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Overview
The Running Dream by Wendelin Van Draanen tells the powerful story of Jessica Finch, a high
school track star whose life takes an unforeseen turn after a devastating bus accident. Jessica, a
gifted runner with dreams of college scholarships and Olympic glory, loses her right leg above
the knee in the crash. The book chronicles her initial despair and profound grief as she grapples
with the loss of her identity and her future as an athlete. Confined to a wheelchair and facing a
long, arduous recovery, Jessica struggles to find meaning in a life without running, feeling
isolated from her friends and former teammates.

Her journey of physical and emotional healing begins with painful physical therapy and the
challenging process of learning to use a prosthetic leg. A turning point comes when Jessica
meets Rosa, a bright and determined girl with cerebral palsy who is confined to a wheelchair.
Rosa, a new student in Jessica's math class, inspires Jessica with her unwavering spirit and her
own dream of completing a local five-kilometer race. Jessica, initially reluctant, finds a new
purpose in helping Rosa achieve her goal by pushing her in the race. This act of selflessness not
only reignites Jessica's competitive spirit but also helps her redefine what it means to be a runner
and to live a full, meaningful life, demonstrating that true strength lies beyond physical ability.

Key Takeaways
• Adversity can lead to unexpected opportunities for growth and a redefinition of personal
goals.

• Empathy and helping others can be a powerful catalyst for one's own healing and finding
new purpose.

• True strength and resilience are not solely physical but also mental and emotional.

• Community support and friendship are crucial for overcoming life's most challenging
obstacles.

• It is possible to find new ways to pursue passions even when original paths are no longer
viable.

• Disability does not define a person's potential or limit their ability to inspire others.

• Perspective shifts can transform seemingly insurmountable challenges into meaningful
journeys.
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Chapter Summaries
The Accident and Its Aftermath

Jessica Finch, a star high school runner, is involved in a horrific bus accident. She wakes up in the
hospital to the devastating news that her right leg has been amputated above the knee. Her
dreams of running are shattered, and she sinks into a deep depression, struggling to accept her
new reality and the loss of her identity as an athlete.

The Long Road to Recovery

Jessica begins the painful and frustrating process of physical therapy. She faces immense
challenges learning to navigate life with a prosthetic leg, experiencing both physical pain and
emotional despair. Her former track teammates and coach try to support her, but Jessica feels
isolated and unable to connect with her old life.

A New Friend and a New Perspective

In math class, Jessica meets Rosa, a new student with cerebral palsy who uses a wheelchair.
Rosa's vibrant personality and unwavering optimism begin to chip away at Jessica's gloom. Rosa
expresses her dream of completing a 5K race, inspiring Jessica in an unexpected way.

Training for a Different Kind of Race

Jessica agrees to push Rosa in the 5K race. This decision gives Jessica a new purpose and a
reason to push herself physically again. She trains rigorously, adapting her strength and
endurance to propel Rosa's wheelchair, finding a new form of running and a renewed sense of
belonging.

The Race and Redefining Victory

On race day, Jessica and Rosa face challenges but push through with determination. The
community rallies around them, offering support and encouragement. Completing the race
together becomes a powerful symbol of their resilience and friendship, teaching Jessica that
victory can be found in many forms beyond crossing a finish line first.

Embracing a New Future

After the race, Jessica begins to fully embrace her new life. She finds ways to stay involved with
her track team, mentors younger athletes, and continues her friendship with Rosa. Jessica learns
that her spirit as a runner is not defined by her physical ability but by her heart, determination,
and willingness to help others.

Themes
• Resilience and recovery
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• Friendship and empathy

• Redefining identity

• Overcoming adversity

• Disability awareness

• Community support

Frequently Asked Questions
What is The running Dream about?

The Running Dream is about Jessica Finch, a high school track star who loses her leg in a bus
accident. The story follows her journey of physical and emotional recovery, as she grapples with
her changed identity and finds new purpose by helping a girl with cerebral palsy achieve her
dream of completing a 5K race.

