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STORY PREPARATION  

Introduction 

 Junot Díaz was born in Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic, the third of five 

children. His father worked in the United States; as a child, Díaz emigrated to New Jersey, 

and the two were reunited. At Madison Park Elementary School, he was an avid reader, 

sometimes walking four miles to borrow books from the public library. 

 At Rutgers College, while majoring in English, Díaz was exposed to the work of 

writers who would influence him powerfully: Toni Morrison and Sandra Cisneros. He 

worked his way through college by pumping gas, washing dishes, delivering pool tables and 

working at a steel factory. While he described his own life as a “success story,” he also said, 

“If you adjust the knob and just take it back one setting to the family unit, I would say my 

family tells a much more complicated story. It tells the story of two kids in prison. It tells 

the story of enormous poverty, of tremendous difficulty.” 

 Díaz earned his master of fine arts degree from Cornell, where he wrote most of his 

debut collection of stories, Drown. These stories feature adolescent Dominican males living 

in New York, New Jersey and their native country—young people who yearn to belong and 

are struggling to find their place in American society. Publishers Weekly said the stories 

“chronicle [the characters’] outwardly cool but inwardly anguished attempts to recreate 

themselves in the midst of eroding family structures and their own burgeoning sexuality.”  

 “How to Date a Brown Girl, Black Girl, White Girl, Halfie,” is included in Drown and 

was also published in The New Yorker, where many of Díaz’s stories have appeared. He is 

also the author of a novel, the 2008 Pulitzer Prizewinning The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar 

Wao, the story of a “lovesick ghetto nerd” who writes fantasy fiction. 

 Díaz teaches creative writing at MIT and is the fiction editor for the Boston Review. 

He is also a founding member of the Voices of Our Nations Arts Writing Workshop, which 

focuses on writers of color. 

 “How to Date a Brown Girl…” uses a casual, colloquial voice to address themes of 

race, gender, sexuality, class and shame; teens, in particular, will find much to identify—

and perhaps argue—with as they read. 
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First impressions 

After reading "How to Date a Brown Girl, Black Girl, White Girl, or Halfie," jot down your own 
questions, thoughts, confusions and impressions. What intrigues you about this story? What 
catches your attention? Make some notes on the story or in the space below. 
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APPLYING THE METHOD 

Poetics 

Moments in the story where the use of metaphor, simile, repetition, rhythm or voice may prompt 
discussion. 

1. “How to Date a Brown Girl, Black Girl, White Girl or Halfie.” (title page) 
 
2. “Clear the government cheese from the refrigerator.” (p. 143, line 8) 
 
3. “Take down any embarrassing photos of your family in the campo, especially the one with 

the half-naked kids dragging a goat on a rope leash.” (p. 143, line 13) 
 
4. “Hide the pictures of yourself with an Afro.” (p. 143, line 18) 
 
5. “If she’s an outsider her father will be bringing her, maybe her mother.” (p. 144, line 5) 
 
6. “If she’s a whitegirl you know you’ll at least get a hand job.” (p. 144, line 9) 
 
7. “If the girl’s local, don’t sweat it. She’ll flow over when she’s good and ready.” (p. 144, line 

13) 
 
8. “Sometimes the girl won’t flow over at all and the next day in school she’ll say sorry, smile 

and you’ll be stupid enough to believe her and ask her out again.” (p. 144, line 19) 
 
9. “Give one of your boys a shout and when he says, Are you still waiting on that bitch? say, 

Hell, yeah.” (p. 144, line 24) 
 
10. “He sounds like a principal or police chief, the sort of dude with a big neck, who never has to 

watch his back.” (p. 144, line 29) 
 
11. “Run a hand through your hair like the whiteboys do even though the only thing that runs 

easily through your hair is Africa.” (p. 145, line 8) 
 
12. “The white ones are the ones you want the most, aren’t they, but usually the out-of-towners 

are black, blackgirls who grew up with ballet and Girl Scouts, who have three cars in their 
driveways.” (p. 145, line 11) 

 
13. “Her moms will say hi and you’ll see that you don’t scare her, not really.” (p. 145, line 16) 
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14. “…even though she has the best directions in her lap give her new ones. Make her happy.” 
(p. 145, line 18) 

 
15. “You have choices.” (p. 145, line 21) 
 
16. “Supply the story about the loco who’d been storing canisters of tear gas in his basement for 

years…Don’t tell her that your moms knew right away what it was, that she recognized its 
smell from the year the United States invaded your island.” (p. 145, line 28) 

 
17. “…every now and then the mutts corner themselves a cat and tear it to shreds, Howie 

laughing as the cat flips up in the air, its neck twisted around like an owl, red meat showing 
through the soft fur.” (p. 146, line 8) 

 
18. “If his dogs haven’t cornered a cat, he will walk behind you and ask, Hey, Yunior, is that 

your new fuckbuddy?” (p. 146, line 12) 
 
19. “Either way don’t feel bad that you didn’t do anything. Never lose a fight on a first date or 

that will be the end of it.” (p. 146, line 21) 
 
20. “A halfie will tell you that her parents met in the Movement, will say, Back then people 

thought it a radical thing to do. It will sound like something her parents made her memorize.” 
(p. 146, line 25)  

