
city of orphans discussion guide
City of Orphans Discussion Guide: The novel "City of Orphans" by Avi transports readers
to 1893 New York City, where a young boy named Maks is determined to find his missing
sister amidst the struggles of the orphaned and impoverished. This discussion guide aims
to delve deeper into the themes, characters, and historical context of the book, fostering a
comprehensive understanding and stimulating thoughtful conversation among readers.

Overview of the Novel

"City of Orphans" is a historical novel that captures the essence of life for orphans in the
bustling streets of New York City. The story follows Maks, a tough yet tender-hearted boy
who navigates the challenges of being an orphan. The narrative intertwines history,
adventure, and social issues, providing a vivid portrayal of the struggles faced by children
in poverty during the late 19th century.

Key Themes

1. Survival and Resilience:
- The novel emphasizes the struggle for survival in a hostile environment. Maks and his
friends embody resilience as they face various adversities.
- Discuss how the characters' experiences reflect the broader theme of survival in urban
settings.

2. Friendship and Loyalty:
- The bonds formed between orphaned children are central to the story.
- Examine the significance of friendships in providing emotional support and a sense of
belonging.

3. Social Injustice:
- The book highlights the plight of orphans and the societal indifference towards them.
- Analyze how Avi portrays social injustice and its impact on the characters' lives.

4. Family and Belonging:
- The search for family drives the narrative. Maks's quest to find his sister illustrates the
deep yearning for familial connections.
- Explore how the concept of family is redefined in the context of the orphaned community.

Character Analysis

1. Maks:
- Discuss Maks's character development throughout the story. What are his motivations,
and how do his experiences shape him?



- How does Maks's determination to find his sister reflect his inner strength?

2. Willa:
- Examine Willa's role in the narrative. How does she support Maks, and what does she
represent in terms of friendship and loyalty?
- Consider her background and how it informs her actions and decisions.

3. The Orphan Community:
- The group of orphans plays a vital role in the story. Discuss the dynamics of this
community and how they support each other.
- Who are some of the notable characters within this group, and what contributions do
they make to the story?

Historical Context

Understanding the historical backdrop of "City of Orphans" adds depth to the reading
experience. The late 19th century was a time of significant change in America, marked by
urbanization, immigration, and social upheaval.

1. Immigration and Urban Life:
- Discuss the impact of immigration on New York City during this period. How does the
influx of immigrants influence the characters and their experiences?
- Consider the contrasts between the lives of immigrants and those of native-born citizens.

2. Child Labor and Poverty:
- Analyze the prevalence of child labor and the economic conditions that lead children like
Maks to fend for themselves.
- What does the novel reveal about societal attitudes towards poverty and child welfare
during this era?

Discussion Questions

To facilitate deeper engagement with the text, consider the following discussion questions:

1. Character Motivations:
- What drives Maks to keep searching for his sister, even when faced with significant
obstacles?
- How do the motivations of secondary characters enhance or complicate Maks's journey?

2. The Nature of Friendship:
- In what ways do the friendships formed among the orphans reflect the larger themes of
loyalty and support?
- Can you identify pivotal moments in the novel where friendship plays a critical role in the
characters' decisions?

3. Themes of Family:
- How does the definition of family shift throughout the story? What does it mean for Maks



and his friends to create a family among themselves?
- Discuss the significance of blood relations versus chosen family in the context of the
book.

4. Social Critique:
- How does Avi use the story to critique society's treatment of orphans and impoverished
children?
- What parallels can be drawn between the challenges faced by the characters in the novel
and contemporary social issues?

5. Resilience in Adversity:
- How do the characters demonstrate resilience in the face of adversity? Provide specific
examples from the text.
- What lessons can be learned from their experiences that are applicable to real-life
situations?

Activities to Enhance Understanding

Engaging with "City of Orphans" can be further enriched through various activities:

1. Historical Research Project:
- Assign students to research the historical context of New York City during the late 19th
century, focusing on immigration, child labor, and social reforms.

2. Character Journals:
- Have readers keep journals from the perspective of different characters. This activity
encourages empathy and a deeper understanding of character motivations.

3. Group Debates:
- Organize debates on themes such as the role of society in supporting orphans or the
nature of family. This fosters critical thinking and articulate discussion.

4. Creative Writing:
- Encourage readers to write alternative endings or side stories for the characters. This
allows them to explore the narrative creatively and develop their storytelling skills.

5. Thematic Art Projects:
- Invite participants to create visual representations of key themes in the book, such as
resilience, friendship, or social injustice. This can be a powerful way to express
understanding of the text.

Conclusion

The City of Orphans Discussion Guide aims to enrich readers' experience of Avi’s
compelling narrative. By exploring key themes, analyzing characters, and understanding
the historical context, participants can engage in meaningful conversations about the



challenges faced by orphans and the enduring human spirit. Through discussion questions
and creative activities, readers are encouraged to reflect on their own lives and the
importance of community, family, and resilience. "City of Orphans" serves not only as a
captivating story but also as a powerful reminder of the importance of compassion and
social responsibility towards those in need.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in the 'City of
Orphans' discussion guide?
The main themes include resilience in the face of adversity, the importance of family and
community, the impact of poverty, and the quest for identity.

How does the setting of New York City in the early
1900s influence the story in 'City of Orphans'?
The setting provides a backdrop of social and economic challenges that shape the
characters' experiences, highlighting issues like immigration, child labor, and the fight for
survival.

What character development can readers expect to see
in 'City of Orphans'?
Readers can expect to see significant growth in the protagonist, Max, as he navigates his
struggles, learns about loyalty and friendship, and ultimately discovers his place in the
world.

How does 'City of Orphans' address the concept of hope
amidst hardship?
The story illustrates that even in dire circumstances, hope can be a powerful motivator, as
characters find strength in their relationships and dreams for a better future.

What discussion questions can be used to engage
readers in a group setting about 'City of Orphans'?
Some engaging discussion questions include: 1) How do the characters' backgrounds
influence their decisions? 2) In what ways do friendships shape the narrative? 3) What
messages about perseverance can be drawn from the story?
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