
DISCUSSION GUIDE: KEEPING PACE 

by Laurie Morrison 

About the Book 

 
 

Laurie Morrison’s Keeping Pace is a poignant middle-grade novel about friends-turned-rivals 

training for a half-marathon—and rethinking what it means to win and what they mean to each 

other. 

 

Grace has been working for years to beat her former friend Jonah Perkins’s GPA so she can be 

named top scholar of the eighth grade. But when Jonah beats her for the title, it feels like none 

of Grace’s academic accomplishments have really mattered. They weren’t enough to win—or to 

impress her dad. And then the wide, empty summer looms. With nothing planned and no more 

goals or checklists, she doesn’t know what she’s supposed to be working toward. 

 

Eager for something to occupy her days, Grace signs up for a half-marathon race that she and 

Jonah used to talk about running together. Jonah’s running it, too. Maybe if she can beat Jonah 

on race day, she’ll feel OK again. But as she begins training with Jonah and checking off a new 

list of summer goals, she starts to question what—and who—really matters to her. Is winning at 

all costs really worth it? 

 

Engaging and heartfelt, Keeping Pace is about wanting to win at all costs—and having to learn 

how to fail. 

https://www.abramsbooks.com/product/keeping-pace_9781419768750/


Discussion Questions 

Use these questions as you read the book with your students. Please note that all page 

numbers are from the hardcover version of this book. In this section, you’ll find: 

 

● Pre-reading Questions 

● Questions for Chapters 1-7 

● Questions for Chapters 8-24 

● Questions for Chapters 25-34 

● Reflection Questions 

Pre-Reading Questions 

Answer these questions before you begin reading the book. These questions will help prepare 

readers for the book’s plot and main themes, pique interest, and create personal connections to 

the main characters. Please note that all page numbers are from the hardcover version of this 

book. 

 

1. Analyze the cover of this book. What do you think it’s about? 

2. The subtitle on the book’s cover starts, “If winning isn’t everything…then what is?” Do 

you agree with that statement? What is so good about winning? What does it feel like to 

win? What does it feel like to lose? What do you think is better than winning?  

3. Read the first sentence of chapter 1. What does that line tell you about the book’s 

setting? 

4. The book’s title is Keeping Pace. What different meanings does that phrase have?  

5. In the description of the book’s premise, Grace has an academic rival in Jonah, 

someone who she sees as her competitor in her strengths. What are your strengths? Do 

you have someone that you are driven to compete with? What is that rivalry like?  

Questions to Consider as You Read Chapters 1-7 

The first seven chapters of this book make up the rising action, introducing the characters, 

premise, and setting. This section ends with a chapter that marks a change in Grace and 

Jonah’s relationship. 

 

6. OPENING PAGE: This book opens with a text thread between Grace and Jonah. Why 

do you think the author introduces us to these two characters in this way? 

7. CHAPTER 1, p. 4: Grace refuses to help Avery with math problems because she “can’t 

risk getting flustered by talking about the test material now.” What does that tell you 

about Grace? 

8. CHAPTER 2, p. 7: Grace’s parents had different ideas about what her sister Celia 

needed when her grades dropped. Which parent’s method do you agree with? 

9. CHAPTER 2, p. 14: What common thread runs through all of Grace’s “Eighth-Grade 

Goals”? What kinds of goals do you think Grace is missing? 



10. CHAPTER 3, p. 17: Grace is surprised she loves running “even though [she’s] not fast.” 

Do you have to be good at something to enjoy it? 

11. CHAPTER 4, p. 25: Grace says, “Avery is a person who somehow knows that no one’s 

going to make a fuss about shoes on graduation day.” What does that tell you about 

Avery’s personality? 

12. CHAPTER 4, p. 32: In Grace’s mind, an honorable mention means that she’s “not 

getting a real award.” Do you agree? What are the pros and cons of having a 

consolation or second prize?  

13. CHAPTER 5, p. 37: In this chapter, Grace and Celia find out about Brie, their dad’s new 

girlfriend. Grace thinks, “How does he have time for a girlfriend when he barely has time 

for us?” What does this reveal about Grace’s relationship with her father?  

14. CHAPTER 6, p. 45: Avery and Celia come to cheer Grace up, and Avery says, “Do you 

want us to try to cheer you up, or do you want to wallow?” What do they decide to do? 

