation
Attitude: a mental condition in response to a state of being or set of life circumstances
Reality: the state of being real, what is truly happening
Options: available choices to consider
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The DO’s and DON’Ts of Choice Making
DO check out the motivation of the person making a choice. If you understand what is
motivating the person, you can help him make better decisions, or accept the behavior because
you understand why he is acting that way. The point is, it’s vital to understand your motivation
when making a choice.
DO make sure you have all the facts that you can gather to make a good choice. Make sure these
facts are based on reality and not on your hopes and wishes. When you have all the information
before making a choice, you’re likely to choose differently.
DO make sure the choice agrees with the character’s values. People make choices because of
their values (what they think is right or wrong). When a person chooses a certain action and it’s in
conflict with her values, that decision won’t improve her feeling of self-worth and may cause her
to be unhappy, even depressed. A guilty conscience results when your choice runs against your
values.
DO think carefully about the possible results of the choice. It’s important to look ahead and try
to determine what might happen as the result of your choice. What will the consequences be?
Would you choose this action if you understood the potential results? Do you do this before you
make a choice?
DO talk the situation over with others. It’s a good idea when you are faced with a tough choice
to talk it over with someone who has your interests at heart. That person could be a trusted friend,
or a parent, a teacher, a counselor, or religious leader. Just discussing the choice ahead of time will
help you make a better choice. By talking about it, you will see clearly the results you want and
don’t want.
DON’T act on impulse in choosing what to do when the choice is important.
DON’T just drift into a choice when the choice is important.
DON’T drift along without making any choice. The “Ignore it and it will go away” method of
making choices doesn’t work.
DON’T “go along” with activities with your friends just to be nice.
DON’T jump to conclusions without checking all the facts involved.
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Discussion Questions: Ramón and the Dudes
Book Summary: Homesick for his native Mexico and desperate to make friends at his new school,
Ramón is flattered when school bad boy Green and his buddies, “the Dudes,” take him under their
wings. Suddenly, Ramón goes from being a lonely nobody to joining the school’s most exclusive
club. But what Green and the Dudes have in mind for Ramón is not friendship. Now Ramón must
decide just how high a price he’s willing to pay to hang with his new “cool friends.”

CHAPTER 1
• Why did Ramón’s mother decide not to go to school?
• Was it was a good decision? Why or why not?

CHAPTER 2
• What was Miss Mays, the substitute teacher upset about?
• What were her reasons for sending Ramón to the principal’s office?
• If she knew why she was acting this way, do you think she would have continued?
• What should she have done?

CHAPTER 3
• When Ramón decided to ride with the Dudes, was he acting on impulse or making a real
choice?
• Explain Ramón’s reasons for going with them.
• Did he make a good choice?
• Can a bad choice make a person feel good at first while regretting it later?

CHAPTER 4
• What made Ramón break his promise to his father that he would not drink?
• Did he make a good choice?
• How did breaking his word make him feel?

CHAPTER 5
• What do you think about Ramón lying to his mother?
• Why did Ramón’s mother change her mind about going to the conference?
• Did Ramón’s lies affect her decision to go up to school?
• Did lying made Ramón feel good about himself? What were his values about lying?

CHAPTER 6
• What were Ramón’s reasons for lying to his mother and his teacher?
• Was it a good or a bad choice?
• Can a choice seem good at first but turn out to be bad?
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CHAPTER 7
• When Ramón choose to go to the new teacher for reading help, was this a real choice?
• Are many people’s decisions made in this way?
• Did drifting into a choice without thinking about it help or harm Ramón?

CHAPTER 8
• Why did the Dudes tell the Physical Education teacher they were now “turned on” to the bars?
• How could you tell they were not telling the truth?
• What was their motivation in the conversation with the teacher and their private
conversation afterwards?
• Is graduating from high school an important value for them? How can you tell?

CHAPTER 9
• Should Ramón have chosen to read with the new teacher or ride with the Dudes? Why?
• If you were Ramón what would you do?
• Why did Ramón let Green think he had to do detention?

CHAPTER 10
• Why was Green driving so carefully?
• Did his actions tell you he was capable of thinking ahead about consequences?
• Thinking ahead about the possible results of an action is called “seeing the consequences.”
Why is that an important part of decision making?

ENDING OPTION #1: Ramón goes with the Dudes to help them rob the
restaurant.
• Why did Ramón change his mind about helping the Dudes? Was it a well thought out
decision?
• If Ramón had realized he might get arrested for breaking into the restaurant, would he have
made the same choice?
• Should you look ahead to the results (consequences) of important decisions you make?
• Why did Ramón’s father decide not to return to Mexico? If he had stayed in Mexico, what
might have happened to Ramón?

