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Key words2

Warmer 1

Fill the gaps in the sentences using these key words from the text. The paragraph numbers are given to 
help you.

1. If weather is ______________________ cold, it is absolutely freezing. (para 1)

2. A ______________________ is someone who leaves their country, especially during a war. (para 1)

3. If you feel ______________________, you feel that you do not belong in a particular society, place or group. 
(para 5)

4. ______________________ is a game in which you can only use actions or movements to help the other 
players to guess a word or phrase. (para 7)

5. If you ______________________ on a computer, you look for information on the internet. (para 8)

6. ______________________ is a term for weapons in general. (para 8)

7. If you ______________________ an event, you consider it with everything relating to it in order to understand 
it better. (para 8)

8. ______________________ is the broken pieces of stone and brick from buildings that have been destroyed. 
(para 9)

9. A ______________________ is something that gives people a reason to love one another or feel they have a 
duty to one another. (para 10)

10. When people ______________________, they escape from a dangerous situation or place very quickly. (para 11)

 flee bitterly refugee weaponry rubble
alienated browse bond charades contextualize

Find the following information in the text as quickly as possible.

1. Where is Edmonton?

2. When was his book officially released?

3. How old is Abu Bakr?

4. How old was he when his family moved from Iraq to Syria?

5. When did Abu Bakr tell stories of his childhood to his teacher?

6. Which Syrian city did Abu Bakr live in?

Find the information3

Imagine you are going to write your life story. Which three of these things would be the most important 
parts of your story and why?

• school / work

• family

• friends

• home town

• travel

• interests
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The Syrian boy who wrote his  
life story – with the help of his  
Canadian teacher
Ashifa Kassam 
12 May, 2018

1 When Abu Bakr al-Rabeeah and his family 
arrived from Syria in the Canadian city of 
Edmonton, he had a long to-do list: English 
lessons, learning how to live in the long, bitterly 
cold winters and how to travel around his strange 
new home. But the teenager had a secret dream, 
which he told a teacher about. One day, he would 
tell his story, to show that his family were not just 
refugees, defined by the war they had survived. 

2 Eight months later, he became a published 
author. His book, Homes: A Refugee Story, 
was officially released on 12 May, 2018 by an 
Edmonton book publisher. “It’s unbelievable, to 
be honest,” says Abu Bakr, 17. “I can’t believe it.” 

3 The book describes his experience of growing up 
in the Middle East. He was nine when his family 
moved from Iraq to Syria. A year later, civil war 
broke out in Syria and his memories are a mixture 
of being surrounded by family and playing video 
games with the horror of car bombings, attacks 
on schools and late-night explosions.

4 “I really want people to know what’s happening 
back home,” says Abu Bakr. “Not just about the 
war – we also had some good times with family 
and friends. Even in the hard times, we had some 
good memories.”

5 He wrote the book with Winnie Yeung, the 
schoolteacher with whom he first shared his 
dream. Initially, they planned a short presentation 
for his classmates. “I could tell he was feeling 
quite alienated,” says Yeung. “He was saying that 
his fellow classmates really had no idea where 
Syria is or what’s going on in the Middle East. 
They were asking him: ‘Do you have chairs in 
classrooms there?’”

6 With permission from his parents, they started 
work. Using the few English words he knew 
at the time, Abu Bakr began sharing all he 
could remember of his childhood. Yeung soon 
realized that their project was bigger than a class 
presentation. “I wanted to write it out as a story 
so I could put it in his hands and say: ‘This is your 
life, you can move on from this,’” she says. “This 
is part of a really important past and you should 
be proud of living this life and living it so well.”

7 During lunch hours and after lessons, Yeung 
wrote notes as Abu Bakr told the story of his 
childhood. They had to be creative because of 
the language barrier between them. “There was a 
lot of charades and miming,” says Yeung. “I got a 
lot of things wrong, we misunderstood each other 
quite a bit. It took so long to get the stories right.”