What do you think the alternative option would have been like?  

15. CHAPTER 6, p46: Grace remembers that their first-grade teacher used to say, “If you 

could name a feeling, you can deal with it,” but she believes that nobody is ever feeling 

only one thing. What do you think Grace is feeling now? What about the other 

characters? Have you ever felt a range of emotions at the same time?  

16. CHAPTER 6, p. 50: What are Grace’s new summer goals? What do you think of them?  

17. CHAPTER 7, p. 58: Why do you think Grace is smiling at the end of this chapter? 

Questions to Consider as You Read Chapters 8-24 

This section follows Grace as her summer unfolds and her relationship with Jonah changes, 

culminating in two heated conflicts. 

 

18. CHAPTER 8, p. 67: What do you think about the way Brie handles praise with Teddy? 

Do you agree that kids should receive minimal praise for their accomplishments? 

19. CHAPTER 9, p. 77: After Grace babysits Teddy for the first time, she thinks, “Mistakes 

are proof you need to find a way to improve.” Why do you think Grace thinks that?  

20. CHAPTER 10, p. 82: Grace’s father has two different conversations with both Celia and 

Grace in this chapter. What does he say to Celia about her summer camp experience? 

What does he say to Grace when she suggests staying with him when she is 

babysitting? What do you think it reveals about his personality?  

21. CHAPTER 11, p. 89: Avery says, “It’s fun not to be the one who needs help sometimes.” 

Do you prefer to be the one who needs help or the one who gives help? 

22. CHAPTER 12, p. 101: Grace reaches out to Luna and suggests the creative writing 

class for teens. Why does Grace consider this a bold move? Why do you think she 

makes this gesture? How does it make her feel?  

23. CHAPTER 14, p. 112: Luna says she quit gymnastics because she “stopped liking it.” 

Do you think it’s okay to quit things when we don’t enjoy them anymore? 

24. CHAPTER 14, p. 115: When Grace listens to the other students’ writing, she says she 

feels “like she’s standing on tiptoe in that place between the shallow end and the deep 

end of the pool, even though [she’s] on dry land.” What does she mean? 



25. CHAPTER 14, p. 118: Why does Grace feel a “tightness behind her ribs” when she sees 

Luna hug her father? 

26. CHAPTER 17, p. 143: Grace loves verse novels. What do you think about them? 

27. CHAPTER 17, p. 149: According to Grace’s first-grade teacher, “You feel what you feel, 

and no feeling is wrong.” Do you agree with this statement?  

28. CHAPTER 18, p. 157: Grace tries to comfort Jonah by holding his hand and remembers 

that when she tried to hold his hand before, he pulled away in disgust. Why would Jonah 

push someone away when he is grieving? What has changed since then?  

29. CHAPTER 22, p. 195: At her father’s urging, Grace plans to enter her essay into a 

contest–even though it includes some personal details. What would you do if you were 

Grace? 

30. CHAPTER 23, p. 201: Grace thinks that she’s “nothing” if she isn’t smart. Do you think 

our value depends only on what we can do or achieve? 

31. CHAPTER 24, p. 214: Avery and Grace have a big fight, especially when Avery says, 

“Your dad isn’t the person I’d choose as a role model,” and Grace responds, “You have 

to stick with things even if they aren’t fun every second.” Why do you think these 

sentences are so hurtful to Grace and Avery?  

Questions to Consider as You Read Chapters 25-34 

The last nine chapters are deeply insightful for Grace as she discovers her priorities in life and 

figures out how to balance her ambitions with nurturing valuable relationships. 

 

32. CHAPTER 25, p. 220: Why does Grace think that her mailbox essay is what she needs 

to write? 

33. CHAPTER 26, p. 225: Celia and Grace have a heart-to-heart talk, and Celia says that 

Grace’s problem is that she’s used to “learning stuff too quickly.” What do you think she 

means by this?  

34. CHAPTER 27, p. 235: Grace decides that mistakes are not always proof that a person is 

trying. Do you agree?  

35. CHAPTER 28, p. 244: Brie and Teddy come over, and Grace realizes that they are 

moving. Why is Grace now sad about the breakup between Brie and her dad? How has 

her perspective on Brie changed from the beginning of the summer? 

