STARSHINE SERIES STUDY GUIDE

A Guide for Intermediate Teachers 

SYNOPSIS OF THE STARSHINE BOOKS

Starshine!
Starshine Bliss Shapiro is a nine-year-old girl who lives in Vancouver, British Columbia. Starshine has a problem: she’s different. Her name is odd (she hates it), her family is weird (her parents are artists and her little sister, Peggy, is a pain), her eating habits are unusual (she’s a vegetarian), and she has a strange hobby (she loves spiders). Star wants to be an arachnologist when she grows up.

Starshine’s grade four class is going on a camping trip. To raise money for the trip, the students are selling cookies. Starshine’s health-food-nut parents won’t let her sell “junk food” cookies, so she has to come up with another way to raise the money.

Star’s school holds a contest to see who can come up with the best presentation about a Greek myth. Money is being offered for a prize. Here’s Star’s chance! She and her best friend Julie write a play about the goddess Athena and Arachne, the maiden whom Athena turned into a spider, jealous that Arachne’s weaving was better than her own.

Problems abound. Starshine ruins her costume. She catches a cold. She’s so nervous that on the day of the play, she nearly chickens out. But, with Julie’s encouragement, she perseveres, and they win the contest – and enough money to go on the trip.
Starshine at Camp Crescent Moon
It’s summertime and Starshine, now ten, is going to sleep-away camp. On the first day, her worst nightmare comes true when prissy perfectionist Miranda Stockton is assigned to her cabin. Miranda blurts out that Starshine loves spiders. The other girls shun her.

What complicates the situation is the fact that Starshine is on the hunt for the elusive Araneus vampiricus, or fanged vampire spider. It’s thought to be extinct, but Starshine is determined to find one and be immortalized in the annals of arachnology.

Starshine is alone, lonely and homesick. But one by one, she wins over her cabin-mates. First, Frannie, with whom she shares a bad case of homesickness. Next, bossy Roxanne, whom Starshine saves from drowning. Then, Glynnis, a girl with cerebral palsy, who teaches Star about “disability.” And finally, Priya, the champion swimmer. Starshine enlists each new friend in the search for Araneus vampiricus.

But not Miranda. Finally, the two girls have it out. To Star’s amazement, Miranda reveals that she’s jealous of her, and they reach a new understanding.

With Starshine as ringleader, the girls hatch a plot to spy on their counselor and her boyfriend. Everything goes fine until the Araneus vampiricus makes an unexpected appearance. The girls get caught and into a heap of trouble. By the time camp is over, Star’s got a bunch of new friends--Miranda among them!

Starshine on TV
Starshine is now in grade five. She’s doing an experiment with the Nephila, or golden web spider, to see which insect diet results in the strongest web. Each week she feeds her spider a different bug, then tests the web to see how many golf balls it will hold before ripping.

When Starshine’s sister Peggy gets “discovered” by a movie director and stars in a TV cat food commercial, Starshine is jealous. She’s determined to get on TV, too. Unfortunately, each of her attempts to get on TV fails, and she feels worse--especially as Peggy gets more famous.

In the last week of the experiment, Star is feeding the spider maggots. This diet proves to be a winner, resulting in an extra-strong web that can hold 16 golf balls. Triumphant, Starshine carries the web and golf balls outside, and finds herself in the middle of a burglary at the house next door. She foils the burglar--and makes it onto the TV news as a hero. Her wish has come true--but certainly not in the way she thought it would.

Starshine and the Fanged Vampire Spider

On a class trip to the Royal British Columbia Museum in Victoria, Starshine discovers that B.C. does not have an official spider. She decides to have this shocking oversight remedied by having the Araneus vampiricus, or fanged vampire spider, named the Provincial Arachnid.

To do so, she has to collect 3,000 names on a petition. Simple—she’ll recruit Julie and all her Camp Crescent Moon friends to help. Unfortunately, Star has a falling out with Julie and the other girls, and they’re not on speaking terms. She’s on her own.

Star makes new friends—Rob, an easy-going “slug,” and Nona, an energetic gardener—and together they launch a campaign to promote the fanged vampire spider. Things go well—but not well enough to collect 3,000 signatures.

What Starshine doesn’t know, however, is that true-blue Julie and the other girls are quietly working behind the scenes. They surprise her with a sheaf of petitions when Starshine least expects it—just enough to put her over the top. Finally, British Columbia has a Provincial Arachnid—and Starshine has her friends back.

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES

Spiders in your neighborhood




Science, Art

Find out what spiders are common in the area where you live. Take a walk outside to find evidence of spiders or do research at the library. What kinds of habitats do they live in? What do they eat? What eats them? What kinds of webs do they spin? Are any poisonous? Create a mural showing the variety of spiders in your area.

Be an arachnologist





Career Education

Starshine wants to be an arachnologist when she grows up. Find out what arachnologists do. If there is a university near you, there may be an arachnologist in the Zoology department. Write to that person or invite him or her to visit your class. Draw an arachnology career path that tells what kind of training or education you would need, what kind of job you might have and what kinds of research or work you might do.

