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UNLOCKING DEEPER MEANING WITH ESPERANZA
RISING COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS BY CHAPTER

Pam Muñoz Ryan’s Esperanza Rising is a powerful middle-grade
novel that weaves themes of resilience, social justice, and the
immigrant experience into a coming-of-age story set during the
Great Depression. For educators, homeschoolers, and book clubs,
creating  effective  Esperanza  Rising  comprehension
questions by chapter is essential for guiding readers through
the  novel’s  rich  layers.  These  questions  not  only  check  for
understanding but also encourage critical thinking, empathy, and
connections to historical context.
In  this  article,  we  explore  comprehensive,  chapter-by-chapter
comprehension questions designed to foster deep engagement
with  the  text.  Whether  you are  teaching a  whole-class  novel
study or guiding a small reading group, these questions will help
readers  analyze  character  development,  plot  progression,
symbolism,  and  thematic  significance.  We  also  include
suggestions for discussion and writing prompts that align with
common core standards and promote thoughtful dialogue.

WHY USE CHAPTER-SPECIFIC COMPREHENSION
QUESTIONS?

Comprehension questions that are tailored to individual chapters
allow readers to process the story incrementally.  Rather than
overwhelming students with broad questions at the end of the
book,  a  chapter-by-chapter  approach  helps  them  build
understanding step by step.  This  method is  especially  beneficial
for English language learners, struggling readers, and students
who benefit from structured guidance.
By breaking down the novel into manageable sections, teachers
can  monitor  progress,  identify  misunderstandings  early,  and
adjust  instruction  accordingly.  Moreover,  chapter-specific
questions  encourage  close  reading—students  learn  to  pay
attention to details such as foreshadowing, imagery, and dialogue
that might otherwise be overlooked.

SETTING THE FOUNDATION: BEFORE READING

Before  diving  into  the  chapters,  it’s  helpful  to  activate  prior
knowledge. Consider asking students:

What do you already know about the Mexican Revolution or
the Great Depression?
How might a wealthy family’s life change if they suddenly
lost everything?
What does the title Esperanza Rising suggest about the
main character’s journey?

These pre-reading questions set the stage for deeper connections
as students encounter the story’s hardships and triumphs.

CHAPTER-BY-CHAPTER COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS

Below are curated comprehension questions for  key chapters.
They are designed to move from literal recall to inferential and
evaluative  thinking.  Use  them  for  guided  reading,  literature
circles, or independent study.

Chapter 1: Las Uvas
(Grapes)
The novel opens on Esperanza’s idyllic life at El Rancho de las
Rosas in Aguascalientes, Mexico. Students should focus on the
contrast  between wealth  and  poverty,  and  the  family’s  close
bond.

Describe Esperanza’s relationship with her father, Papa.1.
What does she admire about him?
How does the author use the metaphor of the “river” and2.
the “valley” in this chapter? What might they represent?
Why is the land so important to Papa? What does the3.
tradition of the “Harvesting of the Grapes” reveal about his
character?
What hints in this chapter suggest that Esperanza’s life is4.
about to change dramatically?
How does Esperanza treat the campesinos (farm workers)?5.
What does this say about her social awareness at this
point?

Chapter 2: Las Papayas
(Papayas)
After  the  tragic  death  of  Papa,  Esperanza’s  world  begins  to
crumble. This chapter introduces the villains—Tío Luis and Tío
Marco—and the family’s dire situation.

Why does Tío Luis want to marry Mama? What are his real1.
motives?
How does Esperanza react to the news that she and her2.
mother may have to leave their home? Why might she be
in denial?
What is the significance of the papaya tree? How does it3.
connect to Esperanza’s memories of her father?
Analyze Mama’s character in this chapter. Why does she4.
decide to accept the house but refuse the marriage
proposal?
What role does Abuelita play in helping the family through5.
grief? How does her optimism contrast with Esperanza’s
fear?

Chapter 3: Los Higos (Figs)
Esperanza’s  family  flees  to  the  United  States  with  the  help  of
Alfonso  and  Hortensia.  The  journey  is  dangerous  and  full  of
uncertainty.

Why must Esperanza and Mama escape secretly at night?1.
What risks do they face?
How does the character of Miguel change in this chapter?2.
Why does he risk his own safety to help them?
Compare Esperanza’s feelings during the train ride with3.
those of the other characters. What does she fear most?
What does the fig tree symbolize in this chapter? How does4.
Abuelita’s gift of the blanket connect to the theme of hope?
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Why does Esperanza feel ashamed when she has to hide5.
under the floor of the wagon? What does this reveal about
her view of poverty?

Chapter 4: Las Guayabas
(Guavas)
In  this  chapter,  the  travelers  cross  into  California.  Esperanza
encounters  the  harsh  realities  of  immigrant  life  and  the
challenges of being a poor migrant worker.