Is The running Dream worth reading?

Yes, The Running Dream is highly worth reading, especially for young adults. It's an inspiring
story about resilience, friendship, and finding strength in unexpected places. Readers will
appreciate its honest portrayal of grief and recovery, alongside its uplifting message about
redefining success and purpose after a life-altering event.

How does The running Dream end?

Spoiler: The book ends with Jessica successfully pushing Rosa in the 5K race, a moment of
profound triumph for both of them. Jessica finds a renewed sense of purpose and belonging,
realizing that her identity as a runner extends beyond her physical ability. She embraces her new
life, continuing her friendship with Rosa and finding new ways to contribute to her community
and track team.

Who should read The running Dream?

The Running Dream is ideal for young adult readers, particularly those interested in sports,
stories of overcoming adversity, or narratives about friendship and personal growth. It's also a
great read for anyone looking for an inspiring and emotionally resonant story about resilience
and finding new meaning in life after a significant challenge.

How long does it take to read The running Dream?

On average, it takes approximately 4 to 5 hours to read The Running Dream. This estimate is
based on an average reading speed of 250 words per minute and the book's typical length for a
young adult novel.

Best Quotes
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“I was a runner. It was who I was.”

This line encapsulates Jessica's identity before her accident, highlighting how deeply running was
intertwined with her sense of self. It sets up the central conflict of the book: how she will redefine
herself after losing her leg and her ability to run, emphasizing the profound impact of the injury
on her self-perception.

“I didn't just lose my leg. I lost my life.”

This quote expresses the profound despair Jessica feels after her accident. For her, losing her leg
isn't just a physical injury; it's the loss of her entire world, her future, and her identity as a runner,
emphasizing the immense emotional toll of her new reality and her initial inability to see a
future.

“You don't have to be perfect to be amazing.”

This powerful message, likely from Rosa or a moment of self-realization, underscores the book's
theme of self-acceptance and finding strength in vulnerability. It teaches Jessica that her worth
isn't tied to her physical abilities or perceived perfection, but to her spirit, resilience, and the
unique contributions she can make.

“Hope is a muscle. You have to exercise it.”

This metaphor, possibly from a therapist or an internal thought, illustrates that hope isn't passive
but requires active effort and practice. It encourages Jessica to consciously cultivate optimism
and resilience, even when facing immense challenges, emphasizing the power of a positive
mindset in her long and arduous recovery process.

“Running isn't just about your legs. It's about your heart.”

This quote, likely from Coach Kyro or an internal realization by Jessica, emphasizes that true
running goes beyond physical ability. It highlights the mental and emotional fortitude, passion,
and spirit required, suggesting that Jessica can still be a runner in spirit, even with a prosthetic,
by embracing the deeper meaning of the sport.

“Every step is a victory.”

This quote, likely a mantra for Jessica during her rehabilitation, emphasizes the significance of
small achievements in a long recovery process. It highlights the immense effort and courage
required for each physical movement, transforming seemingly minor actions into meaningful
triumphs on her journey to regain mobility and independence.

“It's not about what you lost. It's about what you have left.”

This line, likely from a supportive character like Fiona or Coach Kyro, shifts Jessica's perspective
from dwelling on her loss to appreciating her remaining strengths and opportunities. It's a
crucial turning point in her emotional recovery, encouraging her to focus on resilience, gratitude,
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and the possibilities that still exist for her future.

“You're still Jessica. You're just a different kind of Jessica now.”

Fiona, Jessica's best friend, likely says this to reassure Jessica that her core identity remains, even
after her life-altering accident. It acknowledges the profound change while affirming her
enduring self, helping Jessica to accept her new reality and rebuild her self-image without feeling
that her entire being has been erased.

“The finish line is just the beginning of a whole new race.”