ENDING OPTION #2: Ramón stays home, and the Dudes go without him.
• What reasons did Ramón have for not helping the Dudes?
• Did he make a good decision? Why?
• Is loyalty to friends an important value for Ramón? Did he feel disloyal to the Dudes?
• Do you feel Ramón will be happier in school from now on? Why?
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Discussion Questions: Row My Boat Back to China
Book Summary: Li and his family are having a hard time adjusting to their new country, America.
They’re living with another Chinese family until they can afford their own apartment. Li’s father
is working two jobs and the children are trying hard at school to learn English. Sadly, Li’s mother
has fallen into a deep depression. Convinced that a beautiful red bird pin he sees in a gift shop will
magically lift her spirits, Li is determined to get it. But to do so, he faces a dilemma: choosing what
risks are worth taking.

CHAPTER 1
• When Li scolds and threatens his brothers, do they listen to him?
• Would you listen to your older brother if he treated you this way?
• Did Li make good decisions about how to behave towards his brothers?

CHAPTER 2
• How does Li’s behavior make Lu and Didi act?
• Can you think of other choices Li could have made in dealing with his brothers?

CHAPTER 3
• Why did Father choose to quit?
• Why did Father make the choice to “tell his boss at the restaurant off?”
• What will happen as a result of his action?

CHAPTER 4
• Was Li in a good mood when he went to the counselor? Was he ready to listen to advice?
• Why does the mood you bring into a discussion have an effect on what you get out
of it?
• Why was Mother cheerful? What does this say about her belief in her “good luck” earrings?
• Why was Father so upset when he returned home?
• Why was Mother in tears?

CHAPTER 5
• How did Li get the idea of getting a job to help his father?
• Why did Li find it so difficult to get a job?
• What should he have done before going job hunting?
• Which school staff member can help you find a job?

CHAPTER 6
• Why did Lu and Didi decide to go straight home from school?
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• What choice did Mother make about how she would live while being a guest of the Wongs?
• What else might she have done?

CHAPTER 7
• Why did Li tell Father about Mother’s health?
• What did he choose to do about helping Mother himself?
• Do you think his choice is good? Why or why not?
• Does his choice agree with his information and his values?

CHAPTER 8
• What decision does Li make about stealing the bird pin?
• Does stealing fit in with Li’s values?
• If he was to steal the pin, would it change his values and ideas about who he is?

STORY ENDING #1: Li steals the bird pin.
• What does “letting the fates decide” about stealing the pin tell you about Li’s real feelings?
• If stealing is against Li’s values, why does he go ahead with his plan?
• Why didn’t Li want anyone to know why he stole the pin?
• Was that a good choice?

STORY ENDING #2: Li makes a deal with the store owner to work for the pin.
• How do you know that Li is having a hard time making a choice?
• Li hears Father’s voice in his head saying stealing is wrong. What does that tell you about
Li’svalues?
• How did remembering Grandfather’s words help him make a decision?
• Why was Li so happy at the end of the chapter?

Discussion Questions: Call Me Nikki
Book Summary: Nikki Locke’s life is changing in big ways. Her mother got married, and she and
Nikki are moving to a new neighborhood. But when her mother goes on a honeymoon and her
grandmother leaves to take care of a sick relative, Nikki and her friend LaToya are left alone in the
big city. Answering an ad for an Off-Broadway play, Nikki auditions and, to her surprise, makes the
cast. Suddenly, she has a big choice to make. She can drop out of school and gamble on becoming
a star. Or, she can follow her mother’s advice, finish school and make more realistic plans for her
future. Depending on the choice she makes, Nikki’s life will be forever changed, as some decisions
are much more significant than others.

CHAPTER 1
• Why does Nikki refuse to talk to her mother about the mother’s marriage?
• Which of the choice-making“Don’ts” (p. 2) is she using?
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• Is what she’s doing is a good idea?
• What does Nikki hope to gain by her behavior?

CHAPTER 2
• What were Nikki’s reasons for having her hair corn-rowed?
• What does this tell you about her self-image?
• Why didn’t she want to share the news about her mother with LaToya?
• What do you think about Momma’s decision to marry again?

CHAPTER 3
• Nikki refuses to buy a new dress for the wedding and looks away when they kiss. What does
that say about her reaction to Momma’s wedding?
• Nikki refuses to take part in the reception. What do you think that means?
• What choices are Nikki making here?
• Does she have a good reason for her feelings about the move to Mr. Johnson’s house?