 
21. “She will appreciate your interest. She will tell you more. Black people, she will say, treat me 

real bad. That’s why I don’t like them.” (p. 147, line 5) 
 
22. “Get serious. Watch TV but stay alert.” (p. 147, line 14) 
 
23. “A local girl…won’t be quick about letting you touch. She has to live in the same 

neighborhood you do, has to deal with you being all up in her business.” (p. 147, line 16) 
 
24. “A whitegirl might give it up right then. Don’t stop her. She’ll take her gum out of her 

mouth, stick it to the plastic sofa covers and then will move close to you.” (p. 147, line 22) 
 
25. “Tell her that you love her hair, that you love her skin, her lips, because, in truth, you love 

them more than you love your own.” (p. 147, line 27) 
 
26. “In the bathroom she will hum a song from the radio and her waist will keep the beat against 

the lip of the sink.” (p. 148, line 5) 
 
27. “Imagine her old lady…what she would say if she knew her daughter had just lain under you 
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and blown your name, pronounced with her eighth-grade Spanish, into your ear.” (p. 148, 
line 7) 

 
28. “While she’s in the bathroom call one of your boys and say, Lo hice, loco. Or just sit back on 

the couch and smile.” (p. 148, line 11) 
 
29. “The halfie might lean back, breaking away from you. She will cross her arms, say, I hate my 

tits.” (p. 148, line 15) 
 
30. “In school she is known for her attention-grabbing laugh, as high and far-ranging as a gull, 

but here she will worry you. You will not know what to say.” (p. 148, line 20) 
 
31. “You’re the only kind of guy who asks me out, she will say. Your neighbors will start their 

hyena calls, now that the alcohol is in them. You and the blackboys.” (p. 148, line 24) 
 
32. “…let her comb her hair, the sound of it stretching like a sheet of fire between you.” (p. 148, 

line 27) 
 
33.  “…let her go without too much of a good-bye. She won’t want it.” (p. 148, line 29) 
 
34. “Don’t go downstairs. Don’t fall asleep. It won’t help.” (p. 149, line 5) 
 
35. “Put the government cheese back in its place before your moms kills you.” (p. 149, line 6)  
 
Record your own notes: thoughts, other instances of poetics, etc. Additional space is on page at 
end of this section. 
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Tensions / contrasts 

Meaningful tensions or juxtapositions in the story. 

1. What is said and what is meant: “You’ve already told them that you’re feeling too sick to 
go to Union City…And even though your moms knows you ain’t sick you stuck to your 
story…” (p. 143, line 2),  “…the next day in school she’ll say sorry, smile and you’ll be 
stupid enough to believe her and ask her out again.” (p. 144, line 20), “Give one of your 
boys a shout and when he says, Are you still waiting on that bitch? say, Hell yeah.” (p. 
144, line 24), “Don’t panic. Say, Hey, no problem.” (p. 145, line 8), “Put down your 
hamburger and say, It must have been hard.” (p. 147, line 3), “She’ll say, I like Spanish 
guys, and even though you’ve never been to Spain, say, I like you. You’ll sound smooth.” 
(p. 148, line 1) 

2. What is revealed/what is hidden: “Clear the government cheese from the refrigerator.” (p. 
143, line 8), “Take down any embarrassing photos of your family in the campo…” (p. 
143, line 13), “Hide the pictures of yourself with an Afro.” (p. 143, line 18), “Put the 
basket with all the crapped-on toilet paper under the sink.” (p. 144, line 1), “Don’t tell her 
that your moms knew right away what it was, that she recognized its smell from the year 
the United States invaded your island.” (p. 146, line 2), “Your brother heard that one and 
said, Man, that sounds like a whole lot of Uncle Tomming to me. Don’t repeat this.” (p. 
146, line 28), “You’ll wonder how she feels about Dominicans. Don’t ask.” (p. 147, line 
7) 

3. Outsider/insider:  “If the girl’s from the Terrace stack the boxes behind the milk. If she’s 
from the Park or Society Hill hide the cheese in a cabinet above the oven…” (p. 143, line 
9), “If the girl’s local, don’t sweat it. She’ll flow over when she’s good and ready.” (p. 
144, line 13), “…usually the out-of-towners are black, blackgirls who grew up with ballet 
and Girl Scouts, who have three cars in their driveways.” (p. 145, line 12), “If the girl’s 
from around the way, take her to El Cibao for dinner…If she’s not from around the way, 
Wendy’s will do…a local girl won’t need stories about the neighborhood but the other 
ones might.” (p. 145, line 21), “If the girl’s an outsider she will hiss now and say, What a 
fucking asshole. A homegirl would have been yelling back at him the whole time…” (p. 
146, line 18), “A local girl…won’t be quick about letting you touch. She has to live in the 
same neighborhood you do…” (p. 147, line 16) 

4. Attitudes and behavior of brown girls, black girls, white girls, halfies: “If she’s a 
whitegirl you know you’ll at least get a hand job.” (p. 144, line 9), “If she’s a halfie don’t 
be surprised that her mother is white.” (p. 145, line 15), “Order everything in your 
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busted-up Spanish. Let her correct you if she’s Latina and amaze her if she’s black.” (p. 
145, line 22), “A halfie will tell you that her parents met in the Movement…” (p. 146, 
line 25), “Black people, she will say, treat me real bad.” (p. 147, line 6), “A whitegirl 
might just give it up right then.” (p. 147, line 22), “The halfie might lean back, breaking 
away from you.” (p. 148, line 15) 