This quote, possibly a reflection from Jessica or advice from Coach Kyro, speaks to the ongoing
nature of challenges and growth. It suggests that overcoming one hurdle, like recovering from
her injury, simply opens the door to new goals and a different kind of journey, emphasizing
continuous effort and the endless possibilities for personal evolution.

“Sometimes the greatest victories aren't won on the track.”

This profound statement, likely a realization for Jessica, suggests that true success extends
beyond athletic achievements. It points to the personal growth, emotional resilience, and the
overcoming of internal battles as more significant triumphs, especially in the context of her
recovery journey, where her biggest wins are often internal and deeply personal.

Questions & Answers
What is the central conflict Jessica faces in "The Running Dream"?

Jessica Finch, a dedicated high school runner, faces the central conflict of losing her leg in a bus
accident. This physical loss triggers a profound emotional and identity crisis, as running was her
entire world. Her struggle involves not only physical rehabilitation and learning to use a
prosthetic but also overcoming despair, accepting her new reality, and redefining her sense of
self and purpose beyond her athletic identity.

Who is Rosa and what role does she play in Jessica's recovery?

Rosa is a fellow student at Jessica's school who has cerebral palsy and uses a wheelchair. She
plays a crucial role in Jessica's recovery by becoming her friend and offering a unique
perspective. Rosa, who faces daily physical challenges, helps Jessica see beyond her own self-pity,
inspiring her with her resilience, humor, and unwavering spirit. Rosa's dream of experiencing a
track meet also motivates Jessica to find a new goal.

How does Jessica's relationship with her best friend, Fiona, evolve after the accident?

Jessica's relationship with Fiona is initially strained as Jessica pushes her friends away in her grief.
Fiona struggles to understand Jessica's pain but remains steadfastly loyal. Over time, Fiona
becomes a vital source of support, offering practical help and emotional encouragement. Their
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friendship deepens as Fiona learns to navigate Jessica's new reality, demonstrating the strength
of their bond and Fiona's unwavering commitment.

What is the significance of the track team's fundraising efforts for Jessica?

The track team's fundraising efforts are significant because they aim to raise money for a
specialized running prosthetic for Jessica. This collective act of kindness and support from her
teammates and community shows Jessica that she is not alone and that people believe in her
potential to run again. It provides her with a tangible goal and renewed hope, shifting her focus
from loss to possibility.

How does Coach Kyro support Jessica throughout her ordeal?

Coach Kyro supports Jessica by initially visiting her in the hospital and offering encouragement.
He maintains contact, showing genuine care for her well-being beyond just her athletic
performance. He provides a sense of continuity and belonging, reminding her that she is still
part of the team. His belief in her resilience helps motivate Jessica to consider returning to the
track in some capacity, even if different.

What challenges does Jessica face during her physical therapy?

During physical therapy, Jessica faces immense physical pain, frustration, and emotional
exhaustion. She struggles with the basic movements of learning to walk with a prosthetic,
experiencing phantom limb pain and the psychological burden of relearning fundamental skills.
Her challenges include overcoming self-doubt, maintaining motivation through slow progress,
and accepting her new physical limitations while striving for independence.

What does the title "The Running Dream" signify?

The title "The Running Dream" signifies Jessica's deep-seated passion and identity as a runner,
which is shattered by her accident. Initially, it represents her lost dream. However, as the story
progresses, it evolves to represent her new dream: not just to run again, but to find a new way to
participate in the sport she loves, to help others, and to redefine what "running" means for her,
embodying hope and perseverance.

How does Jessica's perspective on disability change throughout the book?

Initially, Jessica views disability with self-pity and a sense of profound loss, feeling her life is over.
Through her friendship with Rosa, she begins to understand disability not as an end, but as a
different way of living. She learns about resilience, adaptation, and the strength found in
vulnerability, realizing that physical limitations do not define a person's worth or spirit.

What is the significance of Jessica pushing Rosa in the wheelchair race?

