
Exhale Book Club Discussion Guide 

August: The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas 

* There may be spoilers in this. You’ve been warned! * 
 

In The Hate U Give, Angie Thomas walks us 
through a police shooting of a black teenager 
through the eyes of our narrator, Starr Carter, 
and the fallout in both that individual case 
and the community at large. We see Starr try 
to navigate this new world she lives in 
alongside what should constitute a “normal” 
life like fighting with her younger brother, keeping her dad from finding out about a boyfriend he won’t 
agree with, and going to her junior prom.  

An added layer on top of Starr’s story is that she attends an almost all-white private school 45 minutes 
outside of her black community, and she feels constantly torn between the self she presents there and the 
one she presents at home, feeling neither are her true self. On page 3, she says “There are some places 
where it’s not enough to be me. Either version of me.”  

“That’s when I realized Williamson [her private school] is one world and Garden heights is another, and I 
have to keep them separate.” - p. 36 

“Williamson Starr doesn’t use slang—if a rapper would say it, she doesn’t say it, even if her white friends 
do. Slang makes them cool. Slang makes her ‘hood’.” - p. 71 

Q1: If Starr were your own child, how do you think you would you help her navigate these two disparate 
worlds? 

As Starr stands against the wall of a party that she doesn’t want to be at and doesn’t fit in at, trying to play 
it cool and get left alone, she reflects on the fact that at her private school she never has to try to be cool: 
she’s cool by default because she’s one of the only black kids there. “I have to earn coolness in Garden 
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“There are some places where it’s not enough to be me.  
Either version of me.”  - p. 3



Heights, and that’s more difficult than buying retro Jordans on release day. Funny how it works with white 
kids, though. It’s dope to be black until it’s hard to be black” (page 11).  

Q2: What do you think Starr means by this—that it’s cool until it’s hard? 

Starr witnesses the horrific murder of her friend, Khalil, by a police officer during what should have been a 
routine traffic stop. In the days following, Starr begins to think of the responsibility she has as the only 
witness to the murder. She says “I always said that if I saw it happen to somebody, I would have the 
loudest voice, making sure the world knew what went down. Now I am that person, and I’m too afraid to 
speak” (pages 34-35).   

We’ve all seen in the news the ways in which people try and fight for what is right and how they are faced 
with extreme backlash, criticism, and even death threats (Dr. Christine Blasey Ford comes to mind, and 
she was white and at the top of her academic field at a major research university). Starr has to determine if 
she can not only handle the often terrible attention she might get if she speaks up, but if it might in some 
way mix her up in a world she doesn’t want to get involved in. Garden Heights has multiple gangs, and 
earlier in the novel Starr has already remarked “I don’t try to see who got shot or who did it. You can’t 
snitch if you don’t know anything” (page 16).  

Q3: There are a lot of layers to becoming the sole witness in this case for Starr. What are some of them? 
Why might she hesitate to tell the truth as she sees it?  

There are several instances where older people in the community act as champions for younger ones, 
hoping—and helping—to pull them along the way toward success. One is Mr. Reuben, the restaurant 
owner, who gives kids free meals for bringing in their report cards. Report cards with exceptionally good 
grades get copies hung up on the All-Star Wall, ones with less good grades are accompanied by promises 
to do better (page 46). Another is Khalil’s grandmother, Ms. Rosalie, who helps Starr’s mom get through 
college by watching Starr and Sekani while she’s working or in class (page 60).  

Q4: In what ways do people in your community do the same for others on the road behind them?  

Q5: In what ways does the systematic racism in our country keep these sorts of mentors unavailable for 
the younger black generation?  
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As Starr prepares to go in and give her statement to the police, her dad gives her some advice: “Tell the 
cops the truth, and don’t let them put words in your mouth. God gave you a brain. You don’t need theirs. 
And remember that you didn’t do nothing wrong—the cop did. Don’t let them make you think otherwise” 
(pages 58-59).  

Q6: I think this pep talk is particularly powerful in light of what Starr has to do next. But I also think it 
could come in handy for kids (or ourselves!) at many stages of our lives: dealing with peer pressure, 
standing up to someone in your life who lacks healthy boundaries, navigating difficult situations at work. 
Is there a situation in your life—past or present—where these words would help steer you in the right 
direction?  

Starr wonders out loud if the cops will be objective enough to see this for what it is. She says “The truth 
casts a shadow over the kitchen—people like us in situations like this become hashtags, but they rarely get 
justice” (page 59). 

There are a lot of reasons for Starr not to testify—and a lot of reasons that she should. But 
overwhelmingly as she looks at the situation, all she sees is how futile it might be to do anything at all. 
Who is she to change the course of history? That’s a lot of pressure to put on a young person, especially 
one whose skin keeps her from being believed in many situations. As I think of this impossible situation 
before Starr, I also think of the impossible situation the students at Parkland had to walk through, just one 
story among many where we ask our young people to do the fighting for us.  

Q7: In what ways does our current political or generational system fail our children? How does that 
change?  

It takes a few days, but eventually Starr shares one of the reasons she is so shook up by the shooting with 
her Uncle Carlos: the police office pointed his gun at her like she was a threat, too (pages 120-121). 
Carlos’s response is “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry… But I know that’s not enough.”  

Carlos is watching everything unfold with several different perspectives: he’s black, he’s from Garden 
Heights, he acted as Starr’s dad for a few years of her life when her own father was in prison, and he’s a 
cop on the same force as the man who shot Khalil. He knows the officer, he knows what it’s like to be the 
one holding the gun, and he knows how completely wrong it was for the officer to point that gun at 
Khalil, let alone at Starr.  
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Q8: Do you think Uncle Carlos has predictable reactions to the events of the story as they unfold? Do you 
think all of his actions are the correct ones? 

