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HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE
This guide is a tool to assist readers with reading comprehension.

Pre-reading questions allow students to connect their current knowledge and experiences to the major themes of the novel. 

Reading questions and a character map help readers, especially as they read independently, to follow plot, conflict,  
and character development. Post-reading questions can be the basis of whole class or small group discussions, and are  
appropriate prompts for written responses or essays.

Activities allow students to connect with the work of literature in several ways, including: 

• through multiple learning modalities, 

• within SEL competency areas, 

• through expository writing, 

• using technology, and more.

ABOUT THE BOOK
Jack is at the top of his game. He’s a senior running back on the football team, dominating every opponent in his way. To everyone else, 
Jack is totally in control. In reality, he struggles with an eating disorder that controls every aspect of his daily life. When Jack starts using 
steroids, he feels invincible, but will the steroids help him win the big game, or will he lose everything he’s ever worked for?

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Bee Walsh is a nonbinary poet, editor, and introvert from the Bronx, NY. They attended 
SUNY Fredonia, where they received a degree in English language/literature as well as a degree 
in international studies, and they are currently attending SUNY Buffalo pursuing an MA in applied 
economics. Their work has appeared in Wyvern Lit, Velvet Tail, Vagabond Lit, Riggwelter, Ghost 
City Press, and The Fem. Bee wanted to write a book about something they understand very well 
(eating disorders) and something they know little about (football). Manning Up has been selected 
for the 2021 YALSA Quick Picks for Reluctant Readers and 2021 Lone Star Award lists. You can find 
Bee at beewalsh.net.
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CHARACTER ANALYSIS WORKSHEET
Complete the chart below with information about each character.  
Make a note of the page number where the character first appears.

Jack 

Coach

Mom

Beth

Dad

Terry

Ellie

Ellie’s dad

Character Name 
(Major or minor 
character?)

Describe the  
character’s traits. 

Describe how  
the character acts.

Describe how other 
characters relate  
to this character.
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PRE-READING QUESTIONS
Discuss or free write a response to each prompt. 

1. Look at the cover of the book—what does the book look like it is about? 

2. Do you think most young people want to leave their hometown? Why or why not?

3. What are some pressures that young athletes face?

4. What are some challenges that dating presents?

5. Why might some teens fear the future?

6. Have you ever read a novel written in verse?

MAJOR THEMES AND MOTIFS
Themes are the central ideas of a story and the ways its main message is developed. 
As you read, look for references to these themes:

• Fear of Failure

• Fear of the Future

• Identity Crisis

• Masculinity

• Physical Appearance
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READING QUESTIONS
As you read, answer each question on a separate sheet of paper.  

1. How does Jack feel about his future?

2. Describe Jack’s family.

3. Where does Jack live?

4. Why does Beth amaze Jack?

5. What did Jack’s father do for a living?

6. What are the Comfort Bobcats?

7. How does Jack feel about his hometown?

8. What did the notes in Jack’s locker say?

9. What is “too heavy”?

10. What does Jack look at online at night?

11. Why is Jack actually tired?

12. Who is like a little brother to Jack?

13. What does Jack wonder about as he looks in the mirror?

14. Describe Jack’s relationship with food.

15. What does Beth do on weekends?

16. Why is Jack’s mom crying about a letter?

17. What did Jack see a trainer put in another player’s locker?

18. How does Jack react to the steroids he takes?

19. What does Jack ask his mom for advice about?

20. Why did Jack punch a hole in the wall?

21. What does Jack want to yell at the girl with brown hair?

22. What happens for the first time in 20 years?

23. Why did Ellie leave a note in Jack’s locker?

24. How does Jack feel about the dance?

25. What does the note in Jack’s truck say?

26. Why does Jack wake up in the hospital?

27. What is body dysmorphia?

28. How did Jack’s football team do?

29. What gift does Coach give Jack?

30. What does Jack write in his letter?

31. How does Jack feel about Ellie?

32. How does Jack feel about his future?

33. What exercises does the therapist ask Jack to do?

34. What do Mom and Beth give Jack as a gift?

35. How does Jack feel on graduation day?

36. What does Jack do after high school?
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POST-READING DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
1. What are the pressures that Jack feels? In what ways does he recognize that he’s changing?

2. Why do you think people in the community respond to Jack the way they do? 

3. How does setting play a part in the novel? What does Jack’s hometown represent to him?

4. What is body dysmorphia? 

5. How did meeting Ellie change Jack?

WRITING PROMPTS 
1.  Maturity 
In what way is Jack mature or immature? At the beginning of the novel? At the end? How does the novel define success?

2.  Tracking a Motif 
A motif is a series of repetitions in a work of literature, such as an image, word, or symbol, that creates a mood or feeling. Manning Up uses several 
motifs, including sound/volume, the future/past, football, and living in a small town. Track one of these motifs or another one you may have noticed. 
Write 5–10 sentences about how the motif functions in the novel.

3.  Sports 
Is winning all that matters to Jack? In a brief essay of 2–3 paragraphs, state your position and support it with examples from the text.

4.  Small Town or Big City 
Write an argumentative paragraph of 8–10 sentences that supports your position on this issue: Is it better to grow up in a small town or a big city?  
Give examples to support your claims. 

5.  Conflict 
In the novel, what do you think is Jack’s primary conflict? Is it with himself, with others, or with some other force acting on him? Clearly define  
the conflict in 1–2 paragraphs using examples from the text. Write a final paragraph that explains if Jack overcame that conflict.
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ACTIVITIES
• Write an additional verse chapter from the perspective of one of these characters: Ellie, Beth, or Jack’s mom.

• Research steroids and teen usage of steroids, and then create a poster or PowerPoint that provides important information about the risks  
and dangers of using steroids.

• Write a chapter that flashes back to when Jack’s parents were young, incorporating details from the novel about his parents in their youth.

• Use magazines or online images to create a paper or digital collage that shows the highlights of Jack’s senior year. Write a paragraph that  
explains why you selected those images to include in your collage. 
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