
Curriculum coverage

Key questions

• How does the narrator sound?
• What is a refugee?
• What does ‘to belong’ mean?
• What could we do as a country to

help refugees?
• What have you learned about

yourself, others and the world?
• What does the story leave you

thinking?

Themes and cross-curricular links

• History/Geography – Migration and
immigration

• PSHE – Belonging, friendship and courage
• British Values – Tolerance

The Boy at the Back of the Class by Onjali Q. Raúf
Recommended Year Group: Year 5
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Recommended Edition: 9781510105010

Writing outcomes

• A piece of persuasive writing
(sessions 5 and 6) – to persuade
adults

• Free writing as Ahmet (session 7) –
to explore the character’s thoughts
and feelings

• A letter to the Prime Minister
(session 14) – to persuade

• Free writing as the narrator
(session 17) – to explore the
character’s thoughts and feelings

• The next part of the story (session
20) – to entertain

• A news broadcast (session 21) – to
inform

• A speech (session 23) – to persuade
• A news feature (sessions 26–29) –

to inform but with bias
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Unit overview
This six-week unit is a study of Onjali Q. Raúf’s highly acclaimed debut novel, The Boy at the Back of the Class. This sequence of learning will develop 
children’s understanding of the story, characters, themes and language. This understanding is deepened through building the children’s knowledge of 
the social, emotional, historic and geographic context of Syria and other places. There are many opportunities to talk and write persuasively, in support of 
refugees, enhancing the children’s empathy and sympathy with this important issue of our time. The unit teaches reading, including fluency, vocabulary and 
comprehension and meaningful writing, for a range of form, purpose and audience. The teaching of grammar and punctuation is embedded within the analysis 
of the language and structures used to tell the story, with children exploring the effect these might have on readers. The children are taught to apply what they 
have learned to their own writing, making choices to affect their reader’s thoughts and feelings. This learning culminates in a final piece of writing, where the 
children apply all that they have learned to write a newspaper feature on the main characters from the story. This task will give the children an opportunity to 
write in a very formal style. Finally, the end of the book is read, with the children left to consider all that they have learned from this story about themselves, 
others and the world. All extracts, resources, session planning and teaching slides are included within this unit.

Related books for wider reading

• The Journey by Francesca Sanna
• Refugees and Migrants by Ceri Roberts
• I Am Malala by Malala Yousafzai

Essential teaching guidance

• The subject matter of the book means that
the children will hear Ahmet’s harrowing
story as well as stories from real refugees
so you may need to consider if and how
they need to be prepared for these.

• The racism and intolerance towards
refugees in the story will require you to think
through the best approach for your children.

• With this story it is not appropriate to
delve in to any of the issues or draw on
the children’s own experiences until they
have read relevant parts of the story and
connected with it viscerally first. The events
and issues will be tackled as they happen in
the story.

• The book deliberately keeps the gender
of the narrator from us so you will have to
refer to her as ‘they’ or ‘the narrator’ until
this seems to be revealed at the beginning
of Chapter 20.

Spoken language:
• speak audibly and fluently with an increasing command of

Standard English
• give well-structured descriptions, explanations and narratives for

different purposes, including for expressing feelings
• participate in discussions, presentations, performances, role play/

improvisations and debates
• gain, maintain and monitor the interest of the listener(s)
• use spoken language to develop understanding through

speculating, hypothesising, imagining and exploring ideas
• discuss words and phrases that capture the reader’s interest and

imagination
• predict what might happen from details stated and implied
• maintain attention and participate actively in collaborative

conversations, staying on topic and initiating and responding to
comments

• consider and evaluate different viewpoints, attending to and
building on the contributions of others

Reading:
• discuss words and phrases that capture the reader’s interest and

imagination
• predict what might happen from details stated and implied
• check that the text makes sense to them, discuss their

understanding, and explain the meaning of words in context
• retrieve and record information from non-fiction
• draw inferences such as inferring characters’ feelings, thoughts

and motives from their actions, and justify inferences with
evidence

• identify how language, structure, and presentation contribute to
meaning

• articulate and justify answers, arguments and opinions
• identify main ideas drawn from more than one paragraph and

summarise
• ask questions to improve their understanding of a text
• identify themes and conventions in a wide range of books
• read their own writing aloud to a group or the whole class, using

appropriate intonation and controlling the tone and volume so

that the meaning is clear
• participate in discussion about both books that are read to

them and those they can read for themselves, taking turns
and listening to what others say

Grammar, punctuation and spelling:
• use conjunctions, adverbs and prepositions to express time

and cause
• use commas after fronted adverbials
• indicate possession by using the possessive apostrophe with

plural nouns
• use and punctuating direct speech
• use the present perfect form of verbs in contrast to the past

tense

Writing:
• compose and rehearse sentences orally (including dialogue),

progressively building a varied and rich vocabulary and an
increasing range of sentence structures

• assess the effectiveness of their own and others’ writing and
suggest improvements

• discuss writing similar to that which they are planning to
write in order to understand and learn from its structure,
vocabulary and grammar

• discuss and record ideas
• in narratives, create settings, characters and plot
• organise paragraphs around a theme
• propose changes to grammar and vocabulary to improve

consistency, including the accurate use of pronouns in
sentences 

• proofread for spelling and punctuation errors
• in non-narrative material, use simple organisational devices

(for example, headings and sub-headings)



Planning Overview
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Week 3

Objectives and outcomes summary:
This week the children will: 
• understand the arguments for and against allowing 

more unaccompanied child refugees into the country
• plan a persuasive letter
• draft a formal persuasive letter
• edit for clarity and cohesion and to improve the effect 

on the reader

Resources provided:
• Pupil resource – Planning template
• Pupil resource – Sample letter
• Teaching slides to aid discussion

Week 6

Objectives and outcomes summary:
This week the children will: 
• draft, edit and publish a news feature story
• consider how the story ends, and the whole story’s 

impact

Resources provided:
• Teaching slides to aid discussion

Week 1

Objectives and outcomes summary:
This week the children will: 
• develop an understanding of the narrator
• develop empathy for the characters
• understand the characters
• develop an understanding of the experiences of 

refugees
• encourage the reader to sympathise with refugees.

Resources provided:
• Pupil resource – PEE grid
• Pupil resource – Chapter 1 extract
• Pupil resource – Chapter 2 questions
• Pupil resource – Dialogue analysis
• Pupil resource – Letter to a newspaper
• Teaching slides to aid discussion

Week 2

Objectives and outcomes summary:
This week the children will: 
• encourage sympathy with refugees
• empathise with Ahmet
• develop an understanding of Ahmet, his culture and 

motivation
• understand the journey refugees make to escape war 

or violence and relate to the story
• further develop an understanding of Ahmet

Resources provided:
• Pupil resource – Ahmet’s thoughts
• Pupil resource – Similarities and differences
• Pupil resource – Ahmet’s journey
• Teaching slides to aid discussion

Week 4

Objectives and outcomes summary:
This week the children will: 
• develop understanding of the narrator
• decide what to write for the next part of the story
• write in the style of the author 
• edit to improve clarity and effect

Resources provided:
• Pupil resource – Special appeal
• Pupil resource – Emergency plan
• Teaching slides to aid discussion

Week 5

Objectives and outcomes summary:
This week the children will: 
• understand perspective and bias in telling a story
• understand the narrator’s changing feelings and the 

writer’s perspective
• use rhetoric to persuade
• understand the narrator’s thoughts and feelings
• plan a positively biased news feature story

Resources provided:
• Pupil resource – Rhetorical devices
• Pupil resource – Planning template
• Pupil resource – News feature plan
• Teaching slides to aid discussion