5. Between parents and children: “And even though your moms knows you ain’t sick you 
stuck to your story until finally she said, Go ahead and stay, malcriado.” (p. 143, line 5), 
“Neither of them want her seeing any boys from the Terrace…but she’s strong-headed 
and this time will get her way.” (p. 144, line 6), “Look, she’ll say. My mom wants to 
meet you. She’s got herself all worried about nothing.” (p. 145, line 6), “It will sound like 
something her parents made her memorize.” (p. 146, line 27), “Imagine her old lady 
coming to get her, what she would say if she knew her daughter had just lain under 
you…” (p. 148, line 7), “Put the government cheese back in its place before your moms 
kills you.” (p. 149, line 6) 

6. Between desire and fulfillment: “The white ones are the ones you want the most, aren’t 
they…” (p. 145, line 11), “She might kiss you and then go, or she might, if she’s reckless, 
give it up, but that’s rare. Kissing will suffice.” (p. 147, line 20), “Tell her that you love 
her hair, that you love her skin, her lips, because, in truth, you love them more than you 
love your own.” (p. 147, line 27), “Stroke her hair but she will pull away.” (p. 148, line 
17), “…let her go without too much of a goodbye. She won’t want it.” (p. 148, line 29), 
“During the next hour the phone will ring. You will be tempted to pick it up. Don’t.” (p. 
149, line 2) “Don’t go downstairs. Don’t fall asleep. It won’t help.” (p. 149, line 5) 

7. Between loneliness and connection: “Shower, comb, dress. Sit on the couch and watch 
TV.” (p. 144, line 4), “Sometimes she’ll run into her other friends and a whole crowd will 
show up at your apartment and even though that means you ain’t getting shit it will be 
fun anyway and you’ll wish these people would come over more often.” (p. 144, line 15), 
“Wait and after an hour go out to your corner. The neighborhood is full of traffic. Give 
one of your boys a shout…” (p. 144, line 23), “I don’t like anybody touching my hair, she 
will say. She will act like somebody you don’t know.” (p. 148, line 18), “Watch the 
shows you want to watch, without a family around to debate you.” (p. 149, line 3) 

8. Contradictions within certain characters: “…that tía who likes to squeeze your nuts.” (p. 
143, line 3), “Howie, the Puerto Rican kid with the two killer mutts…Howie laughing as 
the cat flips up in the air, its neck twisted around like an owl…At the field he will turn 
away. He has new sneakers, and doesn’t want them muddy.” (p. 146, line 6), “A local girl 
may have hips and a thick ass but she won’t be quick about letting you touch.” (p. 147, 
line 16), “In school she is known for her attention-grabbing laugh, as high and far-
ranging as a gull, but here she will worry you. You will not know what to say.” (p. 148, 
line 20) 

Record your own notes: thoughts, other instances of tensions/contrasts, etc. Additional space is 
on page at end of this section. 
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Shadows 

 

Questions, missing pieces, elements that are oblique or not fully explained. 

1. Why does the narrator want to hide the government cheese? Why does he hide it more 
thoroughly if his date is from the Park or Society Hill? 

 
2. The narrator says his cousins are “old enough to understand why you’re doing what you’re 

doing.” Why is he doing what he’s doing—hiding certain aspects of his family and self? 
 

3. Why does the narrator respond “Hell yeah” when his friend asks if he’s “still waiting on that 
bitch”? What does their dialogue tell you about them and their relationship? 

 
4. Why does the narrator hang up after calling the girl’s house? 
 
5. The girl says her mother has “got herself all worried about nothing.” What is her mother 

worried about? Need she be? 
 
6. What does the narrator mean by “the only thing that runs easily through your hair is Africa”? 

 
7. Why does he give the girl’s mother new directions even though she already has some? 
 
8. Why does he treat girls of different races/ethnicities differently? 
 
9. Why will he tell the story of the “loco who’d been storing canisters of tear gas in his 

basement”? What does that story show about the community? About the narrator? 
 
10. Why does the narrator not respond to Howie’s taunting? Why does he say that losing a fight 

on the first day will be “the end of it”? The end of what?  
 
11. When the halfie says, “Back then people thought it a radical thing to do,” what is she 

referring to? Why would that be “something her parents made her memorize” Why does the 
narrator’s brother think that sounds like “Uncle Tomming”? 

 
12. Does the narrator really care about the sunset, or is he just trying to impress the girl? 
 
13. Why does the narrator say he loves the whitegirl’s skin, lips and hair more than he loves his 

own? Is that true? 
 
14. Why does he refrain from asking how she feels about Dominicans? Why does he not correct 
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her and say he isn’t Spanish? 
 
15. Why does the girl pull away and say she doesn’t like anyone touching her hair? Why is she 

so different at school than in this more intimate situation? 
 
16. Why does the narrator say the girl will not want “too much of a good-bye”? 
 
17. Why, after she leaves, does he ignore the ringing phone? 
 
18. When he says, “Don’t go downstairs. Don’t fall asleep. It won’t help,” what is he referring 

to? What would not be helped by these actions? 
 
