
 
 

Selling Hope 
By Kristin O’Donnell Tubb 

The activities in this guide align with  

Common Core Standards and fit into the curriculum for Grades 4 - 8 
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Dear Educator, 

Selling Hope is an historical fiction account of 
what is often considered the first case of 
worldwide mass hysteria: the 1910 Halley’s 
Comet scare. It is my hope that this guide will 
help you incorporate an entertaining historical 
story into your class curriculum. Each of the 
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selected classroom activities is aligned with the 
Common Core Standards for English Language 
Arts for grades 4-8. Thank you!   
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FROM THE BOOK 

It’s May 1910, and Halley’s Comet is due to pass 
through the Earth’s atmosphere. And thirteen-year-
old Hope McDaniels and her father are due to pass 
through their hometown of Chicago with their 
ragtag vaudeville troupe.  Hope wants out of 
vaudeville, and longs for a “normal” life—or as 
normal as life can be without her mother, who died 
five years before. Hope sees an opportunity: She 
invents “anti-comet” pills to sell to the working-
class customers desperate for protection. Soon, she’s 
joined by a fellow troupe member, young Buster 
Keaton, and the two of them start to make good 
money. And just when Hope thinks she has all the 
answers, she has to decide: What is family? Where 
is home? 

About Selling Hope 
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Winner, The Society of 
Children’s Book Writers 
and Illustrators 2011 Crystal 
Kite Member’s Choice 
Award 
 

Finalist, 2012 National 
Homeschool Book Award 
 

Gelett-Burgess Center for 
Creative Expression, one of 
the top books of 2011 

 

2

“Tubb deftly ingrains a 
thoughtful ethical question 
into the story (is Hope 
really helping people by 
assuaging their fears or 
simply ripping them off?) 
but never overdoes it in this 
bouncy tale populated by a 
terrific cast of characters 

* Booklist Starred review 

 

Praise for Selling Hope 

Two days prior 
to our lovely 
little planet 
tramping 
through the tail 
of Halley’s 
Comet, all was 
business as 
usual: I 
performed a trick 
in which I 
appeared to be 
beheaded, I sold 
anti-comet pills 
to people to 
needed hope 
more than 
money, I 
avoided any 
mention of my 
mother to my 
father for fear he 
might implode, 
and I gave not 
nearly half of my 
profits to a 
snarly little 
cigar-chomping 
elf. Everyday 
stuff.  



 

 

Suggested Activities  
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1. Ask students to revisit the text and select one 
of the jokes Hope “hears” internally. In small 
groups, write a short play pertaining 
to/incorporating that joke. Perform it together 
for the class. 

Correlates to the Common Core Standards  

W 4.5, 5.5, 6.3, 6.5, 7.3, 7.5, 8.3, 8.5; SL 4.1, 5.1 

 

2. As students read Selling Hope, ask them to list 
unfamiliar words and note the page number 
where each word is found.  

• In small groups, read aloud the paragraphs 
containing the words and try to determine 
the meaning of the word from the context. 

• Use the dictionary to clarify the precise 
meaning 

• Use a thesaurus to find a synonym and 
antonym for each word.  

Correlates to the Common Core Standards RL 4.4, 
5.4, 6.4;  L 4.4, 5.4, 6.4 7.4, 8.4;   RF 4.4, 5.4;  L 
4.4, 5.4, 6.4, 7.4, 8.4 

 

3. Ask students to pick one of their favorite 
scenes from Selling Hope and draw a 
cartoon/graphic novel/comic book of it. 
Include quotes from the book.  

Correlates to the Common Core Standards  

SL 4.5, 5.5, 6.5, 7.5, 8.5  
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4. One of the themes of Selling Hope is providing 
hope in times of distress. Have students decide: it is 
okay to lie to someone in order to give them hope? 
Ask students to write an essay on the topic, and 
have them revisit the text and select excerpts to 
support their argument. If age appropriate, debate 
the two sides of this argument.  

