
T HE  FA R  AWAY  BRO T HE RS

L A U R E N  M A R K H A M

Two Teenage Immigrants 
Mak ing a L ife in America

A D A P T E D  F O R  Y O U N G  A D U L T S

D iscuss ion Guide
RHTeachersLibrarians.com    @RHCBEducators



Crossing the 
border was only 
the beginning.

ABOUT THE BOOK
Ernesto and Raúl Flores are identical twins, used 
to being mistaken for each other. As seventeen-
year-olds living in rural El Salvador, they are used 
to thinking that the United States is just a far-off 
dream. But when Ernesto ends up on the wrong 
side of MS-13, one of El Salvador’s brutal gangs, 
he flees the country for his own safety. Raúl, 
fearing that he will be mistaken for his brother, 
follows close behind.

Running from one danger to the next, the 
Flores twins make the harrowing journey north, 
crossing the Rio Grande and the Texas desert 
only to fall into the hands of immigration 
authorities. When they finally make it to the 
custody of their older brother in Oakland, 
California, the difficulties don’t end.

While navigating a new school in a new 
language, struggling to pay off their mounting 
coyote debt and anxiously waiting for their day 
in immigration court, Raúl and Ernesto are also 
trying to lead normal teenage lives—dealing 
with girls, social media, and fitting in. With only 
each other for support, they begin the process of 
carving out a life for themselves, one full of hope 
and possibility.

Adapted for young adults from the award-
winning adult edition, The Far Away Brothers 
is the inspiring true story of two teens making 
their way in America, a personal look at US 
immigration policy, and a powerful account of 
contemporary immigration.

PRE-READING ACTIVITIES
Have students research how immigrants have 
recently been described by various media. What 
words are often used to portray them? How 
do these accounts compare to the way history 
remembers the Pilgrims? Do the differences or 
similarities seem fair to you?

Introduce cost-of-living calculators, such as 
those found on the websites Nerd Wallet or 
Smart Asset. Give students the task of creating 
a monthly budget for living independently. 
Include line items for housing, clothing, food, 
transportation, and recreation. Then calculate 
how much income a teenager would realistically 
generate working a part-time, minimum-wage 
job (ten to twenty hours per week). Discuss the 
differences in the total cost of living with actual 
money earned. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
WHY LEAVE HOME? 
People have been leaving Central America for 
the United States for decades in what the author 
describes as “the endless churn of southern 
migration into the United States.” (p. xv) But in 
2011 something new began to happen. Amid a 
stark increase in gang violence, the number of kids 
leaving without their parents and traveling alone to 
the United States skyrocketed. Wilber Jr., the twins’ 
older brother, who was already living in the US, 
explains the threat this way: “‘The thing is, that’s 
how it is in El Salvador.’ He picked up a pebble. 
‘There, they’ll kill you just for doing this’—and 
by way of demonstration, he pitched the pebble 
across the lot. . . . ‘That’s how it is in El Salvador,’ he 
repeated. ‘And that’s why we are here.’” (p. 119)

• Describe how the Flores boys must have felt 
“lying on their bellies in the brush” (p. 8) after 
running away from a truck full of gangsters.

• There were rumors Ernesto and Raúl had 
been “gossiping about [their uncle] Agustín’s 
livelihood, his gang connections, and his guns.” 
(p. 40) Discuss how this is an example of what 
the twins call making “accidental enemies.” 
(p. 155)

• Before Ernesto left El Salvador, Uncle Agustín 
said he would “like to crush that boy’s face in 
with a rock.” (p. 43) Discuss whether you think 
this was a credible threat. Why or why not? 
What is meant by the word disappeared? (p. 33)

• Why didn’t the twins report the gangs to the 
police? 

• Have you ever felt unsafe in your neighborhood? 
If you felt threatened, would you tell someone? 
Who? What do you think would happen? 

