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Ever since Magnolia Stone’s scientist dad left 
Shady Pines to find a new job, Maggie’s been 
stuck in her Gramma’s mobile home with her 
grumpy older brother, Ezra. Now she’s on a 
mission to put her family back together by 

winning the Vitaccino Junior Naturalist Merit 
Award.

 
When Maggie and her best friend, Nate, a 

wannabe YouTube star and alien conspiracy 
theorist, scout out a rare bioluminescent fungus, 

Maggie is certain she’s a shoo-in to win. But 
after animals around town start sprouting 

unusual growths and Ezra develops a bluish glow 
and hacking cough, Maggie wonders what 

they’ve really stumbled onto.
 

As things in Shady Pines become stranger and 
more dangerous, and conversations with her dad 
get complicated, Maggie must use her scientific 
smarts and Nate’s impressive knowledge of all 
things spooky to put things back in order and 

prevent these peculiar glowing mushrooms from 
taking over their home.

The Mutant Mushroom Takeover
Summer Rachel Short. Summer 

lives in North Texas with her 
husband, three kids, plus a very 
fluffy cat and a big white dog. 

Before spinning tales for young 
readers, she once worked as a 

science reporter for her university’s 
newspaper, where she wrote on 
topics like nanotech tweezers, 
poultry farm pollution, and the 
nighttime habits of spiders and 

snakes.
 

She enjoys exploring new places 
with her family, playing tennis, and 

dreaming up ideas for her next 
book.

 
Her debut novel, THE MUTANT 

MUSHROOM TAKEOVER released 
from Simon & Schuster in 2020. 

A sequel, ATTACK OF THE KILLER 
KOMODOS, followed on Sept. 14, 

2021.

While The Mutant 
Mushroom Takeover 
is fictional, a number of 
the details are based on 

real science.
 

Ophiocordyceps 
unilateralis is an 

actual fungus! So are 
bioluminescent fungi!

 

A few other elements of 
the book which are 

based on actual science 
include Humongous 

Fungi (a fungus 
weighing 35,000 tons!), 
dog vomit slime mold 
(it's really, really stinky!), 

and stinkhorn 
mushrooms (also really 

stinky!)

Additionally, trees can 
communicate with each 

other using a vast 
fungal network and 

hive mind exists in 
animals like bees and ants.

 
Be sure to read the 

Author's Note at the end 
of the book to learn more 

about all this real life 
science. 

 



The Mutant Mushroom Takeover 
has themes of curiosity, the 

connections between people and 
nature, and what it means to explore 
and discover the world around us. As 

students discuss possible themes in the 
book, have students look for evidence 

in the story to support the themes.
 

Text-to-Text Connections - Have 
students brainstorm other books they 

have read with similar themes. How are 
they similar? How are they different?

 
Text-to-Self Connections - Have 
students think about a time in their 
lives when their actions have had an 

impact on the environment, positive or 
negative. 

The Mutant Mushroom Takeover

Common Core 
Standards 

(List of standards covered in this guide)
 

3rd Grade: 
ELA RL 3.1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 9; 

W 3.3; SL 3.4
 

4th Grade: 
ELA RL 4.1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 9;

 W 4.3; SL 4.4
 

5th Grade: 
ELA RL 5.1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 9; 

W 5.3; SL 5.4
 

6th Grade: 
ELA RL  6.1, 2, 3, 4, 9; 

W 6.3; SL 6.4
 

7th Grade: 
ELA RL 7. 1, 2, 3, 4; 

W 7.3; SL 7.4

The Mutant 
Mushroom Takeover 
is filled with descriptive 
similes. Can you find 
more similes like this 

one?
 

"Glowing indigo jelly 
trickles down a dead 

log like electric 
blueberry jam"

 

"But science isn't 
always pretty." 

(Ch 33) 
 

What examples can you 
find in the book to 

support this statement?
 

What examples can you 
find in the science 
you've learned to         

support this 
     statement? 

Dig Deeper
 

Have students research the 
following science related 

people, animals, and 
concepts:

 
•Madam Curie
•Wolf spiders

•Bioluminescent fungi
•Hive mind

•Relationship 
between bacteria 

and fungi
 





Why do you think the forest is glowing green and blue? (Ch 1)
 
Why do you think Mags is hesitant to tell Ezra what they are investigating? (Ch 3)
 
Why doesn't Old Man Bell want anyone else in the woods? (Ch 5)
 
Why do you think Ezra's lips look blue? (Ch 6)
 
Why is Mags and Ezra's dad not at home with them?
 
After making observations, it's time to make a hypothesis. What hypothesis does Mags 
make? (Ch 12) What evidence supports her hypothesis?
 
Who do you think the caretaker is? Why? Why does he seem to talk to bugs and trees? 
Do you actually think they listen? (Ch 16)
 
What exciting news does Mags receive in Ch 17?
 
Do you think Mags made the right decision to give Lydia Croft the journal? (Ch 18)
 
During Old Man Bell's service, Mags wonders how things might be different if they'd 
never gone exploring that first night. How do you think they might be different? (Ch 23)
 
What makes Mags realize Lydia is not to be trusted? (Ch 24)
 
Who do you think Mags and Nate should go to for help? What action steps shoud they 
take? (Ch 25)
 
What do they discover has happened to Mac? (Ch 26)
 
What do you think Mags is going to do with the cash she won from the 
Crofts? (Ch 27)
 
What unpretty breakthrough does Mags make in Ch 33? 

The Mutant Mushroom Takeover
by Summer Rachel Short

Reading Response Questions
 

A few ideas for incorporating these questions into your reading of The Mutant Mushroom Takeover...
•Have students keep a journal while they read and answer questions as you read.

•Utilize Think-Pair-Share and discuss these questions throughout the reading.
•Select a couple of questions for students to write a longer written response. This is an opportunity to cite 

evidence in their writing to support their answers.



MY FIELD NOTES
Throughout The Mutant Mushroom Takeover Mags makes field observations about what she 

sees around her. She records her notes and draws pictures of her observations. Now it's your turn! 
 

Explore the world around you and make observations about what you see and notice. Once 
you've recorded your observations, create a Nate style video about the cool things you observed. 

 
When you're finished you can also share your field notes or videos on social media, with 
Summer Rachel Short (Instagram: summerrachelwrites; Twitter: summer_rachel_)

Illustrate what you 
observe here.

Describe what you 
observe here.