36. CHAPTER 29, p. 254:  What does Grace’s conversation with Avery about soccer and 

running reveal about themselves and their relationship?  

37. CHAPTER 30, p. 260: Grace realizes that her definition of success is different from her 

dad’s. What does success mean for you? 

Reflection Questions 

After reading the book, reflect on the questions below with your students: 

 

38. Celia helps Grace understand that it’s okay to learn slowly or fail at times. Are you a 

slow or fast learner? What challenges and benefits have you experienced from being 

slower or quicker at learning? 



39. Throughout this book, Grace has to learn that doing her best is OK and that she can’t 

win at everything. Why do you think that’s an important lesson to learn? Have you ever 

felt or thought this? What happened that made you feel like you learned that?  

40. At the beginning of the book, the author dedicates this novel to “anyone who needs a 

reminder that we are more than what we can achieve.” After reading, why do you think 

the author does that? How do the different characters in the novel reflect this theme? Do 

you believe you are one of these readers?  

41. Many relationships in this book change over time: Jonah and Grace, Celia and Grace, 

Grace and Avery, and even Brie and Grace’s father. Have your relationships with friends 

and family ever changed over time? How so and why? 

42. Jonah and Grace start as friends, then become fierce competitors, then enemies, and 

finally, more than friends. Did you see this romance coming? What were some of the 

clues along the way?  

43. Marathon running plays a large role in this novel and in many characters’ journeys. Why 

do you think marathon running can be such a metaphor for life? Are there other activities 

or sports that also reflect life lessons?   

Vocabulary Words 

Learn some new words from the selections in this section!  

Chapters 1-7 

1. Reassuring, p. 2 

2. Lurch, p. 4 

3. Dominate, p. 5 

4. Clenches, p. 6 

5. Smug, p. 6 

6. Nosedive, p. 7 

7. Obnoxious, p. 8 

8. Boggles, p. 16 

9. Ambition, p. 18 

10. Cohesive, p. 21 

Chapters 8-24 

11. Audition, p. 61 

12. Sequence, p. 76 

13. Welt, p. 91 

14. Speckled, p. 95 

15. Prestigious, p. 100 

16. Redeem, p. 117 

17. Cul-de-sac, p. 122 

18. Vista, p. 128 

19. Wincing, p. 149 



20. Cohort, p. 165 

21. Intriguing, p. 172 

22. Throttle, p. 179 

23. Initiative, p. 193 

24. Quivering, p. 200 

25. Guarded, p. 207 

Chapters 25-34 

26. Radiates, p. 217 

27. Impromptu, p. 220 

28. Nemesis, p. 238 

29. Quest, p. 239 

30. Understated, p. 241 

31. Shimmy, p. 247 

32. Neutralize, p. 252 

33. Zings, p. 255 

34. Tacks, p. 258 

35. Squirmy, p. 263 

36. Excruciating, p. 268 

37. Deny, p. 275 

38. Cued, p. 277 

39. Flustered, p. 280 

40. Tentative, p. 284 

Major Themes & Curriculum Connections 

Explore the book’s major themes and find ways to inject them into your curriculum or build a 

curriculum around them. 

Main Themes 

Keeping Pace features several relevant and highly discussable themes, but this guide highlights 

the four most prevalent themes below. 

Romance and First Love  

Grace and Jonah’s friendship inevitably blossoms into a sweet romance that will leave readers 

rooting for them all the way. Young readers love tween romances, and Grace and Jonah’s 

relationship leaves plenty to think about in terms of balancing romance and relationships with 

ambition, navigating conflict with someone we love, and learning to be there for and accept 

support from those we love. 



Self-Esteem and Achievement 

This novel asks readers over and over: Which achievements matter the most in life? How much 

should our ambitions and achievements impact our sense of self? For Grace, who has imbibed 

her father’s ideologies, her wins and losses are directly linked to her inner sense of fulfillment. 

Sometimes, she struggles to see how others can feel satisfied without the constant striving to 

outdo others. Readers can evaluate how their own achievements make them feel about 

themselves and when it’s worth separating both entities. 