Spoiler: The significance of Jessica pushing Rosa in the wheelchair race at the end of the book is
multifaceted. It represents Jessica's full emotional recovery and acceptance of her new identity.
It's a symbolic act of running again, not for herself, but for her friend, demonstrating
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selflessness, empathy, and a renewed connection to the track. It fulfills Rosa's dream and shows
Jessica's ability to find joy and purpose in a new way.

How does the author, Wendelin Van Draanen, convey Jessica's emotional journey?

Wendelin Van Draanen conveys Jessica's emotional journey through first-person narration,
allowing readers direct access to Jessica's raw thoughts, fears, and gradual shifts in perspective.
She uses vivid descriptions of Jessica's physical pain and emotional despair, contrasted with
moments of hope and connection. The author effectively shows Jessica's progression from anger
and self-pity to acceptance, resilience, and renewed purpose through her interactions and
internal monologues.

What role does Gavin, Jessica's boyfriend, play in her initial recovery?

Gavin, Jessica's boyfriend, initially struggles to cope with Jessica's accident and her changed
circumstances. He tries to be supportive but finds it difficult to connect with her in her despair.
His presence highlights the strain the accident puts on relationships, and while he cares for her,
he is not as central to her emotional recovery as Fiona or Rosa, eventually leading to a mutual
understanding of their changing paths.

What is the main message or theme of "The Running Dream"?

The main message of "The Running Dream" is about resilience, redefining identity, and finding
strength in unexpected places. It emphasizes that true strength comes not just from physical
ability, but from emotional fortitude, perseverance, and the support of others. The book teaches
that even when life takes an unexpected turn, it's possible to find new dreams and purposes, and
that limitations don't define a person's spirit.

How does Jessica's family cope with her accident and recovery?

Jessica's family, particularly her parents, are devastated by her accident. They provide
unwavering emotional and practical support, attending her therapy sessions, managing medical
bills, and trying to keep her spirits up. They experience their own grief and fear but remain a
constant source of love and encouragement, adapting to the significant changes in their family
life to support Jessica's long and challenging recovery journey.

What does Jessica learn about true friendship through her experience?

Jessica learns that true friendship is about unwavering support, understanding, and acceptance,
even through the most difficult times. She discovers that friends like Fiona and Rosa stick by her,
not just when things are easy, but when she is at her lowest. She learns that true friends don't
pity her but challenge her to grow, offering different forms of strength and perspective.

How does the community's response impact Jessica's journey?

The community's response, particularly the fundraising efforts by the track team and local
businesses, significantly impacts Jessica's journey by providing both financial and emotional
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support. This outpouring of generosity and care makes her feel valued and not forgotten. It gives
her tangible hope for a running prosthetic, motivating her to work harder in therapy and
reminding her that she is part of a larger, caring network.

What is the significance of the "phantom limb" sensation Jessica experiences?

The "phantom limb" sensation is significant as it highlights the complex psychological and
physiological impact of amputation. For Jessica, it's a constant, painful reminder of what she has
lost, making it difficult to accept her new reality. It symbolizes the lingering presence of her old
self and her old life, even as she tries to move forward, underscoring the depth of her trauma
and the challenge of adapting.

What practical lessons can readers take away from Jessica's story?

Readers can take away several practical lessons, including the importance of perseverance in the
face of adversity, the power of a strong support system, and the need to redefine goals when
circumstances change. Jessica's story encourages empathy towards those with disabilities,
highlights the value of small victories, and teaches that self-worth is not tied to physical ability
but to inner strength and spirit.

How does Jessica's attitude towards her prosthetic leg change over time?

Initially, Jessica views her prosthetic leg with disdain, frustration, and a sense of it being an alien,
unwelcome part of her. She struggles with its limitations and the discomfort it causes. Over time,
as she gains strength and confidence, and especially when she considers a running prosthetic,
her attitude shifts. She begins to see it as a tool for independence and a means to pursue new
dreams, accepting it as part of her new self.


