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ABOUT THE BOOK
On the outskirts of Berlin, Germany, a wooden cottage stands on the shore of a lake. Over the course 
of a hundred years, this little house played host to a kind Jewish doctor and his family, a successful 
Nazi composer, wartime refugees, and a secret-police informant. During that time, as a world war 
came and went and the Berlin Wall arose just a stone’s throw from the back door, the house fi lled 
up with simple everyday moments. And when that time was over, and the dwelling was empty and 
derelict, the great-grandson of the man who built the house worked with residents of the local village 
and members of his family to bring it back to life, and listened to the story it had to tell. Graced with 
evocative illustrations, this true story reads like a lyrical fairy tale full of echoes of the past.

COMMON CORE CONNECTIONS
 This 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.

HC: 978-1-5362-1274-7
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
 1. After you’ve read the book, look at the cover again. What information does it convey? Which parts of the book 

does it represent? What is your emotional reaction to the fi gures of people, how they look, and what they’re 
doing? Discuss the tone of the illustration and the choice to use it for the cover.

 2. Before the title page, readers see a photograph of the house, indicating that the story is based on a real house 
and real life. What impact does knowing that have on you? Would you feel di� erent about the story if you 
thought it was fi ctional? How do the illustrations surrounding the photo give you a preview of the book?

 3. Who is the author? Why did he write this story? What do you learn about him in the paragraphs before the 
title page? When did you realize that he was the young man in the fi nal pages of the narrative? What else do 
you learn about him in the notes at the back?

 4. Discuss the families that lived in the house and compare their time there. Why did each family arrive? Why 
did they leave? Which of them had happy experiences at the house, and what made the experiences happy? 
What made certain experiences unhappy? Consider the house as if it were a character. How do you think it felt 
about the di� erent families and other people in the story?

 5. Compare the children in the illustrations in terms of what they are wearing, their activities, and their emotions. 
How much can you tell about them? Do you see changes over the years in how they look that refl ect changes 
in society?

 6. The narrative uses words and images that appeal to the senses to help bring the story to life. Go through the 
text and identify some of this language. What can you hear or smell or feel based on the words? What are some 
visual images that paint vivid pictures in your mind?

 7. The book covers a long span of time. What are some of the phrases and transitions that convey the passage 
of time? What are some references to seasons, and how are they depicted in the pictures? How does the 
appearance of the house change over time?

 8. Notice the variety in illustrations. Talk about where the words are printed on the pages and how that di� ers 
throughout the book. Find examples where one picture spans two pages and others where there are several 
pictures on a page. Why do you think the design of the book varies so much? Does the design of each page 
a� ect the pace of the story? Read some pages aloud to see.

 9. Talk about how the illustrations vary in color and emotional content. How do the dark pages make you feel? 
How about the pictures with brighter colors? Or lots of gray? What do you think the people are feeling in 
di� erent pictures? Do you think the illustrations go well with the story? Why?

 10. Take a close look at the illustrations and fi nd as many animals as you can. Make a list of those you fi nd and 
compare it to your classmates’ lists.

 11. The book shows the e� ects on the house of di� erent historic events: the rise of Nazism, World War II, and the 
rise and fall of the Berlin Wall. Find each of the events in the book. Talk about how the event is conveyed in 
text and pictures and about the impact of the event on the house and people.

 12. How do you think the families in the book felt when they had to leave the house for good? Millions of families 
in the world today are refugees who have had to leave their homes and countries or who have been displaced 
within their countries by war or other dangers. How do you think these refugees might feel about leaving? 
How would you feel if you had to leave your home and perhaps never return? What would you take with you? 
What would you miss the most?
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CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES

The House Was Happy
The fi nal line of the narrative describes the house by the lake as once again being happy. Take the idea 
that the house has emotions and write an essay from the point of view of the house. Choose one of the 
families or time periods and convey what the house might have felt during those times and why. Refer 
to specifi cs in the text and pictures that give you clues about how the house might feel. Exchange essays 
with other students who wrote about the same family or time period as you did and compare what you 
each wrote. 
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.3

Book, Film, or Photo?
As the notes at the back explain, the house is now named the Alexander Haus and serves as a center 
for education and reconciliation. At the organization’s website, you will fi nd photographs to browse and 
a video trailer for the version of this book written for adults. Watch the trailer, which has historic fi lm 
clips of the house and some of its inhabitants. Then compare the experience of looking at the book’s 
illustrations with viewing photographs and fi lm clips.

Photographs: https://alexanderhaus.org/

Trailer with fi lm footage: https://alexanderhaus.org/the-house-by-the-lake/

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.RI.1; CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.RI.7

Over the Years
As a class, make a large time line that spans the years of the house’s existence, using the notes at the 
back of the book for specifi c dates. Have each student add a signifi cant historic event from Germany, the 
United States, or elsewhere around the world to a year in the time line. Ask students to add drawings or 
paintings related to the house or people in the book or to an historic event on the time line. 
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.RI.1

Tell Your Family’s Story
The author wrote a story that is in part about his family history. Invite students to explore stories in 
their own families. First, talk as a class about which relatives might know family stories and what topics 
might produce family stories. The stories could be about their parents, grandparents, siblings, or other 
relatives. They could be about how the family came to the United States, where they’ve lived, what 
they’ve done, and so on. Have students choose their favorite story and share it with the class.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.1; CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.4

Building a Better Community
The house in the book is now a place dedicated to bringing together diverse people to build a better 
society. Discuss projects in which students can help build a better community in simple ways, such 
as older students reading to younger ones, making cards for assisted living residents, or picking up 
litter at a local park. Have students also fi nd out about organizations in their area that exist to make 
the community a better place. As a class, compile a list and identify organizations where students or 
students and their families could get involved to improve their community.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.1; CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.7
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CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES (CONTINUED)

The Rise and Fall of the Berlin Wall
Review basic information about the Berlin Wall, then watch the six-and-a-half-minute TED-Ed video “The Rise and 
Fall of the Berlin Wall” created by Konrad Jarausch. Hold a discussion, starting with the parts of the video that may 
need clarifying. Have students make connections to The House by the Lake. For example, the book mentions the 
Stasi and spying on neighbors. Talk about the symbolism of the wall’s destruction and relate it to the story.

Ted-Ed video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A9fQPzZ1-hg

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.RI.1; CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.1

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Thomas Harding is an author and journalist who has written for the Financial Times, the Sunday Times (London), 
the Washington Post, and the Guardian, among other publications. He cofounded a television station in Oxford, 
England, and for many years was an award-winning documentary maker. He also ran a local newspaper in West 
Virginia before moving back to England, where he lives with his family. You can learn more about him at his 
website, www.thomasharding.com .

ABOUT THE ILLUSTRATOR
Britta Teckentrup’s strikingly beautiful picture books have been published in more than twenty countries, and her 
work has been short-listed for the Kate Greenaway Medal. Her books with Candlewick include Fish Everywhere, 
Where’s the Baby?, One Is Not a Pair, and Don’t Wake Up the Tiger. Born in Hamburg, she now lives with her family 
in Berlin, Germany. You can learn more about her at her website,  www.brittateckentrup.com.

This guide was prepared by Kathleen Odean, a school librarian for more than fi fteen years who now gives professional 

development workshops for educators about new books for children and teens. She chaired the 2002 Newbery Award 

Committee and served on earlier Caldecott and Newbery Award Committees.
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