Describe the living conditions in the farm workers’ camp.1.
How does it contrast with Esperanza’s former home?
What is Esperanza’s reaction when she sees the small cabin2.
she will live in? What internal conflict does she face?
How does the author use the guava fruit to symbolize3.
Esperanza’s loss of innocence?
Why is Mama so determined to have Esperanza learn new4.
skills like washing clothes? What is she preparing her for?
What role does the character of Isabel play in helping5.
Esperanza adjust? How does she model resilience?

Chapter 5: Los Melones
(Cantaloupes)
Esperanza begins to learn the physical labor of farm work. She
struggles with her pride and her identity as a former rich girl.

Why does Esperanza find it so difficult to sweep or make1.
beds? What does this say about her previous life?
How does the dust storm in this chapter mirror Esperanza’s2.
internal turmoil?
Explain the symbolism of the valley and the mountains3.
from the previous chapter. How do they reappear here?
Why does Mama scold Esperanza for calling the camp a4.
“shack”? What lesson is she trying to teach her?
What does Esperanza learn about friendship from her5.
interactions with Marta and the other children?

Chapter 6: Las Cebollas
(Onions)
The work continues,  and Esperanza faces a  test  of  character
when her mother becomes ill. This chapter marks a turning point
in Esperanza’s growth.

What happens to Mama? How does Esperanza react when1.
she learns about her mother’s pneumonia?
Why is the strike going on among the farm workers? How2.
does Esperanza’s view of money and labor shift during this
time?
What does Esperanza’s decision to work in the packing3.
sheds reveal about her determination?
How does the onion motif (smell, tears) connect to4.
Esperanza’s emotional journey?
What does Miguel mean when he says, “Esperanza, you5.
can’t choose what you lose”?

Chapter 7: Las Almendras
(Almonds)
Tensions  rise  as  Esperanza  struggles  to  keep  her  family  afloat
while Mama is in the hospital.  She also confronts racism and
classism.

Why does Esperanza start saving money secretly? What1.
does this show about her maturity?
Describe the conflict between Esperanza and Marta over2.
the strike. Why do they disagree?
What is the significance of the almond tree? How does it3.
recall Esperanza’s father?
How do the other women in the camp support Esperanza?4.
What does this say about community?
Why does Esperanza feel ashamed when she can’t buy a5.
doll for Isabel’s birthday? What deeper lesson does she
learn?

Chapter 8: Las Ciruelas
(Plums)
Esperanza begins to find her footing as a worker and a caregiver.
She also receives devastating news about Mama’s condition.

What does the doctor tell Esperanza about Mama’s1.
recovery? How does she cope with the possibility of losing
another parent?
How does Esperanza use her skills from her former life to2.
help her present situation (e.g., crocheting)?
What role does the blanket from Abuelita play in this3.
chapter? How does the process of crocheting bring
Esperanza peace?
Why does Esperanza decide to participate in the strike?4.
What changes her mind?
Explain the symbol of the plums. How do they represent5.
both sweetness and hardship?

Chapter 9: Los Espárragos
(Asparagus)
Esperanza’s hard work pays off,  but she also faces betrayal  and
theft. Her relationship with Miguel is tested.

Why does Esperanza believe Miguel stole her money? Is her1.
accusation fair? Why or why not?
What does the asparagus symbolize in terms of2.
Esperanza’s growth? How does she show leadership among
the workers?
How does the theme of injustice appear in this chapter3.
(both personal and systemic)?
Why does Esperanza feel more connected to the land now4.
than she did as a wealthy girl?
What hints suggest that Miguel is not the thief? How does5.
the author build suspense?
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Chapter 10: Los Duraznos
(Peaches)
The mystery of  the stolen money is  resolved,  and Esperanza
learns a painful lesson about trust and prejudice.

Who actually took the money, and why? How does this1.
revelation shock Esperanza?
How does Esperanza apologize to Miguel? What does she2.
learn about judging others by their circumstances?
Explain the peach season as a metaphor for change. Why is3.
this chapter a turning point for Esperanza’s identity?
What does Abuelita’s arrival signify? How does it affect4.
Mama’s recovery?
How has Esperanza’s attitude toward wealth and class5.
changed from the beginning of the novel?

Chapter 11: Las Uvas

(Grapes) – The Final
Chapter
The  story  comes  full  circle  as  Esperanza  finally  learns  that  she
can rise above her circumstances. The grape harvest symbolizes
hope and renewal.

How does Esperanza’s relationship with the grape fields1.
change from Chapter 1 to this chapter?
What does Esperanza mean when she says, “I am not a2.
queen, but I am a strong young woman”?
How does the last sentence, “Her heart felt like a giant3.
golden sun,” reflect her transformation?
What role does forgiveness play in this chapter? Who does4.
Esperanza forgive, and why is it important?
Discuss the author’s use of the seasonal cycle (grapes to5.
grapes) to show rebirth and continuity.

USING THESE QUESTIONS FOR DEEPER
LEARNING


