
 
 

 

 
 
In Search of Safety 

This content includes real traumas and triumphs 
 of lived experiences of the communities studied;  

it is recommended that educators know the  
learners and the preparation they require  

prior to accessing the material. 

 
 

Teacher: Date: Period: Location: 

Course and Section: 
Grades 9-12: English, 
Geography, 
Anth/Soc/Psych 

Unit: 

Lesson Title: Book Club – 4 Non-Fiction options Number of periods: 
  Unit Plan 

Curriculum Overall Expectations 

 

Learning Goals 

Students read, summarize and prepare discussion questions for a Non-Fiction novel study, 
either individually, or in groups. 
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Prior Knowledge Vocabulary & Specific 
Terminology 

 
  

Instruction Strategies Assessment Strategies 
C-conversation O-observation P-
Product F-formative S-summative 

·   

Time Lesson Sequence 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Part One 
 
Full Book Study with Chapter Discussion Questions included below for 
the Non-Fiction Text: We Have Always Been Here by Samra Habib 
 

This book, or any of the others listed below (or another choice by the 
Educator) can also be done as a class mentor text for an English 
class.  
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Part Two 
 
Following the Book Study as a class, students will pick their own 
book to study (either from below, from an educator list, or seek out 
their own Non-Fiction text and get approval from the educator).  

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Part Three: Consolidation of Learning 
 
Students will work individually or in groups/clubs to write synopsis 
and develop discussion questions that can be used in a book club. 
 

Universal Design 
Modifications (For all) 

Specified IEP Accommodations Resources 

• Background 
knowledge should 
be activated 
before the text is 
given.  

• Please note that 
the synopsis is for 
the educator and 
not the students 

 
 

 

Educator’s Lesson Reflections 

Modifications for other courses 
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We Have Always Been Here (Non-Fiction/Memoir) 
 
Author: Samra Habib  
 

 
 
Synopsis: 
 
Growing up in Lahore, Pakistan, Samra Habib is taught to hide her Ahmadi identity, as members 
of this sect are often the victims of violent hate crimes. Samra's environment is highly influenced 
by patriarchy and sexism. 
 
Eventually, she and her family flee to Canada where Samra suffers as a victim of racism and 
bullying at school. Pressure mounts as she feels a sense of responsibility for her family and 
becomes her parents’ language interpreter. She also helps her mother with her ESL homework.   
 
At age 13, Samra learns that her parents have arranged for her to be married to a cousin. This has 
been done without her knowledge or consent.   
 
Her cousin Nasir is controlling and abusive. Samra leaves the domestic violence by running away 
with a male classmate she is dating. They eventually marry and becomes estranged from her 
family. After separating from her husband, Samra travels to Japan where she begins to explore 
her sexuality. 
 
Through her friends, first at school and then at work, Samra is introduced to the queer community. 
She begins to explore her identity and her interests in art, fashion, and creativity. Samra begins to 
identify as queer and eventually wants to explore relationships with women.  
 
Upon returning home, Samra starts a relationship with a polyamorous and bisexual man named 
Alex. Through Alex, she learns more about herself and the queer community. They travel a lot 
together and she has her first sexual experience with a woman. By the end of their relationship, 
Samra is fully comfortable in her queer identity. She eventually reconnects with her faith through 

Content warning:  This novel contains content and themes 
regarding sexuality, sexual abuse, domestic violence, and 
suicide.   
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an LGBTQ+ friendly Mosque. 
Over time, Samra gradually reconnects with her family and rebuilds her relationship with her 
parents. After many years, she finally comes out to them, and they are surprisingly supportive and 
loving.  
 
She works on a photography project that gains international attention. She publishes several 
articles and is often invited to speaking engagements on topics of race, Islamophobia, the concept 
of community, and spirituality.  
 
Samra embraces her intersectional identity and challenges normative stereotypes on multiple 
fronts. Now able to be her authentic self and an important voice in various social justice 
movements, Samra's intersectional identity has become the safe home she always wanted as a 
child. 
 
We Have Always Been Here   
Discussion Questions: 
 
Chapter One 

1. Why do you think the author was fascinated by the woman with the shaved head in the 
market?   

 
2. Why do you think the father wanted his son’s hair cut short when he had long hair as a 

younger man? What does this say about being a father/parent? 
 

3. Paint a picture of what Lahore was like when the author lived there. This can be done with 
words, or a drawing, model or collage. 

 
4. What do you think Samra liked best about life in Lahore? Can you make any connections 

between her experiences and your own childhood? Use a Venn Diagram to show the 
differences and similarities between the experiences. 

 
Chapter Two 

1. Why was Samra forbidden to see her friend Sonia? Was this the right way for her parents 
to respond to this situation? What would have been a better solution? 

 
2. How did Samra’s family respond to the fighting in Lahore? What did they do?   

 
 

3. The birthday party continued despite the rioting out in the streets. Was this the right thing to 
do?  Support your answer.   

