


About the Book

Breaking into Sunlight follows Reese, a seventh grader in rural
North Carolina, through the turbulence of his dad’s addiction and the
moments of connection and healing that break through the dark days.

Reese has just lived his worst nightmare—his dad Sam on the floor, lips
turning blue, overdosed. Again. Reese calls 911 and gets his dad out of
danger, and he expects to go on as before—with his dad just doing his best
to stop using the pills he’s been taking ever since his on-the-job injury.

But for his mom, Amanda, this is the breaking point. She declares that she
and Reese are leaving until Sam gets real help with his addiction. The
supportive Mrs. Smith, Amanda’s friend from church, provides Reese and
his mom with a trailer to live in on the Smiths’ property. Reese is furious
with his mom, scared for his dad, and terrified that his friends will find out.

Reese meets the Smiths’ grandchildren, Meg and Charlie (who has Down
syndrome), who recently came to live on the property after both their parents
were killed in a car accident. The three become friends as they explore the
river that runs nearby. Reese discovers new joy in nature and in these fresh
connections. He believes that Sam is also doing better, and that they’ll be a i

family again soon. But Reese’s hopes are crushed when Sam gets high instead & J OH/V 60 CHRAN
of getting ready for Reese’s thirteenth birthday and ends up crashing his car,
landing himself in the hospital.

HC 9781523527298 / $17.99

Reese takes out his anger and disappointment on Charlie, who runs away after Ebook 9781523529049 / $9.99
Reese rages at him. Charlie is found safe, but Reese has to work to repair their Aydiobook 9781668641538 / $24.99
relationship. Sam realizes that he too has work to do and commits to inpatient Ages 10-13

treatment, with Amanda and Reese supporting his efforts while they focus on

their own recovery.
About the Author

John Cochran grew up in Kansas City and studied journalism at the University
of Missouri-Columbia. He worked as a reporter and editor at daily newspapers
in Missouri, Virginia, Tennessee, and North Carolina before moving to
Washington, DC, to cover Congress for Congressional Quarterly. The National
Press Foundation recognized his work with its Everett McKinley Dirksen Award
for Distinguished Reporting of Congress. He now lives on Capitol Hill with his
wife and children. Breaking into Sunlight is his first novel.

Visit his website at www.johncochranauthor.com.

Praise for Breaking Into Sunlight

“An important novel for every library to have.”

—School Library Journal, starred review

“BREAKING INTO SUNLIGHT is a clear-eyed story of addiction and its terrible
aftermath, but one full of sympathy, generosity, and hope. This is a book defiant
in its honesty and bursting with heart, wrapped around one of the most
authentic thirteen year olds I've read in years.”
—Laurel Snyder, author of ORPHAN ISLAND and THE WITCH OF WOODLAND
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Using this Book in the Classroom

Sharing Breaking into Sunlight can provide a safe distance and the perspective
needed to launch important conversations about a number of timely themes
and topics, including the issue of parental addiction. In the United States
today, an estimated one in eight kids live with a parent with a substance-abuse
problem.

Classroom discussions about the book as well as sharing facts about addiction
can build empathy and understanding among all students, while providing
hope, help, and support in a general, nonthreatening way to those who may
have a family member with substance use disorder. This book and
conversations about it can be a lifeline to those students who don’t know who
they can reach out to or if they even should reach out about addiction in their
family, helping them to understand and navigate their feelings.

Also consider inviting a school counselor, social worker, or local therapist to
join you in a facilitated discussion of the book’s many social-emotional and
mental health issues, including grief, stress, trauma, anxiety, and anger

Find resources to help inform conversations about parental addiction in the
Author’s Note and at:

e Mind Matters: https://nida.nih.gov/research-topics/parents-educators/
mind-matter-series

« Hazelden Betty Ford Foundation: www.hazeldenbettyford.org/
articles/talk-about-addiction-with-students

Pre-Reading

An anticipation guide can get students thinking critically and sharing their
opinion about the ideas, topics, and themes they will encounter in Breaking
into Sunlight. Use or build on this example anticipation guide that focuses on
addiction. The guide can also be utilized after reading to help students reflect
on how the book may have shifted their earlier thinking or ideas, particularly
about the stigma of addiction.