CHAPTER 4
• Why does Nikki choose to act the way she does toward Mr. Johnson and the new house?
• Is she choosing to act like a responsible young adult or like a child?
• Give examples to show you understand her motivation.
• What does she hope her behavior will gain for her?

CHAPTER 5
• Why doesn’t Nikki want Mr. Johnson and her mother to go up to school with her?
• Why does she choose to act the way she does in the counselor’s office?
• Why does she choose to act the way she does in her drama class?
• What do you think the consequence of her behavior will be?

CHAPTER 6
• Why did Momma come home from work early on a night she should have worked late?
• What does that show about what she was feeling?
• Was Momma right or wrong to punish Nikki?
• Why did Mr. Johnson get Momma to change her mind? What was his motivation?

CHAPTER 7
• Why did Nikki want to cause trouble between the newlyweds?
• Why can’t Nikki believe Mr. Johnson wants her as a daughter?
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• Why did Momma give Nikki money the next morning? What was her motivation?
• Why didn’t Nikki get along with the black students in the new school?

CHAPTER 8
• How did Momma and Mr. Johnson help Nikki understand Julius Caesar?
• How does the Drama teacher choose to treat Nikki after the scene and why?
• When you choose to act in a certain way, think ahead to the consequences of your behavior.
Did Nikki look ahead to the consequences before getting “smart” with her Drama teacher?

CHAPTER 9
• Why did Grandma find it hard to choose between going to Texas and staying at home
with Nikki?
• Why did the girls choose not to tell LaToya’s mother that Grandma was gone?
• Why did the girls choose to look for certain kinds of jobs?
• Were their choices good for each of them and if so, why?

CHAPTER 10
• Nikki and LaToya stayed on the local train all the way home though they knew it would
take longer. Was this a choice where they should have used the “do’s and don’ts” to help
them decide?
• What was LaToya’s motivation in considering the hairdresser job?
• What was her final decision? Is that decision important or not? Why?

STORY ENDING #1: Nikki decides to take the job in the Off-Broadway show.
• Why did Nikki almost choose to go to Bob’s apartment? Would this have been a good
choice?
• Why did Nikki choose to accept Marvin’s invitation instead? Can you really tell at this time
whether this choice is good or bad?
• What are the possible consequences of Nikki’s choice to be in the play?
• Why did Nikki finally decide not to go back to high school? Was this a good choice?
• Why did Nikki ask Mr. Johnson to call her Nikki? What does that say about her feelings
towards him?

STORY ENDING #2: Nikki decides to stay in school instead of taking the
Off-Broadway job.
• What were the motivation of the other girls to be in the play?
• Why did Marvin interrupt Nikki and Bob?
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• Why did Nikki choose to leave the play and return to school after all? What were the
consequences of that decision?
• What do you think of Marvin’s gift?
• Why did Momma finally allow Marvin to come see Nikki?
• Why did Nikki choose to call Matt Johnson “Dad”? What does that tell you about their new
relationship?
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Activity: Using a Decision Making Strategy
THE PROBLEM: You have a chance to buy bargain tickets to an event your family wants to attend.
The seller wants his money immediately or he’ll sell the tickets to someone else. You have no
money, but you know your mother keeps a few hundred dollars in an old wallet in her top dresser
drawer. You’ve been told never to go into your mother’s wallet when she isn’t home. What should
you do?
MAKE A LIST OF REASONS FOR EACH OF THE TWO CHOICES: Write a statement putting your
choice in “whether or not” terms. Head a sheet of paper with a statement such as: “Whether or
not I should take the money from my mother’s wallet without permission?” Fold the paper in half,
making two columns. Head one column, “I should take the money.” Head the other, “I should not
take the money.” Under the first column write all the reasons you can think of for taking the money.
Under the other, list all the reasons not to take the money. Make sure you have the same number
of reasons in each list.
ANALYZE YOUR LIST OF REASONS: Assign a number from 1 to 10 for each reason. Number 1
is the weakest reason, 10 the strongest. Go through your list and put down a number for each
reason. Then total the numbers in both columns. Use the side with the largest total as a basis for
what you will choose to do.
MAKE A DECISION: Is it necessary to go through these kinds of steps of formal decision-making
for every decision you make? Why or why not?
Some decisions are not important enough to set up a formal decision making plan. Sometimes
it’s a waste of time since you can figure it out what yourself. Sometimes it won’t matter much even
if you made the wrong decision. But with or without a formal plan, it’s important to think about
the possible consequences of your decisions.
When you make a decision based on full information, you are more likely to make a good decision.
When your choice agrees with your value system, you are more likely to make a decision you can
live with. When you consider the possible consequences of your choice, it may save you from
making a serious mistake. The decisions you make will help you to lead a mature and successful life.
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Decision Making as an IEP Goal
Making appropriate life choices is a worthwhile objective for each student. For students who need
special help in this area, learning to use a formal decision-making plan is a worthy IEP goal. Begin
with a simple approach and work your way up to a more complex plan.
Here is an example of a three-step IEP with a goals and objectives process that teaches students to
develop a logical, quantitative way of looking at a problem:

