
before we were yours book discussion
questions
before we were yours book discussion questions offer a valuable framework for
exploring the complex themes and emotional depth of Lisa Wingate’s bestselling novel. This
historical fiction work delves into the harrowing story of the Tennessee Children’s Home
Society and the lives of children who were tragically taken from their families. For book
clubs, educators, and readers alike, having thoughtful discussion questions enhances
understanding and prompts meaningful conversations about family, identity, resilience, and
social justice. This article provides a comprehensive guide to before we were yours book
discussion questions, including thematic explorations, character analysis, and historical
context. Furthermore, it offers structured prompts designed to engage readers on multiple
levels, encouraging reflection and connection. The following sections will break down the
key areas for discussion, ensuring a well-rounded and insightful dialogue for any group
studying this powerful novel.

Themes and Motifs in Before We Were Yours

Character Analysis and Development

Historical Context and Its Impact

Emotional and Ethical Discussion Questions

Practical Tips for Facilitating a Book Discussion

Themes and Motifs in Before We Were Yours
Understanding the central themes and motifs in before we were ours book discussion
questions is essential for a deep and meaningful conversation about the novel. Lisa
Wingate weaves various themes throughout the narrative, each contributing to the
emotional and moral fabric of the story. Key themes include family bonds, loss and
resilience, social injustice, and the search for identity. Discussing these topics allows
readers to appreciate the complexity of the characters’ experiences and the historical
realities the novel portrays.

Family Bonds and Separation
The theme of family is at the heart of before we were ours book discussion questions,
particularly the profound connections between siblings and parents. The novel illustrates
how family ties endure, even when forcibly broken, and how love persists despite
separation. Discussion can focus on how the characters maintain hope and loyalty in the
face of adversity.



Resilience in the Face of Adversity
Resilience emerges as a powerful motif, showcasing the strength of the children and adults
who endure horrific circumstances. Exploring the characters’ coping mechanisms and
growth provides insight into human endurance and the will to survive. This theme
encourages readers to reflect on personal and collective resilience.

Social Injustice and Exploitation
Before We Were Ours confronts the dark realities of child trafficking and institutional
corruption. The theme of social injustice invites discussion on historical and contemporary
abuses of power, raising awareness of systemic problems. This aspect of the book is crucial
for understanding its broader social commentary.

Identity and Self-Discovery
The search for identity underpins many characters’ journeys, especially as they grapple
with their pasts and uncertain futures. Discussion questions can probe how identity is
shaped by family, history, and personal experiences, emphasizing the novel’s psychological
depth.

Character Analysis and Development
Exploring character development is a vital component of before we were ours book
discussion questions. The novel’s richly drawn characters provide numerous opportunities
to analyze motivations, relationships, and transformations. Examining the main characters
enhances engagement and encourages empathy.

Rill Foss: The Protagonist’s Journey
Rill Foss’s perspective anchors much of the narrative, offering a poignant view of childhood
innocence shattered by trauma. Discussion can focus on her resilience, leadership among
her siblings, and her emotional evolution throughout the story.

May Foss: Motherly Strength
May Foss is a symbol of maternal love and sacrifice. Analyzing her decisions and emotional
state provides insight into the familial dynamics and the impact of external forces on family
cohesion.

Georgia Tann: The Antagonist’s Role
Georgia Tann, the head of the Tennessee Children’s Home Society, represents the



institutional corruption central to the novel’s conflict. Discussion can explore her
motivations, methods, and the systemic implications of her actions.

Supporting Characters and Their Influence
Secondary characters, such as the adoptive families and other children, contribute to the
narrative’s richness. Analyzing their roles offers a broader understanding of the social
environment and varying responses to the central crisis.

Historical Context and Its Impact
Before we were ours book discussion questions must consider the historical background
that shapes the novel’s events. The Tennessee Children’s Home Society scandal is a real
and disturbing chapter in American history, and understanding this context is crucial for
informed discussion.