A 9O e
—

oooooooooooooooooooo



Anticipation Guide

Indicate your agreement or disagreement with each statement below, then provide 2-3
sentences (use a separate sheet if needed) that explain your reasoning for each response.

Thoughts after
reading

Agree or

Statement .
disagree?

Reasoning

If a drug is prescribed by a
doctor, it is always safe to
take.

There are things beyond
your control.

Opioid addiction can
happen to anyone.

Addiction is a disease.

Overdoses are common.

People who overdose
repeatedly don’t deserve
care.

Drug addiction is a result of
weakness or moral failure.

Addiction is not generally
something someone can
overcome alone.

Self-care means putting
yourself first.

Recovery is not easy;
relapse is possible.

LITTLE, BROWN AND COMPANY
BOOKS FOR YOUNG READERS
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Discussion Questions

These questions can be used for book clubs, classroom-wide or small group discussion,

or offered to students as reflective writing prompts. To deepen discussion, readers can also
develop their own questions. As students read, encourage them to note ideas they find
interesting or that make them wonder, passages they don’t understand and those they like,

and things they question and conclude.

Before beginning discussion, be sure students have and understand clear guidelines for
respectful, empathetic, and confidential conversations around addiction, death, and grief.
Remind students that discussion requires not only sharing their own ideas, reasoning, and
questions, but listening to what others have to say and following up appropriately. Assure
students that they don’t have to reveal anything they feel is too personal or private.

1. Think about the people you live with and who
take care of you. How is each person important

to you? How would you feel if any of those people
were in trouble? How would you deal with your
feelings? How does Reese deal with his feelings
after finding his dad on the bathroom floor?

How do his feelings and his views about addiction
change throughout the book?

2. Do you think that Amanda does the right thing
by leaving Reese’s dad, Sam? Why or why not?
What do you think of Reese’s reaction to his mom
leaving his dad? What other options did Amanda
have?

3. How do you explain Reese’s attitude toward
Mrs. Smith? Why is it hard for Reese to understand
that his mom needs support? What kind of
support does she need? Where else might she turn
for support?

4. Even though Reese had a hard time
understanding and accepting his father’s
addiction, he chooses not to tell Tony and Ryan,
his closest friends. What was Reese’s fear or
reservation about being honest with his friends?
If you were Reese’s friend, how would you have
responded to what his family is going through?

5. Why does Reese open up about his

problems to Meg? How does their friendship
develop? Is Reese a good friend? What is it like
for you to get to know someone new and become
friends? How can you be a good friend? What do
you look for in a friend?

6. Have you ever said something to a friend you
wish you could take back? What does it take to
forgive a friend? Were you surprised that Meg and
Charlie forgave Reese for hurtful things he said to
Charlie? Why or why not? What would you have
done if you were Meg? Or Charlie?

7. In addition to exploring the river, Reese’s inter-
ests in drawing and basketball provide an outlet for
coping with his complicated feelings and things be-
yond his control. What other ways are hobbies and
activities helpful to Reese? What outlets do Meg
and Charlie have? What are some things you love
and turn to when you feel “stuck with problems

that you can’t fix”? What things can you do?

8. Why do you think Reese is curious about how
Meg and Charlie’s parents died? How do you think
people feel about discussing death? Do you feel
comfortable talking about death and dying?

Why or why not?
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Discussion Questions Continued

9. Meg and Charlie have lost their parents and
have moved in with their grandparents. How do
you think they each feel in this new place and new
life? Think about some of the major life
experiences that you or people you know might
have had. How did adjusting to change make you
or others feel? What helped you or others adjust
to this change?

10. What causes grief? What forms does grief
take for Reese, Meg, and Charlie? What are ways
Reese, Meg, and Charlie help each other with
their grief? What are ways that you can help
someone who is grieving? What has helped you

during grief?

11. Whatisa drug? What do drugs do to your
body and mind? What is addiction? What do you
know about why some people use and get addicted
to drugs? Why was Reese’s dad using drugs?

Why did he overdose?

