ABOUT THE BOOK

A boy and his dog learn that they are better together.

Gus is a livestock guardian dog with one job—protecting his farm
from coyotes and foxes. He likes keeping the sheep, the chickens, and
his humans safe, and he’s very good at it.

One day, Diego and his dad come to visit the farm, and Gus
immediately connects to the small boy. They both like to sit still and
enjoy the quiet, and Gus can tell that Diego likes being around a
gentle giant of a dog, that it helps relieve the boy’s constant worry.

When Gus detects the scent of a bear in the woods, he rushes to
protect his flock, injuring his leg in a fight with the dangerous beast.
Wounded, Gus needs to rest and heal away from his sheep, so he
doesn’t re-injure his leg. Diego suggests Gus come home with them to
the North Carolina coast.

Suddenly, Gus is thrust into a new world of saltwater and sand and
neighbors who don’t appreciate the presence of a large guard dog, like
the neighbor who reminds Gus of his first owner—the junkyard man
with the heavy boots.

Gus realizes Diego might need a friend as much as his sheep need a
protector, but if he can’t learn to control his instincts, like barking
and patrolling the neighborhood, Gus might lose his chance to stay in
his new home. If he can’t protect the farm or his boy, Gus worries he
might never find his place in the world.

Just Gus is a tender story of belonging and of two friends who learn
they are better together than they were alone.
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chasing make-believe bunnies with them at a lure coursing event in the foothills of the North
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PRE-READING QUESTIONS

Take a minute or two and examine the cover of the book. Make some predictions about the characters
and the story. Share with a partner. Choose which prediction you can support with the most evidence
from the cover. Share the best prediction with the class.

How many dog jobs can you name? What do you know about working dogs? How are working dogs
different from pets? What do you think a livestock guardian dog does? Explain.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

Diego’s dad loves to make jokes, play with words, and quote famous authors and chess players. He tells
Diego that we often learn more from games we lose than from games we win. What do you think this
quotation means? How does is apply to your life? How does it apply to Gus’s story?

Chess plays a big role in several important conversations and scenes in the story. Pawns, which are
generally considered the weakest piece in the game, are specifically discussed several times. Diego’s
dad even compares people to pawns. He explains how two pawns working together are much safer and
stronger than one pawn all by itself. Describe a time when you accomplished something with a partner
that you might not have been able to accomplish all by yourself. Explain how this lesson about pawns
applies to Gus and Diego’s friendship. Give examples from the text to support your answer.

Esperanza is a dog expert. She knows a lot about different breeds of dogs and the jobs they perform.
She explains to Diego why Nando is better at herding, Stella is better at scent detection, and Gus is
better at protecting the sheep. What are some hobbies, sports, or activities that you enjoy? What do
your friends, siblings, and classmates do well? What can you do to learn more about each other’s
strengths and to appreciate each other’s differences? Explain.

Just Gus is unusual because it is narrated by a dog. How would the story be different if it were narrated
from Diego’s point of view? Explain.

Good readers often imagine or think about what will happen next in a story. What do you think will
happen to Gus and Diego after the story ends? Use details from the story to support what you predict
and think.



The setting of a story can be very important. It can even affect how a character grows and changes. Just
Gus has two main settings: the mountains of Western North Carolina and the coast of Eastern North
Carolina. Which place do you think is more important to Gus? Which setting has the greatest impact on
the lessons that he learns? Explain using examples from the text.

Symbolism is when an author uses an object or image to represent something else. For example, Gus
thinks a lot about ropes and being tied up. For Gus, ropes symbolized being trapped, afraid, and
mistreated by the man with the heavy boots and the loud voice. Later in the story, Gus thinks of a rope
as something positive when it connects him to Diego. Can you think of any other examples of
symbolism in the story? Explain what you think the symbol or object means.

Main characters grow and learn based on events in a story. Gus learns a lot about himself and about
living with humans. What do you think is the greatest lesson he learns in the story? Explain with details
from the story.

There are many types of figurative language in the English language: similes, metaphors,
personification, hyperbole, and more. Diego’s dad especially loves idioms, where a person makes a
statement that means something different than what the actual words mean on their own. An example
would be the idiom “It’s raining cats and dogs.” The speaker does not mean that literal cats and dogs are
falling from the sky, but rather that it is raining very hard. Find two to three examples of idioms in the
book. Using clues from the story, explain the figurative meaning of each phrase.

When people read stories, they make different types of connections to what they read. They might find
connections between their own lives and the story, between the current story and other stories they
have read, and between the story and things from history or events currently going on in the world
around them. Example: a student who has had to change schools might think of his or her experiences
starting a new school, meeting new people, and saying goodbye to people and things he or she loves
and compare them to Gus’s experiences when he leaves the farm and heads to the beach. Pick one of
these types of connections—text-to-self, text-to-another-text, or text-to-world—and apply it to Just
Gus. Explain the connection using examples from personal experiences, the two texts, or Just Gus and
something in history or the news.

ACTIVE READING THROUGH READING STRATEGIES

Summarizing: Pretend one of your classmates has been absent, then summarize the last chapter you
read for him or her. Pick which parts of the chapter are most important to share to help your classmate
catch up quickly. Leave out small details that are not important to the overall story or chapter. Did
your summary focus on an important story development, important traits of a certain character, or
something else? Explain your decisions on what you included or left out of your summary in a small
group or to the whole class.

Visualizing: Reread one of your favorite scenes in the book. Think about all the things that Gus can see,
hear, smell, taste, or feel in the scene. Then draw a picture. Be sure to include specific details from the
text. Find a partner and explain what details you chose to include from the story and why.
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EXTENSION ACTIVITIES

Power of Chess:

Chess is a very important part of Diego’s relationship with his dad. Diego learns that many of the
lessons his dad teaches him about chess also apply to real life and even his relationships with Gus and
other people.

Research shows that there are benefits to playing chess regularly: improved problem solving in math,
improved reading comprehension, even improved behavior in children because chess teaches children
to think several moves ahead before acting.

Teach students the basic rules of chess or ask another adult to teach the class for you. There are many
free resources online, or you can ask a school or public librarian for help. Once students understand
how pawns and other pieces more, have them review the chess conversations in the book and discuss
how those conversations and lessons apply to Gus and Diego.

To tie-in reading, writing, listening, and speaking standards, have students read age-appropriate chess
articles from resources such as NewsELA. After reading, have students write down their big takeaways
and then share with a partner or small group and eventually share in a large group discussion.

° Power of Dogs:

Dogs have worked beside humans for thousands of years. They have helped humans hunt for food,
protect property and farm animals, and have even pulled carts and sleds loaded with goods. Some dogs
still have important jobs like herding sheep or keeping airports safe.

With a parent or teacher, research dogs with jobs. One great place to start is the American Kennel Club
website and the article “Fifteen Unique Jobs Only Dogs Can Do.” Have students pick one dog job, then
pair up with a partner who chose a different dog job. Students can then take turns being the expert and
sharing what they learned about their particular dog job.
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