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I wonder why I am here,
in this exact place.
What if I were somewhere else—
somewhere completely different from here?

In this empathetic book, a child wonders what life would be 
like living somewhere else. What would it be like to live in a 
city with millions of people? Or to be a refugee from a war-
torn country? Are we meant to be in a different place? Or are 
we right where we’re supposed to be?

Stirring and impactful, this book will cause readers to pon-
der life’s big questions and have a better understanding of 
their place in the world.

I wonder why I am here. In this exact place.

Would everything be different if  I were somewhere else?

Would I have been someone else, then?

Someone who was also wondering why I was here?
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To Order

Telephone (toll free): 800-253-7521
Telephone (local): 616-459-4591

Fax: 616-459-6540
Email: sales@eerdmans.com

If you have any suggestions for using 
Why Am I Here? with young readers, 
we would be happy to hear from you.
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Discussion guide written by Karen Lynn Williams

Hardcover ISBN: 978-0-8028-5477-3  ▪  $16.00
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About the Author

Constance Orbeck-Nilssen studied at the Norwegian 
Journalist Academy in Oslo and completed the writing program 

at the Norwegian Children’s Literature Institute. She now works as 
a freelance journalist and children’s author, and she has written a 
number of picture books, including I’m Right Here (Eerdmans.)

 h “This intriguing, unusual Norwegian import provides insight into 
how humans can be self-reliant and simultaneously desire connection, 
and while it raises more questions than it answers, those questions are 
sure to jump-start meaningful, empathy-building conversations.”

— Booklist (starred review)

Praise for Why Am I Here?

About the Illustrator

Akin Duzakin is a Turkish-Norwegian illustrator and 
children’s author. In 2006 he won the Bokkunstprisen award for 

illustration, and he was nominated for the Astrid Lindgren Memorial 
Award in 2007 and 2008. Akin lives in Norway. Visit his website at 
www.akinduzakin.com.
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Key Ideas and Details

This book is written from the point of view of a first-person 
narrator, meaning the narrator is the character who tells the 
story. Can you tell from the writing or the illustrations if 
the narrator is a boy or girl? Can you tell where the narra-
tor comes from? Why do you think the illustrator made the 
choice to draw this character the way he did?

Where are you right now in this exact moment? Begin with 
a very specific place and then broaden the idea. What room 
are you in, what country are you in?  

Who are you right now? How old are you? Are you male 
or female? What color is your skin, your eyes? Are you a 
student? A brother, sister?

How would you describe the illustrations? How do they 
make you feel? Why do you think the illustrator used the 
style that he did?

In the illustration that represents a flood, and in the pages 
following, the character is joined by an animal. What kind of 
animal do you think it is? Why do you think the illustrator 
included the animal?

The question “what if ” is a refrain in this book. That means 
it is a phrase that is repeated throughout the book. This 
question allows the narrator to reflect. What does that 
mean? What are some “what if ” questions you ask your-
self?  What are some questions that could help you better 
understand who you are?  How can these questions help you 
understand people who are different from you? 

Vocabulary Use  
and Acquisition

Look for the following words in the book: wonder, exact, 
completely, dream, unfamiliar, trace, glacier, iceberg, glim-
mered, know, think.  Can you tell what these words mean 
from the context? Some of these words have more than one 
meaning or can be used as different parts of speech, like 
nouns and verbs. Some of the words in this list have similar 
meanings. Look at dream and wonder. Or glacier and ice-
berg.  How are these words similar in meaning to each other 
and how are they different?

There are some important words that are not in the book 
that will help to understand and discuss the story: empathy, 
philosophy, self-reflection, humanity. Look up these words in 
a dictionary. How does each of these concepts apply to the 
story?

Thematic Connections

• Global Issues

• Empathy

• Humanity

• Child Labor

• Homelessness

• Refugees

• War

• Poverty

Speaking and Listening /
 Writing

The narrator asks: “What if I had to move from place to 
place? And the only things I could keep were what I was 
able to carry with me.” If you could only keep what you 
could carry with you, what would you keep?  Make a list and 
explain why you would choose these things.

There is a famous proverb that states: “Do not judge a per-
son until you walk a mile in their shoes.” What do you think 
this saying means? How does it remind you of the book? 
Write a paragraph about what you think it means to walk in 
someone else’s shoes.

“Why am I here?” is the major question in this book. Near 
the end of the book, the narrator is looking up at the stars—
this extends the story to another place, the universe. The 
illustration suggests that the narrator is thinking hard about 
these ideas. Pick a place where you can go to reflect or think. 
Write a paragraph about your reflections on why you think 
you are here.
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de la Peña, Matt. Last Stop on Market Street. Illus. Christian 
Robinson. Putnam, 2015.

Markel, Michelle. Brave Girl: Clara and the Shirtwaist Makers’ 
Strike of 1909. Illus. Melissa Sweet. Balzer + Bray, 2013.

Muth, Jon J. The Three Questions. Scholastic, 2002.

Williams, Karen Lynn and Khadra Mohammed. Four Feet 
Two Sandals. Illus. Doug Chayka. Eerdmans Books for Young 
Readers, 2007.

Williams, Karen Lynn and Khadra Mohammed. My Name Is 
Sangoel. Illus. Catherine Stock. Eerdmans Books for Young 
Readers, 2009.

Williams, Karen Lynn. Beatrice’s Dream: Life in an African 
Slum. Photographs Wendy Stone. Frances Lincoln. 2011.

Documentary:  Human Planet. BBC, 2011. 8 episodes,  
each tells the story of unique ways humans in different  
environments adapt and live. The following site provides 
short clips of each episode:  
www.discovery.com/tv-shows/human/planet. 

Common core curriculum  
standards

This guide is aligned with the Common Core Curriculum 
standards. Educators can easily find grade specific standards 
at www.corestandards.org, which is where the following stan-
dards are found. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.L.4.3,4,4a,4b,4c,5,5a,5b,5c,6
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RF.4.3,3a,4,4a,4b,4c
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.4.1,2,4,6,9,10
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.4.1,1c,1d,2,4
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.4.1,2,3,4,7,8,9,9a,10

Integration of knowledge  
and ideas

The narrator mentions several different types of geographi-
cal areas in this book. What are they? Pick one and research 
it. Write a short description of the area you chose. Share 
with the class what it would be like to live there.

This book touches on a number of serious issues: child labor, 
homelessness, refugees, war, and natural disasters. Choose 
one of these topics and research it. List several facts about 
the topic you chose. Draw a picture that represents it. Share 
your feelings about this topic with classmates.

The narrator asks many questions about him or herself. 
“Why am I here? What if I were somewhere else? Would I 
have been someone else then? Where would I go if there was 
a war? What would it be like to live like that? Could I do it? 
Could I live like that? What would I do there?” Break the 
class into small groups. Find these questions in the book. 
With your group, discuss what might be some possible 
answers to these questions. Share some of your answers with 
the rest of the class.

Satisfying books or stories often end with a resolution. A 
resolution can be a final decision or an answer to a prob-
lem. What resolution does the narrator come up with in the 
book? Do you agree with the narrator? Discuss this with the 
class or in a small group.

Recommended Further Reading


