
 

 

	  

Inside Out and Back Again Reading Guide 

 

Daybook Possibilities 

Winner of the 2011 National Book Award for 
Young People's Literature and one of the two 
Newbery Honors, Inside Out and Back Again 
recounts the story of Hà, a character based on author 
Thanhha Lai’s own childhood as a ten-year old girl 
escaping from Saigon to the United States during 
the Vietnam War in 1975.  Both historical fiction 
and a verse novel, the text tackles several big issues, 
and has a sequel, Listen Slowly. 

Suggested Critical Reading  
"Is There Poetry in Children's Poetry?" by Janice 
Bogstad 
 
"Poetry for Children: A Neglected Art" by Michael 
Benton 
 
"The trouble isn't making poems, the trouble's finding 
somebody that will listen to them": Negotiating a Place 
for Poetry in Children's Literature Studies by Anita Tarr 
and Richard Flynn 

➢ Choose another historical event to write a short 
narrative poem about.  How does describing 
history with poetry change your perception of it? 

➢ Using the author’s note, do additional research to 
discover more details about the Vietnam War and 
experiences of Vietnamese Immigrants. 

➢ Learn about setting by reading about the climate, 
geography, and lives of people in Vietnam.  Find 
photographs to support your research. 

➢ Rewrite some of Lai’s story into prose and 
consider how this changes the story. 

➢ Lai’s writing is frequently very visual—create 
illustrations you might add to this text. 

➢ Talk to a friend or family member who has had an 
experience that you think is significant, then write 
their story in the form of narrative verse. 

➢ Track similes and other poetic devices in the text 
and write about how these add to the story. 

➢ Look closely at the National Book Award winners 
in the books for young people category.  What do 
you notice about these winners? 

Background and Context 

Questions and Ideas for Consideration 
▪ Poetry:  How does the poetic form affect your perception of this text?  

What impact do aspects like word choice, line breaks, rhythm, or other 
poetic devices have?  Why would Engle write in poetry instead of prose? 

▪ History:  In what way does this book provide a unique historical account?  
How does the poetic form play into this? 

▪ Culture:  Do you think the text presents diversity  in a way that highlights 
cultural authenticity?  What examples support this? 

▪ Loss:  Did you expect Hà’s father to return?   Why or why not? 
▪ Family:  Consider the relationships Hà has with her mother and brothers.  

How are family dynamics similar/different from other books we’ve read? 
▪ Immigration and Language:  How does the text provide a unique view 

of what it means to travel to a new country and learn a new language?  Did 
this change your perception of cultural clash and immigration practices? 

▪ Bullying:  How does the book portray bullying in a meaningful way? 
▪ Home:  How does this story complicate the notion of home and America 

as the “land of opportunity”? 