Spin a web







Science, Art

To spin an orb web, the most common type of spider web, attach one end of some thread, fishing line or yarn to a central point such as a bedpost. Run the thread out about one and a half feet (one-half metre), attach the other end to an outer point and cut the thread. Do the same thing seven more times, so you have eight strands radiating out from the central point. These are your anchor strands. Now, starting near the center, weave strands cross-wise across the anchor threads, knotting as you pass each anchor. Repeat every few inches, so you have a series of octagons spreading farther and farther out from the central point. When you finish your web, place a paper spider, prey and egg sacs in the web. Cut out green paper plants or place real plants around the web to make it look more realistic.

Classroom experiment






Science

In Starshine on TV, Starshine does an experiment to find out which type of insect will make the Nephila’s web strongest. She changes only one variable at a time (the type of insect) and carefully measures the results. Devise your own experiment that tests different variables. For example, you might investigate the effect of different liquids on plant growth. Which parts of the experiment will change (the variables) and which will stay the same (controls)? How will you measure and record the results? Write up your experiment in scientific format and present it to the class.

Mythology study



Language Arts, Drama, Music, Art

Study myths and come up with a creative presentation based on one of the Greek myths or on myths from different cultural traditions. Your presentation can be a poem, play, drawing, song or other creative work. You can hold a contest, as in Starshine!, or simply share the presentations.

Put on the play







Drama

“The Story of Arachne,” Starshine and Julie’s play, is included at the back of Starshine!. Choose a group of performers to put it on for the class. If you wish, write your own play about this or another myth.

Cook up a storm






Home Economics

Make “bricks,” the health food teething cookies that Starshine’s dad invented. Mix 2 cups whole wheat flour, 1/2 cup wheat germ, 1/4 cup soy flour, 1 tsp. baking soda, 1 T. brewers’ yeast, 1/4 cup molasses, 1/4 cup honey and 1/4 cup vegetable oil. The dough will be stiff and you may have to use your hands. Form into small rectangles and bake at 325°F for 20 minutes or until quite hard. Note: You may want to tinker with the recipe to make it taste better!

Camp journal






Language Arts

In Starshine at Camp Crescent Moon, Starshine goes to sleep-away camp. Have you ever gone away to camp? What was the experience like? Were you homesick like Starshine? Did you make new friends? Did you learn new skills? Write a journal about a real or imaginary camp experience. Illustrate your favorite parts and share them with your classmates.

Practical pranks





Language Arts, Drama

In Starshine at Camp Crescent Moon, Starshine leads her cabin-mates in playing a joke on their counselor. Have you ever pulled a prank on someone--or had one pulled on you? Write about the joke or act it out in a skit. Your class might want to collect the jokes in a booklet--it could come in handy on April Fool’s Day!

Lights--camera--action!




Career Education

Has anyone in your school been on television or in a movie? If not, write to a film company and get the names of child actors in your province or state. Find out what it is like to be on TV or in the movies. How do you audition? How do you prepare or rehearse for your part? How do you keep up with your school work? What are the best and worst parts of the experience?

In person or by writing, interview adults who work in the film and television industry. Draw a career path that tells what kind of training or education you need. What kinds of jobs are there? What kinds of work would you do? What are the best and worst things about the job?

Jealousy






Language Arts, Art

In Starshine on TV, Starshine is jealous of her sister, Peggy. Everyone has experienced jealousy at one time or another. Have you ever been jealous of a sister or brother or friend? Write a poem or draw a picture expressing how you felt. 

Quiz show







Cross-curricular

Create your own quiz show, like Young Einsteins in Starshine on TV. Look in encyclopedias, atlases and text books to invent questions. Be sure to include questions from history, science, math, spelling, sports and so on. It’s a good idea to have some easy and some hard questions. Choose contestants and put on the quiz show, or divide the class into teams. Decide what you will use for buzzers and how you will keep score. Good luck!

Provincial Symbols





Social Studies

In Starshine and the Fanged Vampire Spider, Starshine sets out to have the Araneus vampiricus named the Provincial Arachnid of British Columbia. Find out what your provincial or state symbols are. When and how did they become official symbols? If you could add a symbol, what would it be? Draw a picture of your symbol and write a description of it, telling why you think it deserves to be an official symbol.

Misunderstanding







Life Skills

In Starshine and the Fanged Vampire Spider, Star and Julie have a misunderstanding that results in a fight. Has this ever happened to you? Write a journal entry or poem describing how the misunderstanding happened and how you felt. Or, with a partner, act out the misunderstanding in a role play. What could you and your friend have done differently to prevent the misunderstanding? How was it resolved?

Garden Pests and Friends




Science, Ecology

In Starshine and the Fanged Vampire Spider, gardeners love the Araneus vampiricus because it eats slugs. Although the fanged vampire spider is imaginary, many real insects have natural predators. Do research on natural pest controls in your area. What are the most common insect pests? What are their natural predators? What methods do most gardeners use to control pests? Why is natural pest control a good idea? Design some posters or slogans to convince gardeners to use natural pest controls.
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