At one point, Starr says “I can call Garden Heights the getto all I want. Nobody else can.” - p. 139  

Q9: In what ways do all humans do this? i.e. I can call myself short, but no one else better try it, etc.? In 
what ways do we reserve this ability to self-deprecate for ourselves or people in our inner circle?  

Starr’s mom is a wise woman. This comes from having lived through a lot, and still she fights to be a 
wholehearted person. She tells Starr something she herself heard once upon a time in the delivery room: 
“Sometimes you can do everything right and things will still go wrong. The key is to never stop doing 
right” (page 154).  

Q10: There are so many ways in which we can apply this sentiment to our own lives, as wives, as partners, 
as daughters, as mothers. How does it apply to your own situation right now?  

Q11: Sure, we can apply this to our own life, but let’s take a step back into the story and see how it applies 
to Starr and the people in the real world going through the same thing; how exhausting doing right can 
be when there doesn’t seem to be any progress, when the system is stacked against you. Does this through-
line of Starr’s story give you a greater empathy for those butting up against the social justice system in 
America today?  

“There’s that word again. Bravery. Brave peoples’ legs don’t shake. Brave people don’t feel like puking. 
Brave people sure don’t have to remind themselves how to breathe if they think about that night too hard. 
If bravery is a medical condition, everybody’s misdiagnosed me.” - p. 284 

Q12: When did you first learn what bravery really was?  
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On page 296, we see Starr and Maya hanging out at prom, dancing and singing. Starr remarks “I may not 
have Khalil, Natasha, or even Hailey, but I have Maya. She’s enough.”  

Q13: What does she mean by this? And do you think Maya is enough? I have to admit, I didn’t think so 
as I read it. And I’m not sure I agree yet.  

Ok - after this point in the story, I started underlining less since I was carried away by the plot and didn’t 
stop long enough to consider what I might be missing for bookclub. Sorry! But a lot happens in the 
ensuing chapters: 

The grand jury chooses not to indict the white police officer, even after Starr serves as the witness in the 
case. Starr feels like all her bravery is for naught; she’s done all the right things, been brave over and over 
again when she would rather have not, and still there is no justice for Khalil. She is heartbroken and 
enraged — and we as the readers are, too.  

Through a series of events, some poor choices, and some revelations that we should never expect children 
to have to have, Seven, Starr, DeVante, and Chris end up in Garden Heights as the protests following the 
verdict break out. And they stay and participate.  

Q14: My risk-averse, rural-living, white self sees all of the decisions the kids make to stay and participate 
as “wrong”: they shouldn’t have put themselves in danger; they should have called their parents; they 
should not be handling these situations themselves. But we can forget in walking through this story that 
Starr is just a teenager, and so are Seven, DeVante, and Chris. And so was Khalil. How do we allow 
ourselves to forget how young these kids are? How do *I* allow myself to forget how different their lives 
are from mine?  

“I was three when Daddy went in prison, six when he got out. A lot of my memories include him, but a 
lot of my firsts don’t” (page 58). Earlier in the novel, Starr talks about her dad taking the fall for King and 
going to prison for three years of her life. In the meantime, Uncle Carlos filled that space for her, acting as 
a father while her own was absent.  

Q15: Why do you think this causes tension between Maverick and Carlos?  

Q16: In our country, black Americans are statistically more likely to serve prison time than white 
Americans for the same crimes. This leaves a larger percentage of young black children and teens without 
their parents at home compared to white kids, whether that’s a mother or a father — or even an aunt, 
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uncle, grandparent, sibling… the list goes on. In what ways is Starr “lucky” that both of her parents are, for 
the majority of her life, not in prison, working jobs not related to drugs, and there to support her? How 
might her life look different if this wasn’t the case?  

Starr’s mom, Lisa, is a powerhouse of a mother. She’s one of those women who doesn’t get as much screen 
time as the others in the story, not because she doesn’t deserve it, but because her part in the story is the 
quiet, steady heartbeat that keeps everyone moving forward. And that’s harder to show than the riots and 
the fight scenes.  

Q17: Think back to how Angie Thomas is able to write Lisa in as a force in the story, without taking off 
all of her edges. As a mother, what stands out to you as Lisa’s best scenes in the book? Why?  

Starr loves watching her parents together, saying “Sometimes I watch them to get an idea of what I want 
one day (page 203). At the same time, Starr and everyone in the story acknowledges that her parents 
marriage isn’t perfect.  

There’s also a really strong scene on pages 258-265 where Starr’s mom walks her through whether or not 
she should still be friends with Hailey. Lisa says “you have decide if the relationship is worth salvaging. 
Make a list of the good stuff, then make a list of the bad stuff. If one outweighs the other, then you know 
what you gotta do” (page 264). She goes on to say “At an early age, I learned that people make mistakes, 
and you have to decide if their mistakes are bigger than your love for them.” And then, when Starr ask 
what if the good doesn’t outweigh the bad, her mom replies “Then let her go… and if you keep her in your 
life and she keeps doing the bad, let her go” (page 265).  

Q18: In what ways is this novel about navigating friendships as a teen? How do the added layers of Starr’s 
race and her friends’ potential racism make it more difficult to have genuine friendships for her?  

Q19: Have you ever had to use Lisa’s criteria for evaluating a relationship? Make a list and decide if the 
good outweighs the bad? Choose to let a relationship go? What did that process look like? How do you 
feel about it now?
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