CANDLEWICK PRESS DISCUSSION GUIDE

WHAT MAKES US

RAFI MITTLEFEHLDT
ABOUT THE BOOK
Eran is angry a lot. With only a few memories
of his father, the seventeen-year-old blames his
mother, Eema, for his hot temper. At the same
time, he believes that anger can fuel social justice,
like the protest he’s organizing against unfair
police practices in Houston. But a heated moment
at the otherwise peaceful protest goes viral, and a
reporter connects the Sharon family to a tragedy
fifteen years earlier, leading Eran to learn the dark
truth about his violent father. Suddenly everyone
treats Eran and Eema differently, from their oldest
friends to the vicious protesters outside their
modest suburban house. Even their synagogue is
attacked. Will the hatred drive them out of town?
And wherever Eran ends up, do his father’s deadly
actions mean that Eran, too, is destined to be
violent?
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Rafi Mittlefehldt was born in Israel and grew up
in Texas. He has worked as a newspaper reporter,
freelance theater critic, and children’s author. His
debut novel was It Looks Like This. Rafi Mittlefehldt
lives with his husband in New York City.

This discussion guide, which can be used with large
or small groups, will help students meet several
of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) for
English Language Arts. These include the reading
informational text standards for key ideas and details,
craft and structure, and integration of knowledge and
ideas (CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI), as well as the speaking
and listening standards for comprehension and
collaboration and for presentation of knowledge and
ideas (CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL). Questions can also be
used in writing prompts for independent work.

These questions were prepared by Kathleen Odean, a school librarian for more than fifteen years who chaired the 2002
Newbery Award Committee and now presents professional development workshops for educators on new books for
young people.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
1. What kind of person is Eran? What does he value? What does he think
of himself when the book opens? Describe his home situation and his
friends. How does he change by the end of the story?
2. 
Eran has a complicated relationship with the father he barely
remembers. What are those few memories? Early in the book, what
does he think happened to his father and why does he wish his father
were around? Describe what he learns about his father and how he
learns it.
3. Describe Eema’s personality and the relationship between Eran and
Eema early in the book. How does their relationship change over the
course of the novel? Explain why Eema didn’t tell Eran about his father
and their past. Why do people believe that Eema must have known
what Dani was planning?
4. Talk about the conversation in chapter twenty-one between Eema and
Eran in which she explains, “I love you, Eran. This is why I am stern”
(page 331). What does she mean? Discuss her comments about making
mistakes and learning from them. What mistakes has Eema made and
what motivated them? What mistakes does Eran make and what does
he learn from them?
5. After Eema takes him from the demonstration, Eran describes his
feelings, including “Anger, of course, always anger” (page 47). Discuss
the role of anger in his life and his relationship with his mother. Why
does he believe anger can be useful, “that it gets stuff done” (page 283)?
Are there times in the story when his anger is useful? When does it
create unwanted problems for him?
6. Eema tells Eran that his father often quoted from the Talmud, referring
to a passage that says “if someone has power to prevent injustice but
does not, then he is responsible for this injustice” (page 154). Do you
agree with that idea? What does Eran think of it? How does he try to
apply it in his life?
7. Eran thinks a lot about whether he will turn out like his father. Why
does he think he might? Mr. Riskin tells Eran that he should be asking
a different question: “Do you want to be like your father?” (page 199).
Why does Mr. Riskin think that question might be “easier to answer,
and perhaps more comforting”? What is Eran’s reaction? Discuss the
role of nature versus nurture in Eran’s life and what he believes about it.
8. The topic of Eran’s anger and how it relates to his father’s anger comes
up when he, Jade, and Declan are in the concrete pipe. Discuss Jade’s
observation that anger can be a virtue and her two questions: “Isn’t
that what makes us, anyway? What we decide, rather than what we’re
born into?” (page 284). Relate her comment to the book’s title and to
her own circumstances. Why will Jade “think about this moment years
later”?
9. Describe Jade’s personality. How long has Jade known Eran, and what
is their relationship like? How does she conduct herself at the protest?
How are she and Eran similar, and how are they different? How does
she help him cope with the difficulties he’s facing? What is Jade’s
relationship with Delia like, and what does it show you about Jade?
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10. What is Jade’s family situation? How does she interact with her sister,
Sapphire? Compare and contrast her parents, especially regarding
their feelings about New Orleans. How do their differences affect
Jade? What makes her realize that her parents are keeping a secret?
Explain the secret and its impact on her family’s life. Why did Jade’s
mother keep silent about the past?
11. Why do people react so strongly when they learn that Eran and Eema
are related to Dani Shamir? Why do the protesters gather in front
of Eran’s house, and why does one of them attack Eran and Eema at
the gas station? Discuss the remarks of some of Eran’s classmates to
the press. Describe Mr. DeVos, his actions, and how he justifies his
position at the rally.
12. One of the most serious consequences of the publicity about Eran’s
father is that Mr. Riskin gets fired. What had happened in class in the
second chapter that caused problems? Who makes the decision to fire
him, and why? Do you think it was fair? Why do you think Mr. Riskin
gets reinstated as a teacher?
13. 
Eran worries that his mother knew about his father’s plans. He
explains that it’s hard to trust her because she lied about his father.
Declan thinks that Eran’s mother was protecting him, adding, “Trust
is easier when you at least know someone’s intentions were good”
(page 282). Eran argues that end results, not intentions, matter.
Discuss their exchange, relating it to the secrets in Jade’s family, too.
Is it always wrong for parents to keep a secret from their children?
Should Eran’s mother and Jade’s parents have told them? If so, when?
14. What role has the synagogue played in Eran’s and Eema’s lives? Discuss
some of the reactions at the synagogue when Eran and Eema go there
in chapter twelve. Why does Zack say, “Jews don’t get to speak without
thinking, Eran” (page 219)? Describe the attack on the synagogue and
the responses of various people, including Eran, his mother, and his
friends. Talk about Rabbi Cassel and how he treats Eran and Eema
throughout the book.
15. What are some of the ways that journalists are portrayed in this novel?
Why does Benson Domani write the story connecting Eema, Eran,
and Dani? How does he justify writing it? Why does Eran’s mother
think they shouldn’t speak with reporters? What are the consequences
when Eran does speak with them? Discuss the scene at the gas station
and the role of the reporters there.
16. What is the effect of having some chapters focus on Jade? What
aspects of her story parallel Eran’s? What aspects contrast with his?
Why are the chapters about Jade written in third person and those
about Eran in first person?
17. Talk about the author’s decision to use flashbacks to Eema’s earlier
life, including the press conference. Why are those sections labeled
Devorah? Why open and close the book with a flashback? Discuss the
meaning of the phrase “This is not our fight” and why Eema used it to
end her remarks at the press conference.
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