• Have you ever traveled by yourself ? Did you feel 
safe? Confident? If you were to travel alone, what 
resources would you be able to rely on if you were 
in danger?

THE LURE OF EL NORTE 
Wilber Sr. wanted his kids “to understand how 
to make a living off the land” (p. 13), but Ernesto 
dreamed of going to “a place with jobs, more 
stuff, opportunity.” (p. 28) “The North offered 
everything he wanted—success, belonging, respect, 
something better.” (p. 37)

• How does popular culture (books, film, and 
television) portray the United States of America? 
How might that influence someone’s desire to 
live in the US?

• The twins thought more about earning money to 
buy “stuff ” than about paying for life’s necessities. 
Why do you think that was? 

• Who pays for your school supplies, clothes,  
and cell phone (if you have one)? Imagine if 
those funds went away. Discuss how your life 
would change.

• According to the twins’ mother, “The dream is 
always more difficult when you’re awake.” (p. 25) 
What do you think she meant by this statement?

STRESS AND MONEY
Like many immigrants, Ernesto and Raúl arrived in 
the United States deeply in debt. Their father put 
up two plots of land as collateral for a $14,000 loan 
to pay a coyote (a guide) to transport the boys across 
the border. By the time they set foot in the US, 
interest meant the debt had grown significantly. If 
the boys couldn’t pay, their family would lose the 
land—their source of food and income. Ernesto 
and Raúl’s “guilt ate away at them in pieces.” 
(p. 166) Raúl described it this way: “I’ve got a 
bomb inside my head. . . . I can feel it in there. It’s 
like I can hear it clicking.” (p. 165)

• Think about how you might feel if you were 
under the same kind of pressure. What emotions 
might you experience? Have your ever felt stress 
or guilt? How did it impact your behavior?



• Instead of sending all their earnings home, the 
boys initially chose to buy iPhones and other 
luxuries. (pp. 134–135) Why do you think they 
made this decision? Does it seem reasonable that 
the boys spent $75 on a Nike jacket? (p. 157) How 
might you react if you had cash in your pocket and 
went to the mall for the first time? 

TRAUMA 
The journey from El Salvador to the US is dangerous 
for migrants, especially unaccompanied children. 
They are often raped, beaten, or robbed and 
sometimes murdered. If they survive the journey, 
they can be traumatized. Raúl thought he was going 
to die when Agustín’s henchmen stopped the car in 
which he was traveling. (pp. 56–58) After crossing 
the border, Ernesto fell onto a decomposing body 
in the desert (p. 72) and witnessed the murder of a 
fellow migrant. (pp. 131–132) 

• How did these experiences impact the boys 
emotionally and physically? Ernesto was 
particularly distraught. Discuss why. 

• The boys experienced horrible things on their 
journey. Discuss whether they had any other 
options, including how circumstance can force 
people to make impossible choices. 

IT’S THE LAW AND IT’S COMPLICATED 
People from many countries around the world who 
are in dire situations apply to be granted refugee 
status by the United States, meaning they come here 
legally and may be permitted a path to citizenship. 
They have usually been in refugee camps for lengthy 
periods of time and have to similarly prove that they 
require asylum to state asylum officials, judges and 
tribunal members, and UNHCR staff. Migrants 
from Central America, on the other hand, continue 
to have to apply for immigration relief, such as 
asylum, from within the US borders. A judge in a 
courtroom decides their fate. 

• Unable to afford an attorney, many 
unaccompanied minors appear in court alone. 
Does it seem reasonable to expect children to 
represent themselves in court? Why or why not? 
What does this tell you about US immigration 
law? 

• How does the experience of the Flores brothers 
illustrate the importance of having legal 
representation? 

SOMETIMES YOU HAVE TO BE LUCKY 
“You boys are lucky,” said the border patrol agent 
when he picked up Raúl and Ernesto in the desert. 
“We just found five dead bodies not too far from 
here.” (p. 75) Because the brothers were under 
eighteen, they couldn’t be deported right away, and 
while they were waiting for the case to be decided in 
court, they were required to enroll in high school. 