 
4. Samra states that her parents taught her to “keep being Ahmadi a secret”. What 

implications would this have on her?  And on her family? 
 

5. When the family was leaving, Samra writes “I thought about how much I would miss 
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Pakistan”. What do you imagine she would miss the most? Do you think someone in this 
situation would be thinking about moving to their new home?  What might they be worried 
about?   

 
Chapter Three 

1. Describe how Samra felt when she arrived in Canada. 
 

2. Who did Samra’s family live with when they arrived? Was this helpful? Support your 
answer.   

 
3. Was life in Toronto the same or different as life back home for Samra? Support your 

answer with details and examples. Use a Venn diagram to compare similarities and 
differences between Toronto and Lahore. Can you make any connections with this 
situation (either with yourself, someone in or your family, or someone you know)?. 

 
4. What happened when Samra started school?  Provide details. 

 
Extension: Interview someone who moved to Canada.  Record and write some of their 
experiences.   
 
 
Chapter Four 

1. Why do you think Nasir gives Samra the letter, even though he isn’t supposed to?   
  

2. What is Samra’s reaction?   
 

3. How does Samra and Nasir’s relationship develop throughout the chapter? 
 

4. What happens to Samra, in the summer, as she works at her part-time job?  
 

5.  How does looking for clothes affect Samra’s feelings about herself and her identity? 
 

6. Describe what happens at Nicole’s party.   
 

7. After her wedding, Samra writes that her mother had told her “the fact that [you] didn’t 
resist was an indication that [you] were okay with the arrangement”. Do you agree with this 
statement? Was this a fair thing for her mother to tell her?   

 
Chapter Five 

1. Samra states that she never saw her parents exchange any affection in their marriage.  
What affect did this have on her?   

 
2. “There were limitations to how much I could pursue an individual identity, because my 

identity had already been decided for me.”  Explain what the author means by this quote.   
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3. How did Samra find refuge? What activities make you feel better when you’re feeling 
stressed or anxious? What are some healthy strategies people can develop to deal with 
stress and anxiety? 

 
4. What is Samra’s father’s reaction at the parent-teacher interviews? What impact would this 

have on a child? 
 

5. When describing her relationship with Peter, the author says: “I have always been drawn to 
loners”.  Why do you think this might be? 

 
Extension: Compare Samra’s experience when she leaves home and moves in with Peter to 
when she escapes from Lahore and moves to Canada. What similarities are there?    
 
Chapter Six 

1. How does Samra feel when she first moves in with Peter?  How does this change over the 
course of the chapter? 

 
2. How did going to university change how Samra saw herself?  Her family?  Her life? 

 
3. In this chapter Samra reflects on her mother’s beauty salon in Pakistan.  Explain how the 

salon was more than just a place for women to get their hair and makeup done.   
 
 
Chapter Seven 

1. Explain what Samra’s experiences were like when she worked for the car company’s 
publication. What hole was this filling for her?  
 

2. Can friends become family?  Defend your answer.   
 

3. In this chapter, Samra and Peter break up.  What good came out of their relationship?  
What good came out of them ending their marriage? 

 
Chapters Eight and Nine 

1. What does Samra discover while travelling through Japan?   
 

2. Why do you think she had to travel halfway around the world to discover this about herself? 
 
Chapter Ten 

1. In this chapter, Samra revisits the Mosque and Islam. What do you think she feels she is 
missing? 

 
2. The author says she ‘feels invisible’. Why does she feel this way? What are some other 

populations that might feel invisible? 
 

3. Why did Samra invite some of her romantic partners to Mosque with her? 
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4. In this chapter, Samra starts exploring photography. Why does she do this? What does this 

medium do for her and her sense of self?  
 
Extension:  What role has art played in your own healing and/or growth? 
 
 
Chapter Eleven and Twelve 

1. What does Samra’s mother mean when she says, “This is Canada”?  
 

2. Are neighbourhoods in your city/area similar or different to what Samra describes at the 
beginning of the chapter?   

 
3. Her father tells her “Whatever you do, we will support you.”  How have the parents 

changed since the beginning of the story? Why do you think this has happened? 
 

4. Samra writes “I’ve always been obsessed with home.” Why do you think this is?   
 

5. Can someone create/experience home even after they have left their ‘homeland’?   
 

6. Why was Samra afraid to go to therapy? 
 

7. By the end of this chapter, we learn her parents live in Toronto’s Gay Village. Why is this 
an example of irony? 

 
8. What role does the photography project continue to play in Samra’s life? Why do you think 

this is?   
 

9. What has Samra Habib’s contribution been to the Queer, Muslim and Queer/Muslim 
communities? 

 
Themes and ideas  
 
What does intersectionality mean?  How does it relate to this novel? 
 
Refugee (Historical Fiction/YA Novel) 
 
Author: Alan Gratz  
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Synopsis: 
 
Refugee follows the stories of three different children and their families, each attempting to flee 
their violent homelands, in different regions of the world and during different decades. Josef and 
his family flee Nazi Germany in 1938; Isabel and her family flee Cuba in 1994; and Mahmoud and 
his family flee Syria in 2015. 
 
