
8TH GRADE SUMMER READING ASSIGNMENT

Book: Refugee by Alan Gratz

Josef is a Jewish boy living in 1930s Nazi Germany. With the threat of concentration camps looming, he and his family board a ship 
bound for the other side of the world… 

Isabel is a Cuban girl in 1994. With riots and unrest plaguing her country, she and her family set out on a raft, hoping to find safety 
in America… 

Mahmoud is a Syrian boy in 2015. With his homeland torn apart by violence and destruction, he and his family begin a long trek 
toward Europe… 

All three kids go on harrowing journeys in search of refuge. All will face unimaginable dangers – from drownings to bombings to 
betrayals. But there is always the hope of tomorrow. And although Josef, Isabel, and Mahmoud are separated by continents and 
decades, shocking connections will tie their stories together in the end.  

 
The entire Middle School student body will be traveling through various points in history to understand the perspective of young 
refugees in three different time periods and settings: 1938 Berlin, 1994 Cuba, and 2015 Syria. This young adult novel, Refugee by 
Alan Gratz, will be referenced throughout the school year – across subject areas and curricula – as students reflect on what it means 
to be human and the triumphs and tragedies throughout history. 

Please select 3 of the 9 Refugee guided questions on the following page to answer on your own device. We will be utilizing your 
responses for a graded activity once you return to school in the fall. 



Refugee Guiding Questions
Question 1: Discuss the reasons that Josef, Isabel, and Mahmoud’s families leave their homes. What are the situations in each of their lives 
that force them to flee? How are their situations similar and how are they different?  

Question 2: What is the theme of this book as expressed through the central characters? What do you feel is the most important idea in 
each of these stories? Provide examples in the plot of each story to support your ideas. 

Question 3: Discuss the personalities of each of these young people: Josef, Isabel, and Mahmoud. In what ways do each of them have to 
take charge of their families’ plights at different parts of their story? Describe the points at which each young person has to act as an adult.  

Question 4: How do the parents in each of these families change in the course of their journeys? Compare the fathers and mothers of 
Josef, Isabel, and Mahmoud, and discuss the ways that events in each story shape their responses to their situation. 

Question 5: Compare the method of travel for each of these refugee families. How does Josef’s sea voyage compare to those of Isabel 
and Mahmoud? What is the most threatening part of each of these voyages and how do those threats create obstacles for the families as 
they travel? 

Question 6: Josef says, “It was like they were invisible…people chose not to see them” (Gratz 18). How does this simple statement reflect 
his experience on the train in Nazi Germany? Why do the people ignore them? Compare his experience to Mahmoud’s when he says, 
“They only see us when we do something they don’t want us to do” (Gratz 214).  

Question 7: Why do you think the author chose to tell these three stories in alternating chapters? What is the effect on the reader of 
moving back-and-forth between the stories from different periods of history? 

Question 8: Who are the helpful people in each of these three journeys? Why do others treat the refugees with meanness and disrespect? 
How do these experiences affect each of the families and lead to the survival of certain family members? 

Question 9: How does the author develop the point of view of each of the characters? What is the impact of seeing how many days each 
character has been away from home at the start of each section? How do the stories of these three children intersect in the end, even though 
they are separated by many years? 



8TH GRADE SUMMER READING ASSIGNMENT

Book: Independent Choice | Assignment: Characterization Chart
Definition: Characterization is the method an author uses to acquaint the reader with the characters. Authors typically reveal the 
personality traits of their characters using the following methods of characterization:  

• Narrator’s Statements: Descriptions of the character’s physical traits and personality (telling) 

• Character’s Own Actions: What the character does (showing) 

• Character’s Own Speech & Thoughts: What the character says (showing) 

• Other Characters’ Actions & reactions to the character (showing)  

• Other Characters’ Speech about, or in response to, the character (showing)  

As you read, please annotate – highlight or write directly in your book – character traits of your protagonist and antagonist:  

• Protagonist: The leading character or one of the major characters in a drama, movie, novel, or other fictional text  

• Antagonist: A person who actively opposes or is hostile to someone or something; an adversary  

After highlighting character traits of the protagonist and antagonist, please complete the following characterization chart with a pen, 
pencil, or the Notability app. 



Book: Independent Choice | Assignment: Characterization Chart
Directions: Choose one or more traits for the protagonist and antagonist. Completely fill in the chart below using the characters’ 
traits. Please refer to the methods of characterization on the previous page.

Trait Evidence from Text Page # Explanation of Evidence
Method of 

Characterization

Character’s Name: 

Trait Evidence from Text Page # Explanation of Evidence
Method of 

Characterization

Character’s Name: 