19. Why do we never learn the name of any character in this story? 
 
20. Why is the story written in the second person (the “you” form), as a set of directions or 

instructions? Who is the intended audience?  
 
Record your own notes: thoughts, other instances of shadows, etc. Additional space on page at 
end of this section. 

Issues 

Themes, ideas and arguments raised by the text. 

1. Class differences: What are the indications of different social/economic classes in the story? 
How do characters of different social/economic classes feel about each other? How do they 
feel about their own class status? 

 
2. Family relationships: How are relationships between sons, daughters and parents depicted? 

Are family relationships positive, negative or neutral in this story? Do parents and their 
children seem to behave differently with one another depending on their social class? Do 
parents behave differently with sons than they do with daughters? Why? 

 
3. Insider/outsider: In what way is the narrator an insider? In what way is he an outsider? How 

about the girls he dates: are they insiders or outsiders? Why does he advise treating the girls 
differently depending on where they are from? 
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4.  Shame: Why does the narrator hide certain objects and photographs in his apartment? Are 
there other ways he tries to conceal who he is, or who his family is? Do the girls seem 
ashamed of who they are? What makes you say so? 

 
5. Relations among teen boys: How does the narrator relate to his “boys” in the neighborhood? 

How about to Howie, his nemesis? Is this different from how he relates to his family, or to 
the girls he dates?  

 
6. Language: What is the narrator’s relationship to Spanish, his family’s language? How/when 

does he use Spanish, and why? Does the use of Spanish serve as a connection or a barrier in 
this story? What is the relationship of other characters to the Spanish language?  

 
7. Violence: Is the world portrayed in this story a violent one? In what ways? Why does Howie 

laugh when his “killer mutts” attack a cat? Are characters in this story afraid? What/whom 
are they afraid of? Is their fear justified? 

 
8. Relations between races: What is the halfie referring to when she says her parents met in the 

“Movement”? Why does the narrator’s brother say that sounds like “Uncle Tomming”? What 
are each of these characters saying about race relations? Have such relations changed 
between their parents’ eras and the time of the story? How?  

 
9. Sex: What is the narrator’s attitude toward sex? How do the girls seem to feel about sex? 

What about the parents? Is there a double standard (different rules and expectations for 
sexual behavior among boys and girls) in this story? Do teens of different races/ethnic groups 
have different attitudes toward sex? Why? 

 
10. Isolation and community: What makes the narrator feel connected? What makes him feel 

alone? What gives any of these characters a sense of belonging? What drives them apart? 
 
 
 
Record your own notes: thoughts, questions, other instances of “issues” in this story. Additional 
space on page at the end of this section. 
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Experience 

Questions designed as a bridge between the reader’s lived-life and the story.  
 

1. Have you ever made up an excuse to be alone at home? Why did you invent this excuse? 
Why did you want to be alone? How did your family react? 

 
2. Have you ever had a relative or older adult touch in you ways that made you 

uncomfortable or seemed inappropriate? Did you tell anyone? How did you react to this 
person? 

 
3. Have you ever rearranged objects (either hiding them or purposely putting some things 

on display) for someone who was coming to visit your home? Why did you do this? 
 

4. Have you ever felt embarrassed by things your family has done, by family stories or 
photographs, or simply by the behavior or attitude of a relative? Why? 

 
5. Have you ever dated—or had an important friendship—with someone of a different 

socioeconomic class? What differences did you notice between your lives? How did you 
cope with those differences? 

 
6. Have you had romantic relationships or important friendships with people of a different 

race or ethnic group? What differences did you notice between your life and theirs? What 
did you have in common? 

 
7. Do you think teen boys and girls have different attitudes and expectations about sex? 

Why? Do people make assumptions about what certain boys or girls will or won’t do, 
sexually? Where do those assumptions come from? Are they accurate? 

 
8. Have you ever been stood up by a date? How did you feel? How did you react? What was 

it like when you saw that person again? 
 

9. Have you ever tried to act like someone of a different race or gender, as when the narrator 
runs his hand through his hair “like the whiteboys do”? How did it feel to do this? Has 
anyone ever claimed that you “act white,” “act black,” “act like a boy/girl”? What are 
they really accusing you of when they say this?  

 
10. Would you treat a date differently (what kind of restaurant, which movie, how you would 

dress, whether you would kiss goodnight, etc.) depending on where that person is from or 
what race/ethnic group they belong to? Why?  
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11. Have you ever avoided a fight even when the other person was taunting you? Why? How 
did you feel? Would you make the same choice again? 

 
12. Have you ever remained silent when someone was talking, in a negative way, about an 

ethnic group or other minority group to which you belong? Why didn’t you speak up? 
What might have happened if you had? 

 
13. Have you ever felt that you loved someone else’s skin, hair, eyes, body or life “more than 

you loved your own”? Have you ever felt that you hated part of yourself? Why? 
 

14. Have you ever felt that you didn’t want anyone to touch you? Why? 
 

15. Do you act differently at school than you do at home, with friends of your own gender or 
with a date? Why? Do you know kids who are very different at school than they are out 
of school? Why do people behave differently in different situations? 

 
16. Have you ever had to steel yourself, as the narrator does at the end, to not answer the 

phone, fall asleep or seek other distractions? Why were you trying to avoid doing these 
things? Have you ever had to content yourself with something less than what you 
wanted? What was the situation?  