12. Explain why a person who is addicted to a
drug might continue to use it even if they experi-
ence negative consequences, such as losing friends
or a job. What can help treat addiction? What does
recovery look like for Reese’s dad?

What helps Reese and his mom heal?

13. Where does the title of this story come from?
Why do you think the author chose it?

14 In his Author’s Note, John Cochran shares the
credo of the Seven Cs. Though he did not include
the Sevens Cs as part of the story, how might
hearing them or knowing them have been

helpful to Reese?
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Conversations and Classroom Activities

« When Reese finds his dad on the bathroom floor, he is quick to act and call for
help. Talk with students about how they would handle an emergency situation,
especially if there were no adults around. Start a discussion about what 911 is and
how it works. Do students know when to call 911? Do they know what information
they need to share with a 911 dispatcher? Together, walk through how to talk with
an emergency dispatcher including: taking deep breaths to keep calm, sharing the
location or address of the emergency, describing the emergency and the condition
of the person or people hurt, and following the dispatcher’s instructions and staying
on the line until told to hang up. After your discussion, have students do some
additional research (find FAQs about 911 at www.911.gov/calling-91 1/frequent-
ly-asked-questions/) about 911 and work in small groups to develop posters,
handouts, or flyers to help other students and their families learn the things
everyone needs to know about getting help in an emergency.

» As Reese starts looking online for recovery help for his dad, he realizes that “help
was out there, and it felt good to do something, even if it was small, to try to fix this
huge mess they were all in.” Talk with students about what they learned from the
book about how addiction impacts families, how support is available to help people
recover from addiction, and what it takes to commit to recovery. Then ask students
to think about what they know about supports and services that are available in their
own communities. Have them work in pairs or small groups to research and learn
about the types of treatment options for drug addiction, local resources, and more
about the realities of recovery. Using their research, have students write their own
pieces of short fiction that continue the recovery story of Reese’s family.

* Friendship is a key theme in Breaking into Sunlight, with all kinds of friendships on
display. Have students look at and discuss the friendships Reese has with Tony and
Ryan. How do those friendships compare to his friendships with Meg and Charlie?
What do they know about the friendship between Amanda and Mrs. Smith? How

do these connections with others impact Reese and his mom and what they are going
through? Have students share and discuss their ideas about what characterizes
positive relationships. Do the friendships in the book have those qualities? Ask them
to then reflect on the idea and ideals of friendship by having them identify two songs:
one with lyrics that exemplify a particular friendship in the book and one that
represents a friendship of their own. Students should provide the song titles, artists,
and lyrics along with their reasoning for selecting these songs. Play some of their
choices for the class and see if students connect the same friendships to the songs.
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Conversations and Classroom Activities

* Reese wonders about Charlie and about Down syndrome but thinks it might be
rude to ask more. Ask students if they recognize Down syndrome as just a part of
who Charlie is, like his love of Indian food and his compassion for cats. Talk with
students about why most people have little experience when it comes to discussing
disability and understanding disability as part of a whole person. Why is it
important to look at all the parts of who someone is? Have students use pictures,
words, symbols, and drawings to create an identity collage for Charlie that features
all the components that make up his identity. Remind students that when they look
into what makes up a character, they can also learn a little more about themselves.
Then have students create identity collages for themselves. As students share their
collages with each other in small groups, ask them to think about how they want to
be asked about, recognized, and treated for all the things that make them who they
are.

» The river is beautiful, and Reese feels good when he is there. It is also an
important place to Meg, who connects it with memories of family. Talk with students
about the river. How does the river setting contribute to the story? How is nature
portrayed as important to the story? Then share details about a place that is
important to you and why. Have students think about and share places that are
important to them and then create a postcard of a place where they feel joy or
contentment. Provide sheets of 4 x 6 paper and ask them to draw a picture of their
place on one side. On the back, have them create a piece of descriptive writing that
includes details about what they experience there and why the place is meaningful
to them. Have students exchange postcards and talk with each other about the
feelings they attribute to their particular place.

RACHAEL WALKER (belleofthebook.com) created this guide. Rachael consults on a
wide variety of educational programs and multimedia projects, and develops educational
materials and reading resources for children, parents, and teachers.
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