
 
 
 
 

READER RESPONSE QUESTIONS 

 
"The Limited" 
In the last line, the narrator proclaims "the only life I can save is my own" (2). Do you think that 
writing--and sharing--the poem helps save his life? Why, and how? 
 
Breaking and Entering 
In the middle of the story, the narrator asks the reader: "Nothing is ever that clear, is it? I was 
legally innocent, that much is true, but was I morally innocent?" (12) How would you answer this 
question? 
 
Why does the author call up the TV station to correct them about his identity? Why does he 
recognize that this is a terrible idea only later, after it's over? 
 
Go, Ghost, Go 
The Ghost Dance was a religious belief and practice that, among other things, stated that 
performing the Ghost Dance properly would lead to peace and freedom for all American Indian 
tribes. 
 
The narrator describes the professor he meets as "addicted to the indigenous." How can one be 
addicted to an idea? How does the professor "consume" what needs to in order to become 
addicted? 
 
Bird-Watching at Night 
This text has two clear voices present. Can you describe the differences between them? What kind 
of relationship do you think the two voices have with each other? 
 
After Building the Lego Star Wars Ultimate Death Star 
What message is the father trying to share with his sons? Do you think it matters that they play with 
lego kits instead of rocks and snow? Will their experience be the same as his, or not? 
 
War Dances 
How would you describe the narrator's attitudes towards tradition? Do you think he finds his tribe's 
traditions valuable? 
 
How does the section titled "exit interview" impart information to the reader, even though we only 
see the potential questions for the interview? 
 
In the section titled "Mutually Assured Destruction," why do you think the narrator wrote a poem 



altering the truth about his father, and then described all of the differences between the poem at 
the "true" story? 
 
At the end of the story, has the narrator won or gained anything? 
 
 
The Theology of Reptiles 
How would you describe the "theology" of a reptile? Do you think that the title is mean to be serious 
or satirical? Why? 
 
Catechism 
Why do you think the narrator doesn't directly answer many of the questions posed in this text? 
Does this indirect style show any particular attitude or emotion?  
 
What do you think the narrator thinks and believes about God? 
 
Ode to Small-town Sweethearts 
The narrator describes the house as being full of "survivors and sinners." Do either of these labels 
apply to the narrator? Why or why not? 
 
The Senator's Son 
The narrator of the story proclaims about his childhood that "it had never occurred to me to be 
something different" (81). What sort of "different" things is he thinking of? In what ways do you 
choose to be "different" from what surrounds you -- and what ways do you choose not to, or maybe 
haven't even thought of? 
 
Why does the narrator react to Jeremy's confession of being gay the way that he does? Why does 
he focus on Jeremy being a "liar"? 
 
Why does Jeremy choose to stay quiet about the attack? Do you think he makes the right choice? 
 
The narrator's father has "one basic principle: an unpredictable world demands a predictable moral 
code" (93). What is this code? Is everybody in the story following the same one? And do you think 
that this code helps society or hurts it? 
 
Another Proclamation 
In this poem, Alexie references the mass execution at the end of the Dakota War in 1862, where 
Lincoln approved the execution of 38 Sioux. Do these facts change your opinion of Abraham 
Lincoln? 
 
Why does the narrator end the poem with a question? What is your answer to that question? 
 
Invisible Dog on a Leash 



Why does the broken invisible dog leash make the narrator cry? What happens to us when our 
childhood believes are revealed as fantasy? 
 
Home of the Braves 
What does the title of this poem reference? How do patriotism, professional sports, or casual 
misappropriation potentially relate to the theme of the poem? 
 
The Ballad of Paul Nonetheless 
In the middle of the story, Paul declares that he is "pleased with his progress and place in life" 
(137). That same night he thinks, "I'm wasting my life" (139). Which one do you believe? Can they 
both be true? 
 
Can you sympathize with Paul and his problems?  
 
On Airplanes 
"How dare you!" "How imperial! How colonial!" (151). In what way does the narrator take the 
request to switch seats personally? Do you think he is being serious or joking? Why? 
 
Big Bang Theory 
How do the two narratives in this story interact with each other -- or don't interact? 
 
Does the story describe the creation or beginning of something? If so, what? 
 
Ode for Pay Phones 
Have you ever used a pay phone? In what ways is the experience different than using a cell 
phone? 
 
Why does the narrator think so fondly of what sounds like a pretty negative experience? 
 
Fearful Symmetry 
This story is one of several where the main character, Sherwin Polatkin, shares autobiographical 
details with the author. Alexie has also had his ups and downs with the movie industry; he has 
made two feature-length films, but talks to turn his book "Indian Killer" into a movie never lead to a 
final product. In this story, Polatkin shares his last name with a character from "Indian Killer." 
 
If Alexie is using this story to make a statement about the movie industry, what do you think he is 
saying? 
 
What is contradictory about the idea of a "safety fire?" Why does it work, and what could it 
symbolized? 
 
At the end of the story, Polatkin thinks: "I am a lying genius... and what is lying but a form of 
storytelling?" Do you agree with this statement? Do you think that Polatkin will find his creative 



energy again because of his revelation? 
 
Ode to Mix Tapes 
Why does the narrator describe making a mix tape as "blue-collar work"? Why do they describe the 
old process so fondly? 
 
Roman Catholic Haiku 
This text does not follow the traditional Haiku format. Why do think it was still named "Haiku?" 
 
Why divide the text into three sections? What do these three shorter scenes achieve that one 
continuous scene could not -- especially with the one-word titles for each scene? 
 
Looking Glass 
More information can be found about Chief Joseph here: 
http://www.pbs.org/weta/thewest/people/a_c/chiefjoseph.htm 
 
The title of the text, "Looking Glass," was also the name of a Nez Perce Indian who lead alongside 
of Chief Joseph: 
http://www.pbs.org/weta/thewest/people/i_r/looking.htm 
 
What is a Looking Glass, and why make this person's name the title of the piece? 
 
Why does the narrator refer to his grandmother's hair as "epic?" Can her hair compare to the epic 
events that Chief Joseph and the Nez Perce tribe have endured? 
 
Salt 
"Indians respect dead bodies even more than the live ones" (195). How do you think this statement 
influences the narrator's beliefs about death, and about having to write newspaper obituaries? 
 
Why is the narrator so personally affected by old lady's stories about her dying husband and cat? 
Why does he state at the end: "I don't want to live forever?" 
 
Food Chain 
This poem immediately follows a story about a young man coming to terms with the idea of death, 
and is also the last piece in the book. Why end with this poem? 
 
How is the narrator connecting with the food chain in his instructions? 
 
Go back to the first text in the book, "The Limited." The narrator in that poem said, "the only life I 
can save is my own" (2). Do you think that the narrator in "Food Chain" has the same belief? Has 
he succeeded in saving his life by the end of the book? 
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