 
Record your own notes: thoughts, other instances of experience, etc. Additional space on page at 
end of this section. 
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Coordinator Notes 

Record your own notes: thoughts, other instances of poetics, tensions/contrasts, shadows, issues, 
experience, possible discussion paths, questions you might consider. 
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DISCUSSION PATHS 

Introducing the story 

before reading the story, you might want to: 

1. Share biographical information about Junot Diaz. 
 
2. Ask for reactions to the title; what do readers expect this story might be about? How do they 
react to the racial designations “brown girl, black girl, white girl, halfie”?  
 
3. If you plan to conclude the session by inviting participants to write, you might offer either of 
these prompts: Write a “How to..” for something you learned how to do in life—not a task, but a 
survival skill or situation, such as “How to survive foster care” or “How to move five times 
before the age of 12” or “How to look out for your little brother.” OR Write about a time when 
you felt ashamed of who you are. What did you do? How did you feel? 

 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

Poetics � P    Tensions/Contrasts � C   Shadows � S    Issues � I    Experience � E 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
1. Shame 

“Clear the government cheese from the refrigerator.” (p. 143, line 8), “Take down any 
embarrassing photos of your family in the campo…” (p. 143, line 13), “Hide the 
pictures of yourself with an Afro. Make sure the bathroom is presentable.” (p. 143, 
line 18), “The directions were in your best handwriting, so her parents won’t think 
you’re an idiot.” (p. 144, line 11), “Tell her that you love her hair, that you love her 
skin, her lips, because, in truth, you love them more than you love your own.” (p. 
147, line 27),  

 What images and ideas are evoked for you by the words “government cheese” 
Where do these ideas and images come from? Are they accurate? Are they fair? P, I 

 Why does the narrator want to hide the government cheese, the photos of his 
family and the picture of himself with an Afro? What does he not want his dates 
to see or know?  S 

 Why would his date’s parents think he is “an idiot”? Why does he give the girl’s 
mother another set of directions, even though she already has some? S, I 

 Do any of the other characters seem ashamed of who they are? Who, and in what 
situation?  Do any of the characters seem proud of who they are?  C, I 
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 Have you ever felt ashamed of who you are, or of who your family is? What was 
the situation? Do you still feel that way? E 

 Have you ever felt that you loved someone else’s hair, features or skin more than 
you loved your own? Do you think anyone has ever coveted or longed for your 
type of hair, features or skin? Why does the narrator want “white [girls]” the 
most? I, E 

 

2. Family relationships 

“You’ve already told them that you’re feeling too sick to go to Union City to visit that 
tía who likes to squeeze your nuts.” (p. 143, line 2), “Leave yourself a reminder to get 
it out before morning or your moms will kick your ass.” (p. 143, line 12), “Neither of 
them want her seeing any boys from the Terrace…but she’s strong-headed and this 
time will get her way.” (p. 144, line 6), “Look, she’ll say. My mom wants to meet 
you.” (p. 145, line 6), “Imagine her old lady coming to get her, what she would say if 
she knew her daughter had just lain under you…” (p. 148, line 7), “When her father 
pulls in and beeps, let her go without too much of a good-bye.” (p. 148, line 29) 

� What was your reaction to the narrator’s mention of the “tía who likes to squeeze 
your nuts”? How would you describe the narrator’s relationship to the other 
members of his family—his mother, brother and cousins? P, C 

� In this story, what are the sources of tension or conflict between parents and their 
sons/daughters? Does anyone win these conflicts? Do these seem to you like 
typical parent/teen tensions? C, S, I 

� What is the narrator’s attitude toward the parents of the girls he dates? What does 
he imagine they will think of him? C, S 

� Have you ever had a relative or older adult touch you in a way that made you feel 
uncomfortable or was inappropriate? Did you tell anyone? How did you feel? E 

� Do you think parents and their teen sons and daughters behave differently with 
one another depending on their social/economic class? How about families of 
different races/ethnic groups? Do parents treat teenaged sons differently than they 
treat their daughters? How?  C, I 

 

3. Class differences 
“If the girl’s from the Terrace stack the boxes behind the milk. If she’s from the Park 
or Society Hill hide the cheese in the cabinet above the oven, way up where she’ll 
never see.” (p. 143, line 8), “Neither of them want her seeing any boys from the 
Terrace…” (p. 144, line 6), “He sounds like a principal or a police chief, the sort of 
dude with a big neck, who never has to watch his back.” (p. 144, line 29), “…usually 
the out-of-towners are black, blackgirls who grew up with ballet and Girl Scouts, who 
have three cars in their driveways.” (p. 145, line 12), “Your neighbors will start their 
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hyena calls, now that the alcohol is in them.” (p. 148, line 25), “Put the government 
cheese back in its place before your moms kills you.” (p. 149, line 6) 

 Why does the narrator hide the cheese differently depending on whether a girl is 
from the Terrace or from the Park or Society Hill? What do each of those 
neighborhood names make you think of? In your community, are there names for 
different neighborhoods that indicate who’s richer and who’s poorer? P, C, I 

 What are other indications of social/economic class differences in this story? For 
teens today, what are the markers of socioeconomic class (for instance, clothing, 
shoes, cell phones, summer activities, food choices)? C, S, I 