The Tennessee Children’s Home Society Scandal
This section provides an overview of the scandal involving illegal adoptions and child
trafficking during the early-to-mid 20th century. Discussing the historical facts alongside
the novel’s fictionalized account helps readers separate reality from dramatization and
appreciate the novel’s educational value.

Social and Economic Factors
The Great Depression and other economic hardships form a backdrop to the story,
influencing the characters’ decisions and circumstances. Exploring these factors deepens
understanding of the challenges faced by families and children during this era.

Child Welfare Practices of the Time
Examining the policies and social attitudes toward child welfare during the early 1900s
highlights why abuses like those depicted in the novel were possible. This discussion can
lead to broader conversations about the evolution of child protection laws and ethics.

Emotional and Ethical Discussion Questions
Effective before we were ours book discussion questions often probe emotional responses
and ethical considerations. These questions encourage participants to engage thoughtfully
with the novel’s difficult subject matter and to consider broader societal implications.



Questions on Emotional Impact

How did the story’s portrayal of family separation affect your understanding of the1.
characters’ experiences?

Which character’s journey resonated most deeply with you, and why?2.

How do the children’s resilience and hope inspire or challenge your perspective on3.
adversity?

Ethical and Moral Questions

What responsibilities do individuals and society have to protect vulnerable children?1.

How does the novel raise awareness about institutional abuse, and what lessons can2.
be drawn for today?

In what ways does the story challenge assumptions about adoption and family3.
structures?

Reflective and Analytical Prompts

Discuss how secrets and silence affect the characters and their relationships.1.

What role does forgiveness play in the novel, and how is it portrayed?2.

How does the dual timeline structure influence the reader’s understanding of the3.
story?

Practical Tips for Facilitating a Book Discussion
Facilitating a discussion based on before we were ours book discussion questions requires
sensitivity and preparation. The novel’s heavy themes may evoke strong emotions, so
creating a respectful and supportive environment is essential. This section offers practical
advice for moderators seeking to guide productive and empathetic conversations.

Establishing Ground Rules
Begin by setting clear guidelines for respectful listening and speaking. Encourage



participants to share personal reflections without judgment and to remain mindful of
differing viewpoints.

Using Discussion Questions Effectively
Prepare a selection of questions from different categories—theme, character, historical
context, emotion—to cover diverse angles. Allow flexibility in discussion flow, letting
participants explore topics that resonate most with them.

Encouraging Participation
Use open-ended questions to invite multiple perspectives. Prompt quieter members gently
and validate all contributions to foster inclusive dialogue.

Addressing Sensitive Topics
Be aware of the emotional weight of the subject matter. Offer breaks if needed and provide
resources for further support or learning on topics such as child welfare and trauma.

Summarizing Key Points
At the end of the discussion, briefly summarize major insights and thank participants for
their openness and engagement. This reinforces the value of the conversation and
encourages continued reflection.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Before We Were
Yours'?
'Before We Were Yours' explores themes such as family, identity, resilience, and the impact
of injustice on children and families.

How does the historical context of the Tennessee
Children’s Home Society scandal influence the story?
The historical context provides a real-life backdrop to the novel, highlighting the corrupt
adoption practices and the suffering of children, which drives the plot and character
motivations.



What role does family play in the characters’
development throughout the book?
Family is central to the characters’ identities and motivations; the longing for family
connection and the bonds between siblings are pivotal to their resilience and growth.

How do the perspectives of Rill and Avery differ, and
what does this add to the narrative?
Rill’s perspective as a child in the 1930s and Avery’s as an adult in the present day provide
a dual timeline that enriches the story, showing past trauma and present discovery.

What emotions does the book evoke regarding the
treatment of children in orphanages during the early
20th century?
The book evokes feelings of sadness, anger, and empathy by portraying the harsh realities
and abuses suffered by children in orphanages during that era.

How does the author develop the characters’ resilience
in the face of adversity?
The author shows resilience through the characters’ determination to survive, maintain
hope, and seek justice despite the challenges and injustices they face.

