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Introduction: A Story
That Reaches Across
Classroom Desks

In @ world where headlines often emphasize
division and fear, stories that highlight
compassion and understanding become
essential. One such narrative is The Boy At

The Back Of The Class by Onjali Q. Rauf.
This award-winning children's novel has
touched the hearts of readers young and old,
not simply because it is a well-crafted tale,
but because it tackles a deeply human
theme: the power of friendship to overcome
prejudice. The book follows a group of
schoolchildren who befriend a new, quiet
boy—a refugee from a war-torn
country—and decide to help him reunite with
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his family. Through its engaging plot and
relatable characters, the story opens a door
for meaningful conversations about
displacement, empathy, and what it truly
means to belong.

In this article, we will explore the layers of
this remarkable book, its impact on readers,
the real-world issues it addresses, and why it
remains a must-read for classrooms,
families, and anyone seeking a story that
inspires kindness. Whether you are an
educator planning a lesson, a parent looking
for meaningful reading material, or simply a
lover of heartfelt fiction, understanding the
essence of The Boy At The Back Of The
Class can enrich your perspective on the

refugee experience and the bridges that can
be built through simple acts of courage and
friendship.

The Core Plot: A
Synopsis of Kindness in
Action

The story is narrated by a young girl whose
name we never learn. She is a student at a
London primary school. One day, a new boy
arrives in her class. He is quiet, withdrawn,
and sits alone at the back of the room. The
other children notice his differences: he
doesn't speak much, he eats strange food,
and he wears worn-out shoes. But instead of



The Boy At The Back Of The Class

ignoring him or teasing him, the narrator and
her friends—Michael, Tom, and Josie—decide
to reach out. They learn that the boy's name
is Ahmet, and he is a refugee from Syria. He
was separated from his family during their
escape.

What begins as simple curiosity transforms
into a determined mission. The children
come up with a bold plan to help Ahmet find
his parents. Their journey takes them from
the schoolyard to the highest levels of
power, including an encounter with the
Queen of England. The plot is fast-paced,
filled with humor and heart, yet it never
shies away from the harsh realities that
refugees face. The beauty of The Boy At

The Back Of The Class lies in its ability to
present a serious topic in a way that is
accessible and inspiring without being
overwhelming.

Key Characters That Drive the
Message

The Narrator - She is observant, kind, and
determined. Her voice is authentic,
capturing the curiosity and innocence of a
child. She represents the idea that anyone
can make a difference, regardless of age.

Ahmet - The boy at the back of the class.
He is portrayed with dignity and depth. His
silence is not weakness; it is the result of
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trauma and loss. As the story unfolds, his
resilience and hope shine through.

Michael, Tom, and Josie - The loyal
friends who join the narrator. Each brings
unique strengths: Michael is the planner,
Tom is the brave one, and Josie is the
empathetic anchor. Together they show that
teamwork can achieve the impossible.

Adults in the Story - Teachers, parents,
and the Queen all play roles that reflect
varying attitudes toward refugees. Some are
skeptical, some are helpful, but ultimately,
the children's determination influences the
adults around them.

Why This Book Matters:
The Refugee Experience
Explained Simply

One of the greatest strengths of The Boy At
The Back Of The Class is its ability to
humanize a global crisis. For many children
(and adults), the term "refugee" can feel
abstract—a statistic in the news. This story
turns that abstraction into a real, relatable
person. Ahmet is not a label; he is a boy who
loves his family, misses his home, and wants
to play football like any other child.

The book gently educates readers about the
reasons people flee their countries: war,
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persecution, and danger. It explains the
dangerous journeys refugees often take and
the challenges they face when settling in a
new land. Crucially, it does so without
graphic details that could frighten younger
readers. Instead, it uses Ahmet's personal
story to foster understanding and
compassion.

Building Empathy Through
Narrative

Empathy is often described as the ability to
put oneself in another's shoes. This novel
does exactly that by inviting readers into
Ahmet's world. The narrator and her friends
learn about Ahmet's favorite food (dried

apricots), his memories of his grandmother,
and his deep love for his parents. These
small details make Ahmet fully human in the
reader's eyes. As the children devise their
plan to help Ahmet, readers are encouraged
to ask themselves: What would | do if | were
in their place?

The story also addresses the fear and
misunderstanding that can arise when
encountering someone different. Some
characters in the book initially view Ahmet
with suspicion; but through friendship, those
barriers break down. This is a powerful
lesson for readers of all ages: fear of the
unknown often fades when we take the time
to know someone as an individual.
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The Boy At The Back Of The Class is rich
with themes that are both timely and
timeless. Here are some of the most
prominent:

e Friendship and Inclusion - The
central theme. The children's
willingness to befriend a lonely,
frightened boy shows that inclusion
starts with simple gestures: a smile, a
shared lunch, a kind word.

e Bravery and Activism - The
children's plan to meet the Queen is

incredibly bold. Their courage reminds
readers that even small people can
take big actions for a just cause.
Family and Belonging - Ahmet's
quest to be reunited with his family
drives the plot. The story underscores
the fundamental human need to be
with loved ones and to feel safe.