 In this story, how does the narrator feel about girls from a different 
socioeconomic class than his own? How can you tell? How does he feel about his 
own class status?  C, S 

 From the sound of the girl’s father’s voice, the narrator assumes he must be “a 
principal or a police chief.” Can you tell, by hearing someone’s voice, what their 
level of education or profession might be? Have you ever made assumptions 
about someone’s class status based on hearing their voice, or glancing at them? 
Was your assumption correct?  I, E 

 Have you ever felt judged by others because of your social/economic class? In 
what way? How does it feel to be judged or categorized because of class? E 

 What is your reaction to the phrase “hyena calls” ? What does this phrase tell you 
about the narrator’s neighborhood? How would you describe the sounds of your 
neighborhood at night? During the day? P, E 

 At the story’s end, the narrator reminds himself to put the government cheese 
“back in its place”? Sometimes people talk about “knowing your place” in 
society. What is the narrator’s place? Is he content with that place? Would he like 
to “change places”? With whom? In our society, is it possible to “change place” 
where social/economic class is concerned? P, S, I 

 

4. What is hidden/what is revealed 
“Even though your moms knows you ain’t sick you stuck to your story until finally she 
said, Go ahead and stay, malcriado.” (p. 143, line 5), “Clear the government cheese 
from the refrigerator.” (p. 143, line 8), “Take down any embarrassing photos of your 
family in the campo…” (p. 143, line 13), “Hide the pictures of yourself with an Afro.” 
(p. 143, line 18), “Put the basket with all the crapped-on toilet paper under the sink.” 
(p. 144, line 1), “Don’t tell her that your moms knew right away what it was, that she 
recognized its smell from the year the United States invaded your island.” (p. 146, line 
2), “Your brother heard that one and said, Man, that sounds like a whole lot of Uncle 
Tomming to me. Don’t repeat this.” (p. 146, line 28), “You’ll wonder how she feels 
about Dominicans. Don’t ask.” (p. 147, line 7) 
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 What is the narrator trying to hide? What does he want to show about his family? 
Why? C, S 

 What is your reaction to the phrase, “the year the United States invaded your 
island”? What does this tell you about the narrator’s family and its history? Why 
does he want to conceal this part of his story from his dates? P, S, I 

 The narrator is careful about what he does and does not say to his dates, 
repeatedly reminding himself, “Don’t repeat this” and “Don’t ask.” Why does he 
feel he needs to be so cautious about what he says? Is his caution necessary? 
What would happen if he revealed more of himself to the girls he dates? S, I 

 What does the brother mean by “that sounds like a whole lot of Uncle Tomming”? 
What does that phrase refer to? Have you ever heard someone use it? In what 
situation? Do you agree with the brother’s declaration here? P, I, E 

 Have you ever, on a date or when meeting someone for the first time, carefully 
selected which details of your life you will share? How did it feel to tell certain 
things and conceal others? Why did you choose to do that? E 

 Have you ever been in a situation where someone else was speaking in a negative 
way about people of your race, ethnic group, sexual orientation, etc? How did you 
react? Would you make a different choice today? Why?  E 

 Are other characters in this story hiding parts of themselves? Why are they doing 
that? What would happen, in the narrator’s world, if everyone stopped trying to 
conceal parts of who they are? What would happen in the real world if people 
stopped trying to do this? C, I 

 

5. Insider/outsider status 

“If the girl’s local, don’t sweat it. She’ll flow over when she’s good and ready.” (p. 
144, line 13), “…usually the out-of-towners are black, blackgirls who grew up with 
ballet and Girl Scouts, who have three cars in their driveways.” (p. 145, line 12), “If 
the girl’s from around the way, take her to El Cibao for dinner…If she’s not from 
around the way, Wendy’s will do…a local girl won’t need stories about the 
neighborhood but the other ones might.” (p. 145, line 21), “If the girl’s an outsider 
she will hiss now and say, What a fucking asshole. A homegirl would have been 
yelling back at him the whole time…” (p. 146, line 18), “A local girl…won’t be quick 
about letting you touch. She has to live in the same neighborhood you do…” (p. 147, 
line 16) 

 What are the differences between “local” girls and “outsiders,” according to the 
narrator? What are the differences in the way he treats each type of girl? P, C 

 He says a local girl will “flow over when she’s good and ready.” What image of 
local girls does that phrase convey? Why would a local girl act that way? P, S 
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 Thinking about your own neighborhood, is there a difference between those who 
are local/insiders and those who are outsiders? How do those differences show 
themselves in behavior, attitudes and relationships? I, E 

 In what ways does the narrator of this story feel like an insider? In what ways 
does he feel like an outsider? C, S 

 Are there neighborhoods or places where you feel like an insider? What are they? 
Are there others where you feel like an outsider? What is that like?  E 

 Are there different rules for relationships between two “insiders” of any particular 
group (ethnicity, school, neighborhood) than between an “insider” and an 
“outsider”? Have you ever had a romantic relationship or important friendship 
that crossed those barriers? What was it like? I, E 

 