8 They looked up events on YouTube and news 
websites, transporting Abu Bakr back to the 
streets of Homs through Google Earth’s street 
view. They spent hours browsing through 
mobile-phone photos, selfies and online images, 
trying to identify key details. “Especially with 
the weaponry, Abu Bakr didn’t know the English 
words or even the Arabic,” she says. Yeung, who 
learned “the most basic” Arabic, also spent hours 
interviewing his family in order to contextualize 
his experience. 

9 At times, the stories pouring out of Abu Bakr, a 
young man with an easy smile and warm laugh, 
left her in shock. The horrors of war were a large 
part of his childhood memories: flying homemade 
kites among the rubble of destroyed buildings, 
playing with bullet casings he found on the street. 
“It was so matter of fact for him, so normal.” 

10 His story, she realized, was not just one of living 
through a war but also of the deep bonds that 
sustained his family through their difficult journey. 
For Abu Bakr, the book helped him to find his 
place in his new home, improve his English and 
meet residents from across the city.

11 He hopes the book will help keep attention on the 
crisis in the Middle East and offer the personal 
experience of one refugee at a time when the 
number of people fleeing war and persecution is 
higher than ever. “I really hope people will read 
my story and enjoy it,” he said. “And I hope they 
will get the main idea of it – how hard it is leaving 
home and how hard it is living in a civil war.” 
© Guardian News and Media 2018
First published in The Guardian, 12/05/18
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Comprehension check4

Find the word5
Find the following words and phrases in the text.

1. a three-word noun phrase meaning all the things you have to do during a particular period of time (para 1)

2. a two-word noun phrase meaning a war fought between different groups inside the same country (para 3) 

3. a two-word phrasal verb meaning start (para 3)

4. an adverb meaning at first (para 5) 

5. a two-word noun phrase meaning a situation where people cannot communicate easily because they don’t 
have a common language (para 7) 

6. a two-word phrasal verb meaning tell someone everything you are thinking or feeling (para 9)

7. a three-word adjectival phrase meaning showing no emotion (para 9)

8. a noun meaning extremely bad treatment of people, especially because of their race, religion or political beliefs 
(para 11)

Are these statements true (T) or false (F) according to the text?

1. Abu Bakr wanted to write the book to tell people about his experience of growing up in the Middle East.

2. His teacher wanted him to make a short presentation for a TV station.

3. Winnie Yeung is fluent in Arabic.

4. Abu Bakr was ten when the civil war started in Syria.

5. Abu Bakr knew the Arabic words for weapons but not the English words.

6. The book has helped him to improve his English.

Prepositions6
Complete the phrases from the text using these prepositions.

1. share something ____________ someone

2. an attack ____________ something

3. browse ____________ photos, selfies and online images

4. leave someone ____________ shock

5. the story ____________ someone’s childhood

6. live ____________ a war

 through (x 2) of on with in
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Complete the table using words from the text.

• Which do you find more interesting and why? 
 o the true stories of people’s lives and experiences

 o fiction novels 

• Would you like to read Abu Bakr’s book? Why? Why not?

Word-building7

Discussion8

verb noun

1. publish (profession)

2. explode

3. persecute

4. permit

verb adjective

5. create

6. believe (negative)
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KEY

2 Key words

1. bitterly 
2. refugee
3. alienated 
4. charades 
5. browse 
6. weaponry
7. contextualize
8. rubble 
9. bond 
10. flee 

3 Find the information

1. Canada
2. 12 May, 2018
3. 17
4. nine
5. during lunch hours and after school
6. Homs

4 Comprehension check

1. T
2. F
3. F
4. T
5. F
6. T

5 Find the word

1. to-do list
2. civil war
3. break out
4. initially
5. language barrier
6. pour out
7. matter of fact
8. persecution

6 Prepositions

1. with
2. on
3. through
4. in
5. of
6. through

7 Word-building

1. publisher
2. explosion
3. persecution
4. permission
5. creative
6. unbelievable


