
What's Eating Gilbert Grape by Peter Hedges

Introduction to the Novel

1. Do you dream of leaving Saugeen Shores someday?
a. Yes
b. No

2. What are some of the reasons for wanting to leave your hometown? You may pick more than one:
a. I want more independence.
b. I want to or have to work and there isn't the type of jobs I want here.
c. I am leaving for post-secondary education.
d. my parents or guardians
e. I don't like living in a rural area.
f. I need a change of scenery. I want to meet new people and see new places.
g. Other reasons. If you are comfortable with stating the reasons, please do so. 

______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________

3. What are some of the reasons for wanting to stay in your hometown? Choose as many as apply:
a. I like Saugeen Shores. It has everything I need in life.
b. I like my family and want to be close to them.
c. I like my friends. I've known them since we were children.
d. I like familiar surroundings.
e. I don't like trying new things.
f. I can't be bothered making plans to leave.
g. Other reasons. If you are comfortable with stating the reasons, please do so. 

______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________

4. Which statement do you most agree with?
a. Making a change means that something has gone wrong.
b.
c.

5. A "comfort zone" is a place or situation where one feels safe or at ease and without stress. Which statement do you 
most agree with?

a. I will leave my comfort zone on occasion.
b.
c. I like to leave my comfort zone.

6. Which statement do you most agree with?
a. I occasionally like to be surprised with some variation in life.
b. I like to know in advance what will happen.
c. It bores me to know in advance what will happen.

7. Which statement do you most agree with?
a.
b. I set goals for myself that require me to moderately change and grow.
c. I set goals for myself that require me to significantly change and grow.

8. How do you feel about your life?
a. I love it!
b. I like it.
c. It's tolerable.
d. I dislike it.
e. I hate it!

9. Where do you imagine you'll be in five years?
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________



Here is an introduction to the novel that we are going to read. Read over the description, and underline anything that you don't 

understand or that you wonder about.

Just about everything in Endora, Iowa (pop. 1,091 and decreasing), is eating Gilbert Grape, a twenty-four-year-old 

grocery clerk who dreams only of leaving. His enormous mother, once the town sweetheart, has been eating nonstop 

ever since her husband's death, and the floor beneath her TV chair is threatening to cave in. Gilbert's long-suffering 

older sister, Amy, still mourns the death of Elvis, and his attractive younger sister has become hooked on makeup, 

boys, and Jesus--in that order. But the biggest event on the horizon for all the Grapes is the eighteenth birthday of 

Gilbert's younger brother, Arnie, who is a living miracle just for having survived so long. As the Grapes gather in 

Endora, a mysterious beautiful girl glides through town on a bicycle and rides circles around Gilbert, until he begins 

to see a new vision of his family and himself....

From reading this brief description, what questions do you have about the story? Write them in the space below.
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Before starting the novel… 

A "coming-of-age" story is a type of literature and film that focuses on the growth of a protagonist from youth 
to adulthood ("coming of age"). The story focuses on the protagonist's psychological and moral growth, and thus 
character change is extremely important. In this novel, we will be paying attention to Gilbert's changes 
throughout the story. 

PART ONE 

Chapter 1 
 

1. Why are Gilbert and Arnie waiting by the side of the road so early in the morning? What might this tell 
us about Gilbert? 

2. Who is Arnie? Provide three important details about him. 
3. “From the very beginning of the novel, we can see evidence that Gilbert’s life and this novel revolve 

around death.” Provide two examples that support this idea. 
4. What important details does Gilbert tell us about his home town, Endora? 
5. What does it mean to “look on the bright side”? Do you look on the bright side or are you more like 

Gilbert? 
6. Arnie tells Gilbert, “You’re getting littler and littler. You’re shrinking.”  

a. What does Arnie mean by his comment? 
b. What else could his comment mean about Gilbert? 

7. What does it mean to be "stuck in a rut"? 

Chapter 2 

8. Who is Amy? Provide three important details about her? 
9. Describe the Grapes’ house. 
10. Why has Bonnie Grape gained all this weight? 
11. What dangers exist to herself and to her family because of the weight gain?  
12. Who is Ellen? Provide three important details about her? 

Chapter 3 

13. Why does Gilbert hate Food Land? 
14. Who is Mrs. Betty Carver? What facts do we learn about her? 
15. What trick does Gilbert play on his employer, Mr. Lamson? 
16. How does Gilbert feel about himself? 
17. What advice does Mr. Lamson give to Gilbert at the end of the chapter? Look up the words “optimist” 

and “pessimist” and write down the definitions.  

Chapter 4 

18. Who is Melanie? Provide three important details about her. 
19. What do we learn about Gilbert's high school? 
20. Peter Hedges, the author of the novel, tells the reader a lot about Endora, Gilbert's hometown.  

a. What do we know about the town and its future? 
b. Do you think this might have something to do with Gilbert's mood or outlook on life? 
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Chapter 5  

 No questions. Just read.  

Chapter 6  

21. "I don't cry. I just never do. And no one expects me to" (29). "Gilbert Grape is not the hugging type" (30). 
Why might Gilbert's lack of emotion be part of his problem? 

Chapter 7 

22. Who is Tucker Van Dyke? Provide three important details about him. 

23. For what favour has Gilbert asked Tucker? 

 

Chapter 8 

24. Why would Gilbert imagine that his sudden feelings for this girl "... is Life that is happening" (40)? 
25. How are Becky's first words to Gilbert (on page 41) appropriate to the situation? 
26. "I might be beautiful now, but one day I'll have blue hair and blotched skin and plastic teeth and maybe 

one breast left. If the thought of that appeals to you, then we might talk about hanging out. But if you're 
into the surface thing, the beauty thing, then I might just have to turn around, snap off your head, and 
eat you" (41). What does the girl's description of her future self say about her perspective on life? 

27. Why does Gilbert run away from the Dairy Dream? 

Chapter 9 

28. Why is Gilbert upset about being told that he is the spitting image of his father? Have you ever been told 
that you look like a family member? How did it make you feel? 

Chapter 10 

29. Obviously, Gilbert’s father’s death would traumatic for a young boy. What makes Albert’s death even 
more unexplainable not only to Gilbert but other people in Endora? 

30. What is the dream that Gilbert has? What do Arnie and Becky want Gilbert to do? Can you explain the 
dream? 
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