6. Violence and fear 

“Neither of them want her seeing any boys from the Terrace—people get stabbed in 
the Terrace—” (p. 144, line 6), “He sounds like a principal or a police chief, the sort 
of dude with a big neck, who never has to watch his back.” (p. 144, line 29), “Her 
moms will say hi and you’ll see that you don’t scare her, not really.” (p. 145, line 16), 
“…the loco who’d been storing canisters of tear gas in his basement for years…” (p. 
145, line 28), “…every now and then the mutts corner themselves a cat and tear it to 
shreds, Howie laughing as the cat flips up in the air, its neck twisted around like an 
owl, red meat showing through the soft fur.” (p. 146, line 8), “Never lose a fight on a 
first date or that will be the end of it.” (p. 146, line 22),  

� Is the narrator’s neighborhood violent? What makes you say yes or no? P, S 

� What does the narrator imagine his dates’ parents think of his neighborhood? 
How do their actions reveal their fears or assumptions? Are those fears or 
assumptions fair or justified? P, S, I 

� The narrator imagines his date’s father to be “the sort…who never has to watch 
his back.” What is he assuming about the father’s life? What does it mean to live 
in a neighborhood where one does have to “watch one’s back”? P, S, I 

� Why does the narrator tell the story about the “loco” with the tear gas canisters? 
Do you agree that the guy must be “loco” (crazy)? What might he be afraid of? 
Do you know people who go to extreme lengths to protect themselves or their 
families? Is their fear justified? S, I, E 

� What was your reaction to the description of Howie’s mutts attacking a cat? Why 
would Howie laugh when they do this? Do you know anyone who laughs in 
response to cruelty or violence? Why would someone do that? P, C, E 

� Why does the narrator believe he must “never lose a fight on a first date”? What 
does that belief tell you about his community’s culture regarding violence, 
retaliation, honor and shame? S, I 
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� Would you describe your own neighborhood as violent? Would other people 
describe it that way?  E 

� Do you feel that you must “watch your back” in life? Why or why not? What 
would it be like to experience the opposite—to not “watch your back” if you now 
feel you must, or vice-versa? How would it change your actions or attitudes? E 

 

7. Sex and gender 

“If she’s a whitegirl you know you’ll at least get a hand job.” (p. 144, line 9), 
“Sometimes the girl won’t flow over at all and the next day in school she’ll say sorry, 
smile and you’ll be stupid enough to believe her and ask her out again.” (p. 144, line 
19), “When he says, Are you still waiting on that bitch? say, Hell, yeah.” (p. 144, line 
25), “Touch her shoulder and say, That’s nice, right?” (p. 147, line 12), “A local girl 
may have hips and a thick ass but she won’t be quick about letting you touch.” (p. 
147, line 16), “A whitegirl might just give it up right then. Don’t stop her.” (p. 147, 
line 22), “But usually it won’t work this way. Be prepared. She will not want to kiss 
you.” (p. 148, line 14) 

� What is the narrator’s attitude toward sex? Is it different from his dates’ attitude 
toward sex? Are these differences typical of teen boys and girls? C, S, I 

� What was your reaction to the narrator’s certainty that “if she’s a whitegirl you 
know you’ll at least get a hand job”? Do people make assumptions about what 
certain kinds of girls or guys will or won’t do, sexually? Where do those 
assumptions come from? Are they accurate? Are they fair? P, I 

� What is your reaction to the narrator’s friend referring to his date as “that bitch”? 
Do you know people who use that term for girls or women? What effect does it 
have on the speaker? On the listener? On relations between the sexes? P, I 

� Does the narrator relate to his “homeboys” differently than he relates to the girls? 
In what way? Do you behave differently with peers of your own gender, versus 
those of the opposite gender? Why? C, E 

� In the narrator’s imagined scenarios, who is the initiator of sexual activity—him 
or his date? What is each of their roles in starting, prolonging or stopping sexual 
intimacy? Do these scenarios seem realistic to you? C, I 

� Do you think there is still a double standard (different rules and expectations 
about sexual behavior among girls and boys)? Do teens of different races or 
ethnic groups have differing attitudes toward sex? Why?  I, E 

� Have you ever been in an intimate situation where you had to figure out what was 
acceptable or desired, and what was not, sexually? Did you talk with your date or 
partner? How did you figure out what the rules were, or what your role was to be? E 

 

  



Study Guide – How to Date a Brown Girl – Junot Diaz                –20 – 

8. Race/ethnicity 

“How to date a brown girl, black girl white girl, or halfie.” (story title), “If she’s a 
halfie don’t be surprised that her mother is white.” (p. 145, line 15), “Order 
everything in your busted-up Spanish. Let her correct you if she’s Latina and amaze 
her if she’s black.” (p. 145, line 22), “A halfie will tell you that her parents met in the 
Movement…” (p. 146, line 25), “Black people, she will say, treat me real bad.” (p. 
147, line 6), “A whitegirl might just give it up right then.” (p. 147, line 22), “The 
halfie might lean back, breaking away from you.” (p. 148, line 15) 

 What is your reaction to this story’s title? What images of each girl do these racial 
designations evoke? Have you ever thought of yourself or others in these terms? P, E 

 Why does the narrator remind himself not to be surprised if the halfie’s mother is 
white? Have you ever been surprised to learn of someone’s mixed-race parentage 
or ancestry? Would the narrator be more or less surprised if the mother of the 
halfie was black? Why? S, I 

 Why would the narrator’s use of “busted-up Spanish” evoke different reactions 
from girls of different ethnic groups? What kind of impression is he trying to 
make with each one of them?  P, C 