Correlates to the Common Core Standards  

W 4.1, 4.2, 4.4, 5.1, 5.2, 5.4. 4,9, 5.9;  SL 4.3, 4,4, 5.3, 
5.4, 6.3. 6.4, 7.3, 7.4, 8.3. 8.4;  RL 6.1, 6.2, 7.1, 7.2, 8.1, 
8.2;  RI 6.1, 6.2, 7.1, 7.2, 8.1, 8.2 

 

5. Write an alternative ending to Selling Hope. In 
small groups, share your new version of the story.  

Correlates to the Common Core Standards 

W 4.3, 4.4, 5.4, 6.3, 6.4;  SL 4.1, 5.1, 4.4, 5.4, 6.4 

 

6. Pick one historical item from the text: a laundry 
wagon, for example, or a “horseless carriage.” 
Research it and report on it to the class. Include 
sources.  

Correlates to the Common Core Standards 

W 4.7, 4.8, 5.7, 5.8, 6.6, 6.7, 7.6, 7.7, 8.6, 8.7; SL 6.2  

 

7. Find clips of Buster Keaton and other vaudeville 
performers mentioned in the text online. Ask 
students to summarize/compare and contrast what 
they saw to the text. Use the clips in a presentation. 

Correlates to the Common Core Standards 

SL 4.2, 5.2, 4.5, 5.5, 6.2, 6.5, 7.5, 8.5;  RL 6.7, 7.7, 8.7; 
RI 6.7, 7.7 

 

 FROM THE BOOK 

At that moment, it was almost as if the tail of the comet reached out and tapped me singly, sparking 
a most electric thought….Money. Medicine. Mints. Yes, those people needed hope. And I was just 
the one to sell it to them. In pill form. And thus, Hope’s Anti-Comet Pills were born.    



 

 

Author Q&A 

How did you get the idea for Selling Hope?  

I was researching a work-for-hire project about space and came across the 1910 Haley’s Comet 
scare. I was amazed to see how creative the con artists of the day could be! Lead umbrellas, gas 
masks – those snake oil salesmen really knew how to turn a quick buck. But when I read about one 
enterprising young salesperson who had hawked “comet pills” for a $1 per (in 1910!), I knew it was a 
story I wanted to tell.   

 

What kinds of research did you do for Selling Hope?  

All kinds of things! Everything from the Halley’s Comet to vaudeville to 1910 Chicago to Buster 
Keaton and the vaudeville greats to the secrets behind great magic tricks. I researched Selling Hope 
for two years before writing it. I love discussing research with students, and its importance in making 
writing come alive.   

 

How long did it take you to write Selling Hope?  

Two years to research, two years to write. I loved every second I spent with Hope McDaniels and 
her vaudeville troupe. 

 

Are all those jokes yours?  

Nope! Like a true vaudeville performer, those jokes were borrowed from other comedians! (A list of 
who’s who in vaudeville comedy is in the Acknowledgments section of the book.)  

 

What other books have you written?  

The 13th Sign and Autumn Winifred Oliver Does Things Different, along with a bunch of other stories I 
hope will become books someday! 

 

 

Other Fun Things 

A fun thing for all readers! Want some “anti-comet pills” for your students? Email me at 
ktubb@comcast.net and I’ll send them your way! (They’ll allow you to walk the ruins of the 

earth unscathed, you know…)  
 
 



 

 



 

www.kristintubb.com | ktubb@comcast.net  

Facebook: Kristin O’Donnell Tubb, Author | Twitter: @ktubb 
 

 

When I was in sixth grade at City Park Elementary School in Athens, TN, I got to interview my 
favorite author by telephone – Madeleine L’Engle! (Thank you to my librarian, Ms. Shelia Rollins, 
for that once-in-a-lifetime opportunity!) When I told Ms. L’Engle I wanted to be a writer, she said, 
“Good for you! Keep reading and you can do it!” I try my hardest to pay that sentiment forward at 
every school I visit.  
 

I love visiting schools and doing FREE Skype visits. If you’d like to book a visit for your students, 
please visit my website: www.kristintubb.com and/or email me: ktubb@comcast.net. I request an 
honorarium of $350/hour. (I’ve found an hourly rate works well with most schools’ tight 
schedules.) I can discount that rate IF you make my books available for sale prior to the event. 
And please let me know if you need ideas on how to make an author visit affordable/effective! 

 

At your school, there is a young reader who wants to write. I hope I have the opportunity to tell 
that young reader that he or she can do it, too.  

Skype & Author Visits 