• How did being in high school help the boys? How 
would it feel to be a student in country where you 
did not speak the language? 

• How were things different for Wilber Jr.? (p. 86) 
Why didn’t he go to college as planned?

• Wilber Jr. is happy for the twins, but he is 
also jealous that they were eligible for Special 
Immigrant Juvenile Status. (p. 129) Discuss how 
the lives of documented migrants are different 
from those of undocumented migrants. Reread the 
section where Ernesto receives his Social Security 
card. (p. 175) Consider and discuss the rights 
and privileges that come with a Social Security 
number. 

RACISM
According to Wilber Jr., racism is “everywhere on 
Earth but perhaps strongest in the United States.” 
(p. 129) To him, Donald Trump “represented 
the dark but very real side of the United States, 
filled with subtleties of racism and classism and 
xenophobia that often only immigrants could see.” 
(p. 201) 
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• Have you ever witnessed or experienced racism 
in your community? How did it make you feel? 

• It is harder to hold negative feelings about a 
group of people when you know individual 
members of the group. How do you think 
knowing the specific details of Ernesto and 
Raúl’s story might change the way some people 
view immigrants in general? 

• How do you see racism being reinforced by 
the media or in your community? How does it 
make you feel about your country?

FAMILY OF MAN 
Oakland International High School is part of 
a network of public schools designed for newly 
arrived immigrant students. It is a microcosm, 
with students from countries such as Mexico, 
China, Yemen, Iraq, and Afghanistan, as well 
as many unaccompanied minors from Central 
American countries.

• While discussing their circumstances, Ernesto 
and an Iraqi student arrived at an insightful 
conclusion. What was it? (p. 139) What impact 
did it have on Ernesto? (p. 148)

Ernesto had taken to “camping out in [the 
author’s] office, overwhelmed, looking for help 
tracking down Raúl.” (p. 189) He was also worried 
about his parents, who were ill. Seeing his distress, 
a group of Yemeni mothers asked him what was 
wrong. Ernesto began to sob uncontrollably. 
The women offered words of comfort, teared up 
themselves, and said they would pray for him. 

• What does this scene tell us about our shared 
humanity? 

• Why do you think the women were moved  
to tears?

• Why is it significant that this exchange took 
place in English?

• Who helps you when you are in distress? 
Whom could Ernesto rely on for support?

CHILDREN HAVING CHILDREN 
The Flores family barely scraped by, yet Wilber Sr. 
and Esperanza had thirteen children, something 
Wilber Jr. viewed as “irresponsible.” (p. 19)  
Wilber Sr. was himself the child of an unmarried 
fifteen-year-old. The twins’ sister Maricela has 
two babies and is described as “trapped” by her 
circumstances at only age twenty. (p. 111) 

• In what way was Maricela “trapped”?

• What immediate impact does fathering a child 
have on Ernesto’s life? What did it mean for 
Raúl and the extended family in El Salvador? 

• If you became a parent as a teenager, what 
would you have to give up?

US IMMIGRATION POLICY 
“Many politicians, including President Trump, 
have made border protection a central issue, the 
notion being that securing the border would make 
immigration go away.” (p. 232)

• Do you think a secure southern border will stop 
immigration? Why or why not? 

• What does the Flores brothers’ story tell us 
about the will to survive? 

• Discuss the role of the US in creating the 
violence in Central America. How have past 
actions and current foreign and trade policy 
choices exacerbated the problem?  
(pp. 232–234) 

• What would you say to Americans who 
simultaneously want to keep immigrants 
out while also enjoying the benefits of an 
international economy, such as cheap imports 
and labor? 



COMMON CORE STANDARDS CORRELATIONS
The Common Core State Standards can be used to shape discussions and activities inspired by this 
novel. The applicable anchor standards are listed below.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.9-10.3 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.9-10.10
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