 What does “the Movement” refer to? What ideas or images do you have about 
that time in U.S. history? Are race relations different now? In what way?  I 

 Why does the narrator’s brother say that the halfie’s parents’ mixed marriage 
“sounds like a lot of Uncle Tomming”? What is he referring to? Do people still 
use that term? In what context? S, I 

 What is your reaction to the girl saying, “Black people treat me real bad”? Have 
you ever felt that people of a particular ethnic group treated you badly? What 
made you feel this way? Did anything change or challenge that feeling? P, E 

 Have you ever listened while someone else made negative comments about your 
race or ethnic group? Did you respond? Why or why not? How did you feel? E 

 Do you think this story tears down any racial or ethnic stereotypes, or does it 
reinforce them? What makes you say so? I 

 

9.  Desire, denial and fulfillment 
“The white ones are the ones you want the most, aren’t they...” (p. 145, line 11), “She 
might kiss you and then go, or she might, if she’s reckless, give it up, but that’s rare. 
Kissing will suffice.” (p. 147, line 20), “Tell her that you love her hair, that you love 
her skin, her lips, because, in truth, you love them more than you love your own.” (p. 
147, line 27), “Stroke her hair but she will pull away.” (p. 148, line 17), “…let her go 
without too much of a goodbye. She won’t want it.” (p. 148, line 29), “During the 
next hour the phone will ring. You will be tempted to pick it up. Don’t.” (p. 149, line 
2), “Don’t go downstairs. Don’t fall asleep. It won’t help.” (p. 149, line 5) 
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 What was your reaction to the narrator saying that he loves the girl’s hair, lips and 
skin more than he loves his own? Have you ever felt that way—that you longed 
for someone else’s skin, hair or features? P, E 

 Many times in the story, the narrator stops himself from saying something, 
showing something or doing something. Why? What would happen if he was 
more open about what he wanted and what he thought? S, I 

 Why, at the end, does he instruct himself not to answer the phone, or go 
downstairs, or fall asleep? What does he mean by, “It won’t help”? P, S 

 How does the narrator feel on the occasions when his date agrees to have sex? 
How does the girl seem to feel, afterward? Do you think those reactions are 
typical?   I 

 Is it “reckless” to agree to have sex with a date? Why do people use the phrase 
“giving it up” to refer to sex? Do people usually find fulfillment in being sexual 
with someone, or does it depend on the situation?  I, E 

 What does the narrator really want from the girls he dates—is it sex, or something 
else? What do the girls want from him? C, S 

 

10.  Isolation and connection 

“Shower, comb, dress. Sit on the couch and watch TV.” (p. 144, line 4), “Sometimes 
she’ll run into her other friends and a whole crowd will show up at your apartment 
and even though that means you ain’t getting shit it will be fun anyway and you’ll 
wish these people would come over more often.” (p. 144, line 15), “Wait and after an 
hour go out to your corner. The neighborhood is full of traffic. Give one of your boys 
a shout…” (p. 14, line 23), “I don’t like anybody touching my hair, she will say. She 
will act like somebody you don’t know.” (p. 148, line 18), “Watch the shows you 
want to watch, without a family around to debate you.” (p. 149, line 3) 

 At the story’s start, the narrator wants to have the apartment to himself. At the 
end, he is still alone there. Does he feel differently about being alone at the end? 
Why? P, C 

 Do you think the narrator has friends? What makes you say that? S 

 Have you ever had someone suddenly “act like somebody you don’t know”? 
What was the situation? Do you think anyone has had that experience with you—
that is, you suddenly acting like “someone they didn’t know”? What happened? P, E 

 Do you ever get the chance to be alone in your apartment or house? How do you 
feel about being alone there? Are there things you do “without a family around”? 
Would you like to live alone? Why or why not? E 

 What makes the narrator feel connected? What makes him feel apart? What gives 
any of the characters in this story a sense of belonging? What drives them apart? C, I 
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Final Impressions 

After the session, take some time to make notes about the discussion: interesting points that 
readers raised, questions that arose, disputes, and confusions. Jot down your own impressions of 
the session: what worked well; what would you do differently the next time?
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SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING 

 
Books written and edited by Díaz: 

Beacon Best of 2001: Creative Writing by Women and Men of All Colors, edited by Junot 
 Díaz. Boston: Beacon Press, 2001. 
 
The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao. New York: Riverhead Books, 2008. 
 
Drown. New York: Riverhead Books, 1997. 

Anthologies including Díaz’s work: 

The Best American Short Stories 2000, edited by E.L. Doctorow. New York: Mariner  
     Books, 2000. 

Books by others: 

How the Garcia Girls Lost Their Accents, by Julia Alvarez. Chapel Hill, NC: 
     Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill, 2010. 
 
Krik? Krak!, by Edwidge Danticat. New York: Vintage Books, 1996. 
 
Native Speaker, by Chang-Rae Lee. New York: Riverhead Books, 1996. 
 
Who’s Irish? Stories, by Gish Jen. New York: Vintage Books, 2000. 
 
Sula, by Toni Morrison. New York: Vintage Books, 2004. 
 
Woman Hollering Creek, by Sandra Cisneros. New York: Random House, 1991. 
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