Josef Landau is a twelve-year-old boy living in Berlin. In 1938, his home is raided by Nazi storm 
troopers, and his father is taken to the Dachau concentration camp. Six months later, his mother 
receives a telegram that her husband has been released, but the family must leave Germany 
immediately. Josef, his sister Ruth, and his mother all travel to Hamburg to board a ship that will 
take them to Cuba. When Josef’s father is reunited with his family, they notice that Dachau has 
changed him: he is paranoid and very thin.  

 
Isabel Fernandez is an eleven-year-old girl who lives just outside Havana in 1994. After the fall of 
the Soviet Union, Cuba has become inhospitable for most of its citizens under the regime of Fidel 
Castro. Isabel’s best friend and neighbour, Iván, is building a small boat with his father so that his 
family can flee to America. After a riot in Havana, Isabel’s family decides that they should also 
leave Cuba immediately. Isabel trades her trumpet to a fisherman for gasoline, paying her family’s 
way onto Iván’s family’s boat. Lito, Isabel’s grandfather, also joins them.  

Mahmoud Bishara is a twelve-year-old boy who lives in Aleppo, Syria in 2015. For the last few 
years, there has been a war in his country between the Syrian government, rebels, the Soviets, 
the United States and several other factions. After Mahmoud’s home is destroyed, his brother 
Waleed, sister Hana, and his parents drive to the border of Turkey, hoping to escape. Mahmoud’s 
father tells them that Germany is accepting Syrian refugees and if they can get to Greece, they will 
be able to travel within the European Union to reach Germany. After a violent conflict between the 
rebels and the Syrian government, Mahmoud and his family walk to the Turkish border. 
Mahmoud’s father arranges for a smuggler to take them to the island of Lesbos, in Greece. The 
smuggler’s raft is destroyed by rocks as they cross the Mediterranean. Mahmoud hands his sister, 
Hana, to another passing raft of refugees, knowing that his mother cannot hold her and swim.  

Content warning: Antisemitism, PTSD, assault, attempted 
suicide, home invasion, war themes, refugee experience and 
displacement 
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Excellent week by week, chapter by chapter lessons, activities, ideas, discussion questions all 
here: https://sd57.libguides.com/c.php?g=706720&p=5037620 

 

Nowhere Boy 

Author: Katherine Marsh 

 

Synopsis:   

Fourteen-year-old Ahmed fled a life of uncertainty and suffering in Syria, only to lose his father on 
the perilous journey to the shores of Europe. Thirteen-year-old Max never wanted to move from 
America to Brussels, Belgium and continue his life of failure, this time at a French-speaking 
school. But with one startling discovery, Max and Ahmed’s worlds collide, changing everything 
they know about heroism, hope, and love. 

 

Rich chapter by chapter guiding and discussion questions, full educators guide for educators and 
classes here: 

http://www.mackidsschoolandlibrary.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Nowhere-Boy-Guide-1.pdf 

Content Warning: themes of racism, fear of foreigners, 
terrorism, and global politics through the lens of 13-year-old 
American Max's and 14-year-old Syrian Ahmed's 
experiences. Big topics like fear of deportation, grieving loved 
ones lost because of war. 

https://sd57.libguides.com/c.php?g=706720&p=5037620
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a long way gone- memoirs of a boy soldier 
 
Author:  Ishmael Beah 

 

 
 
 

Synopsis: 
 

A Long Way Gone is the true story of Ishmael Beah, who becomes an unwilling boy soldier during 
a civil war in Sierra Leone. When he is twelve years old, Beah's village is attacked while he is 
away performing in a rap group with friends. Among the confusion, violence, and uncertainty of the 
war, Ishmael, his brother, and his friends wander from village to village in search of food and 
shelter. Their day-to-day existence is a struggle of survival, and the boys find themselves 
committing acts they would never have believed themselves capable of, such as stealing food 
from children. 

Eventually, Ishmael is conscripted as a soldier by the army, and he becomes the very thing he 
feared: a killing machine capable of horrible violence. The army becomes his family, and he is 
brainwashed into believing that each rebel death may avenge his own family's slaughter. The boy 
soldiers become addicted to cocaine, marijuana, and "brown-brown," which give them the courage 
to fight and the ability to repress their emotions in times of war. Ishmael continues to soldier 
fiercely until his Lieutenant turns the boy soldiers over to UNICEF. 

Ishmael is taken to a rehabilitation center, where he struggles to understand his past and to 
imagine a future. The love and compassion he finds at the center from a nurse named Esther 
opens up an understanding and forgiveness within himself. Ishmael is welcomed by his extended 
family in Freetown and is again saved by their support and kindness. 
 

Content warning:  This novel contains content and themes 
violence, sexual violence, child abuse and suicide.   