What questions does 'Before We Were Yours' raise
about adoption ethics and child welfare?
The book raises questions about the morality of adoption practices, the importance of
transparency, and the protection of children’s rights in the adoption system.

How can this novel be used to discuss the importance
of historical awareness in understanding present-day
issues?
'Before We Were Yours' demonstrates how historical injustices still affect families today,
encouraging readers to understand history to better address current social and legal issues.

In what ways do the characters find hope and healing
by the end of the novel?
Characters find hope through reconnecting with lost family members, uncovering the truth,
and building supportive relationships that help them heal from past trauma.



What discussion questions would you ask to encourage
readers to reflect on their own family histories after
reading this book?
Questions might include: How does your family history shape your identity? What would
you do if you discovered a family secret? How important is knowing your roots to
understanding yourself?

Additional Resources
1. Orphan Train by Christina Baker Kline
This novel intertwines the stories of a young foster girl in modern-day Maine and an elderly
woman who was part of the orphan trains that transported children from crowded cities to
rural families in the early 1900s. It explores themes of family, identity, and the impact of
history on personal lives. Like *Before We Were Yours*, it delves into the complexities of
adoption and the search for belonging.

2. The Light Between Oceans by M.L. Stedman
Set in post-World War I Australia, this story follows a lighthouse keeper and his wife who
find a baby adrift in a boat and decide to raise her as their own. The novel explores moral
dilemmas, the consequences of secrets, and the meaning of family. Its emotional depth and
ethical questions make it a compelling companion to discussions about *Before We Were
Yours*.

3. Room by Emma Donoghue
Told from the perspective of a young boy held captive in a single room with his mother, this
novel highlights themes of resilience, trauma, and the bonds between parent and child. It
provides a poignant look at survival and the long-lasting effects of loss and confinement.
The book’s intense emotional narrative complements the themes of family and hardship in
*Before We Were Yours*.

4. The Glass Castle by Jeannette Walls
A memoir recounting the author’s unconventional and often difficult childhood in a
dysfunctional family. Walls’ story of poverty, neglect, and ultimately perseverance offers a
real-life perspective on familial bonds and the struggle for a better life. Readers of *Before
We Were Yours* may find resonance in its raw portrayal of childhood adversity.

5. Sarah’s Key by Tatiana de Rosnay
This historical novel alternates between the story of a young girl caught in the Vel’ d’Hiv
Roundup in 1942 Paris and a contemporary journalist uncovering the past. It examines
themes of memory, trauma, and the impact of history on individuals and families. Its
exploration of painful histories aligns well with the emotional depth found in *Before We
Were Yours*.

6. What the Moon Saw by Laura Resau
A story about a girl who travels to Mexico to find her father and discovers unexpected
family connections and secrets. This novel touches on themes of identity, family bonds, and
cultural heritage. It pairs nicely with *Before We Were Yours* in its exploration of the search
for self and the meaning of family.



7. Big Little Lies by Liane Moriarty
While more contemporary and centered on adult relationships, this novel delves into family
dynamics, secrets, and the complexities of motherhood. It highlights how past experiences
shape present lives and relationships. Readers interested in the family and emotional
themes of *Before We Were Yours* may appreciate this layered narrative.

8. The Book Thief by Markus Zusak
Set in Nazi Germany, this novel tells the story of a young girl who finds solace in books
while living with a foster family. It explores themes of loss, survival, and the power of
storytelling. The historical backdrop and focus on family and resilience make it a thoughtful
companion to *Before We Were Yours*.

9. Between Shades of Gray by Ruta Sepetys
This historical novel follows a young girl and her family deported to Siberian labor camps
during Stalin’s regime. It sheds light on a lesser-known historical tragedy and the
endurance of hope and family under brutal circumstances. Its powerful portrayal of
suffering and survival echoes many of the emotional themes in *Before We Were Yours*.
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