1. Create a measurable annual goal.
When given a problem situation, the student will be able to identify a choice and resolve the
problem in 2 out of 3 cases.

2. Determine a procedure for measuring a student’s progress toward the goal.
Choice will be assessed by “I should” and “I should not” statements.

3. Establish benchmarks (short-term objectives).
• Student will identify the problem verbally.
• Student will identify the problem in writing.
• Student will verbally identify choices to resolve the problem.
• Student will identify, in writing, choices to resolve the problem.
• Student will be able to support and follow a quantitative decision-making plan.
Students should understand that if they have a difficult decision to make, they won’t always have
time to sit down and write out a formal plan to help make a choice. Training them to think in a
comparative, logical way will improve their ability to choose more wisely.

Sample problems for practicing IEP evaluations.
After reading Ramón and the Dudes, Row My Boat Back to China and Call Me Nikki, and reviewing the
quantitative method of making decisions, you can use any number of problem situations as a basis
for an IEP evaluation. Along with the choices presented in the stories, below are ten additional
scenarios for practicing the quantitative method of making decisions.

Problem Situation #1
You realize you need to get to school an hour early to take a make-up exam which a kind teacher
is going to give you as a special favor. You failed the previous test and you must have a passing
grade in this one to pass the course. A television movie that you always wanted to see is starting
at eleven o’clock. You don’t want to miss it. You know if you watch the movie, you won’t have time
to study, and if you stay up, you won’t be at your best the next morning. What should you do?

Problem Situation #2
Your friend’s parents are going on a two-day trip to the mountains over the weekend. Your
friend has invited you to come along. Before this came up, you promised to spend the weekend
emptying your bedroom so your parents could have the floor redone. What should you do?

Problem Situation #3
W hile looking for a gift at a department store, you see a shirt you have long wanted. You don’t
have enough money to buy it, but you want to try it on anyhow. You try it on and it’s perfect. You
could wear it to the dance tonight, but you can’t afford it. So you put your own shirt on top of the
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one you like and get ready to leave the dressing room. You stop at the door and think it over. What
should you do?

Problem Situation #4
You see a wallet in the gutter, pick it up and find identification. You also see fifty dollars in small
bills. What should you do?

Problem Situation #5
While walking through a large parking lot outside the mall, you see a shiny BMW. The door is
unlocked and when you look closely you see keys in the ignition. You’ve always wanted to drive a
BMW. You’re not going to steal the car, you just want to drive it around a bit. What should you do?

Problem Situation #6
A car drives by. A box is tied to the roof of the car. As you watch, the box slides off and lands in the
street. The car does not stop. You go over to the box and see it has split open. There are a bunch
of fine watches and other pieces of jewelry inside. If you leave it there, someone else will come by
and steal it all. What should you do?

Problem Situation #7
You promised to go to a school dance with friends. A popular senior asks you to go to the school
dance. What will you do?

Problem Situation #8
You go to a party. There are no parents present and you see everyone getting high. Your best
friend urges you to try it. Your friend says it won’t hurt you; that everyone is doing it. Your parents
have warned you not to use drugs. What will you do?

Problem Situation #9
You are on a school bus on the way home from a football game. Your team lost and everyone feels
depressed. Then others on the bus start to get rowdy. They open the windows and throw things
out. Several athletes start to smoke. When the bus driver yells at them, they swear at him and
continue misbehaving. “Isn’t this fun?” your friends say? They pressure on you to join them and sass
the bus driver. What do you do?

Problem Situation #10
You’re driving your brother’s car you just borrowed with his permission. You’re busy enjoying the
drive and don’t notice you’re speeding. You hear a siren and see a red police car light far behind
you. You know you’ll be in trouble with your brother and your parents if you get a ticket. You know
you can speed up and perhaps outrun the policeman because he’s so far behind. What do you do?
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