Grief and Loss   

Jonah, Grace’s rival, experienced a severe loss–the death of his father. Grace’s feelings about 

her friendship with Jonah and her tentative and awkward interactions with Jonah after he suffers 

this devastating loss have long-term consequences on their friendship. Grace experiences her 

own sense of loss when her parents divorce and feels that the close-knit relationship between 

herself and her dad is also lost. Many of Grace’s actions and motivations stem from this lost 

connection and her efforts to regain what she has lost.  

The Role of Sports  

Sports play a significant role in the lives of several characters in this novel, particularly Avery, 

Grace, and Luna. Whether it is Avery’s soccer, Luna’s gymnastics, or Grace’s marathon 

running, these sports shape these characters’ priorities and schedules in life, shifting priorities 

that impact their identities and their social interactions with teammates, parents, and others 

around them. With the intense training, time commitment, and collaboration needed for sports, 

athletic pursuits can be both a metaphor for life and key settings for major life decisions.  

Curriculum Connections 

This book includes vital links to middle school curriculums, including connections with English 

Language Arts, creative writing, physical education, and social-emotional learning. 

Language Arts Connections 

1. Grace feels like her mother and Celia are “two peas in a pod.” What does this 

expression mean? 

2. On p. 43, Grace’s mom says, “There’s a point of diminishing returns. You’d studied all 

day already. You needed a break.” What does “diminishing returns” mean?  

3. On p. 50, while revamping Grace’s Summer Goals list, Celia warns Grace that she can’t 

get all intense and competitive about running because “That violates the spirit of the 

list.” What figure of speech is used in this expression, and what does this expression 

mean? 

4. On p. 55, Grace’s memory of the time she tried to comfort Jonah “knocks the wind out 

of her.” What does that mean?  

5. On p. 80, Teddy says, “People say trains sounds like, chugga-chugga-choo-choo. But 

they really sound like ticka-ticka-tickey-ticka.” What figure of speech are the 

highlighted words? 



6. On p. 120, Grace says, “We jog toward the same hill that defeated me two weeks 

ago.” What figure of speech is used here? 

Creative Writing 

7. List Poetry: Grace learns about list poems in creative writing class. Look up some list 

poems online, and then try writing some of your own! 

8. Emily Dickinson: Emily Dickinson is a poet that Grace likes, but she is stumped by one 

of her lesser-known poets. Read up about Emily Dickinson and see if any of her other 

poems also “strain your brain,” as it does for Grace.  

Physical Education 

9. Marathon Running: Grace learns about how to train for half-marathons, plotting route 

lengths, the importance of hydration, and pacing oneself. Look up different local 

marathons and half-marathons and the times it usually takes runners to complete them.  

10. Soccer: Avery, Grace’s cousin, experiences a mental setback when she discovers that 

soccer is more challenging than she expected. What position does she play? Learn 

about the different positions and how soccer players train for each position and try them 

out. What types of skills and training does each position require?  

Social-Emotional Learning 

11. Motivational Quotes: Grace sees a lot of motivational posters when she babysits 

Teddy for Brie. Look up some motivational quotes online. Which ones resonate with you 

the most? Can you either make your own or think of ways you can describe situations in 

which you have used these motivational strategies in your own life?  

12. Traditions: There are many different traditions in this novel, such as Grace and Jonah’s 

mailbox and Grace and her mother’s special reading time. What other traditions do you 

notice in this book? How do the traditions change as their relationships change? What 

traditions do you have with your friends and family? Have they changed? How do you 

start a new tradition or end an old one?  

Extension Activities 

1. Do a creative writing project about your name, as Grace does in this book. 

2. Create a half-marathon training plan inspired by Grace’s schedule.  

3. Make a summer goal list, but unlike Grace, add non-tangible achievement goals. 

4. Design a mailbox for you and your friends to leave notes and communicate the old-

fashioned way! 

5. Grace tries to plan more one-on-one time with her parents so she can build a 

relationship with each of them and make them see her for who she is. Make a list of 

activities or traditions that you could do with each of your own parents and guardians. 

Share it with them! 



Additional Reading 

Learn more about perfectionism, achievements, and sports, and explore other middle grade 

romances in our recommended additional reading. 

 

● Coming Up Short by Laurie Morrison 

● Bright by Brigit Young 

● Not If You Break Up with Me First by G.F. Miller 

● Ghost by Jason Reynolds 

● Half Moon Summer by Elaine Vickers 

– 
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