The Power of Storytelling - The
narrator recounts how stories have
helped Ahmet cope. Storytelling
becomes a bridge between cultures
and a tool for healing.

Challenging Prejudice - The book
subtly critiques xenophobia and
racism. It shows that negative
attitudes are often based on
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ignorance, and that knowledge and
friendship can combat them.

Real-World Connections:
Refugees in the News and in Our
Communities

While the book is fiction, it is firmly
grounded in reality. Since the Syrian civil
war began in 2011, millions of people have
been displaced. Many have sought refuge in
countries around the world, including the
United Kingdom. The Boy At The Back Of
The Class provides a gentle entry point for
discussing these contemporary events with
children. It encourages readers to think
about how refugees are treated and what

can be done to help newcomers feel
welcome in schools and neighborhoods.

Educators and parents have used this book
as a springboard for discussions about
kindness, resilience, and global citizenship.
Many schools have organized activities
inspired by the story, such as writing letters
to refugee support organizations, creating
welcome packs for new students, or learning
about the cultures of refugees in their area.
The book has also been adapted into a stage
play, further broadening its reach and
impact.
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Accessibility: Why It
Resonates

Onjali Q. Rauf writes in a straightforward,
conversational style that appeals to middle-
grade readers (ages 8-12). The chapters are
short, the humor is gentle, and the dialogue
feels natural. Yet the simplicity of the
language does not diminish the depth of the
subject. The author masterfully balances
lighthearted moments with serious ones,
ensuring that readers are engaged without
being overwhelmed.

Moreover, the book is notable for its
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backgrounds appear, and their differences
are celebrated. The story also incorporates
elements of British culture (like the Queen
and the Royal Family) that add a sense of
whimsy while remaining grounded in reality.
This blend of real-world issues with childlike
optimism is what makes The Boy At The
Back Of The Class so effective as both
literature and a tool for social-emotional
learning.

Educational and Emotional Impact

Teachers often report that reading this book
sparks deep conversations among students.
Children ask questions about war, migration,
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and fairness. They express concern for
Ahmet and want to find ways to help
refugees in their own communities. The book
also provides a safe framework for children
who may have experienced displacement
themselves to share their stories if they
choose.

The emotional impact of the novel is
profound. Many readers (both children and
adults) have described crying during certain
scenes—especially the moments of reunion
and kindness. This emotional engagement is
crucial because it creates lasting memories
and learning. When we feel for a character,
we are more likely to internalize the lessons
of empathy and courage.

Comparative Works and
Broader Significance

While The Boy At The Back Of The Class
stands out for its charm and accessibility, it
is part of a growing body of children's
literature that addresses migration and
displacement. Works like The Journey by
Francesca Sanna, Refugee by Alan Gratz,
and Hello, Universe by Erin Entrada Kelly
also tackle these themes. However, Rauf's
novel is unique in that it is narrated by a
child who is not the refugee, but rather a
friend. This perspective encourages readers
to see themselves as potential allies.
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The book has won numerous awards,
including the Blue Peter Book Award and the
Waterstones Children's Book Prize. It has
been translated into multiple languages,
reaching children worldwide. Its success is a
testament to the universal desire for stories
that highlight hope and human connection,
especially in a time of global uncertainty.

Practical Tips for Using
This Book at Home or
in the Classroom

If you are an educator or parent looking to
share The Boy At The Back Of The Class,
consider these strategies:

1. Read Aloud Together - Reading the

story aloud allows for discussion in real
time. Pause after key events to ask
questions like, "How do you think
Ahmet feels right now?" or "What
would you do if you were the
narrator?"

. Connect to Current Events - Use

age-appropriate news articles or
videos to help children understand the
real situation refugees face.
Emphasize the human stories rather
than statistics.

. Encourage Creative Projects - Have

children write a diary entry from
Ahmet's point of view, draw a map of
his journey, or create a "welcome
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country.

4. Discuss Ethical Questions - What
does it mean to be a good friend?
What responsibilities do we have to
people who are suffering? Is it ever
okay to break rules to help someone?
These questions deepen critical
thinking.

5. Promote Action - Research local
charities that support refugees and
organize a fundraising event or a
donation drive. Show children that
their empathy can translate into real-
world help.

Echo of a Small Act of
Kindness

The Boy At The Back Of The Class is far
more than a children's book. It is a gentle
but powerful reminder that every single
person has the capacity to make a
difference. Through the eyes of a group of
determined friends, we learn that courage is
not about being the biggest or the strongest;
it is about being willing to step toward
someone who is lonely or afraid. Ahmet's
story—and the story of the children who
stood by him—echoes far beyond the final
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The book encourages us to ask ourselves:
Who is sitting at the back of our classroom,
our workplace, or our community, waiting for
a hand of friendship? And what would
happen if we offered that hand without
hesitation? In a world that can often seem
divided, stories like this one build bridges.
They teach children (and adults) that

kindness is a superpower, and that even the
most impossible-seeming plans can be
achieved when we work together.

Whether you are reading it for the first time
or returning to it as a familiar favorite, The
Boy At The Back Of The Class leaves a
lasting impression—one of hope, empathy,
and the belief that every child deserves a
place where they are safe, loved, and truly
welcomed.



