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Classroom Discussion Questions 
 

1. Whalen claims in Stable Weight that nature and nurture influenced her eating 
disorder. Which (nature or nurture) do you think had more influence? Why? 

 
2. Identify places in Stable Weight where Whalen uses jumping fences as a 

metaphor. Explain how the metaphor functions. 
 
3. A horse’s trajectory over a fence can look like a triangle or an arc. What is the 

difference? Discuss how those two shapes function as symbols in the book. 

 

4. Peaks appear in different forms thought the book. Identify where they appear and 
discuss how they function as symbols. 

 
5. Lines, both crooked and straight, appear repeatedly in the book. How do they 

function as symbols? 
 
6. How do weather and environment shape Whalen’s experiences? 
 
7. Whalen relies heavily on simile and metaphor in Stable Weight. Which simile or 

metaphor was most effective? least effective? Why? 
 
8. Whalen’s life and narrative are shaped by her Irish-American heritage. How 

might her experience have been different if she’d grown up with your heritage?  
 
9. Common symbols in Western literature include color, light, dark, plants, and 

water. Choose one and explain how it functions as a symbol in the book. 
 
10. In Stable Weight, Whalen learns and grows as a result of her interactions with 

Seventh Farm’s horses. Do any of the horses learn and grow from their 
interactions with Whalen?  

 
11. Whalen suggests that there may be a supernatural element to her interaction 

with the cat she meets after her dad’s death and then with her meditation at the 
yoga studio. What do you think is responsible for those events: God/a god, 
Jung’s collective unconscious, fate, coincidence, imagination, or something else?  

 
12. Based on what you know about Whalen from Stable Weight, do you think her life 

would have been better or worse if she’d attended a coed college instead of a 
single-sex college? Why? 

 
13. Which horse is Whalen’s foil? 
 
14. How does Stable Weight’s Midwest location shape its narrative? How might the 

narrative have been different if Whalen had lived in New England? the 
southwest? the West Coast? your location? 
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15. Which horses or humans in Stable Weight fit the archetypes that Joseph Campbell 

paired with traditional narrative structure? 
a. Protagonist (the main character or hero of the story who answers the call 

to action)  

b. Trickster/Jester (changes the status quo, creates chaos, points out 
absurdities)   

c. Herald (presents the call to action, issues challenges that lead to change, 
announces significant events, delivers important messages)  

d. Threshold Guardian (keeps secrets from the protagonist, presents 
challenges that require the protagonist to prove her commitment)  

e. Shadow (the protagonist’s darkest desires, untapped resources, and/or 
obstacles to success)  

f. Shapeshifter (misleads the protagonist by masking characters’ intentions 
and loyalties)  

g. Sage/Mentor (guide who leads the protagonist to important insights, 
bolsters the protagonist when she considers giving up)  
 

16. Sara, Whalen’s therapist at The Emily Program, claims that a romantic 
relationship can cause PTSD. Do you agree? Why or why not? 

 
17. Do you think perceptions of mental illness have changed since Whalen was a 

teenager in the 1990s? Why or why not? 
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