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The Orphan and the  
Polar Bear 
About the Book
In The Orphan and the Polar Bear, an orphaned boy who is abandoned on the sea ice by 
a group of cruel hunters is discovered and adopted by a polar bear Elder. While living 
in the polar bear’s village, the orphan learns many lessons about survival, but most 
importantly, he learns something about himself and his own place in the world. This 
book—retold by Inuit Elder Sakiasi Qaunaq—makes this beautiful traditional tale widely 
accessible for the first time.

About the Author
Sakiasi Qaunaq was born in 1942, at Alangnarjuk, a campsite near Igloolik, but has lived most 
of his life in the Arctic Bay area. His grandmother told him stories as a child—including the 
story of the orphan and the polar bear—and fostered in him a love for traditional legends that 
persists to this day. In his youth the stories were told for entertainment, but today he feels 
their retelling is crucial to sustaining Inuit traditions and culture.

About the Illustrator
Eva Widermann is a graduate of the graphic and design program at the Academy of Fine 
Arts in Munich, Germany. She worked as a graphic designer for many years before she 
decided to pursue her long-term dream of becoming a freelance illustrator and concept 
artist. Her art is deeply influenced by an unusual combination of Franco-Belgian comics, 
manga, and anime. 

Note to Educators
This educator’s resource is written for Kindergarten to Grade 3 classrooms. The suggested 
discussion questions and activities can be adapted for each class according to the experiences 
of students.

Teachers can use this book to teach about topics such as:

•	 The relationship between humans and animals
•	 Arctic animals
•	 Traditions and culture
•	 Hunting
•	 Family dynamics
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Pre-Reading Discussion Questions
•	 Who is the author of this story? Who is the illustrator? What does it mean that this 

story was retold?
•	 What can you tell about this story by looking at the cover illustration?
•	 Do you think the orphan and polar bear can speak to each other?
•	 What do you think the relationship is between the orphan and the polar bear?
•	 If you could ride on the back of an animal like the boy is on the cover, what animal 

would you choose? 

During and Post-Reading Discussion 
Questions
The following questions and discussion points can be used during and after reading The 
Orphan and the Polar Bear. Provide students with the chance to voice their own opinions, 
share their experiences, ask questions, or point out anything else they may notice about 
the book.
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•	 Page 1: The foreword tells us there are many traditional values and themes in this sto-
ry. What aspects of culture and tradition can you see on this first page in the words 
and image? 

•	 Page 2: Family looks different for absolutely everyone! In this story, the orphan lives 
with his grandmother. Who is in your family? Who lives at your house?

•	 Page 5: What reason do you think the men have for leaving the orphan behind?
•	 Page 6: What skills would you need to know in order to live on the land like the or-

phan? What survival skills and techniques have you learned?
•	 Page 10: Do you think the polar bear will help the boy? How does the boy know he 

can trust the bear?
•	 Page 17: Do you think the boy will be able to scare off the bear next time? What will 

happen when he tries?
•	 Page 22: Why do you think the bear came back? Why did he give the orphan his har-

poon head?
•	 Page 26: Why do you think the cousins (the dogs) help the humans find the bears 

and hunt them? 
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•	 Page 26: The Elder bear has a lot of knowledge and wisdom that he passes on to oth-
ers. What knowledge have you learned from an Elder in your community?

•	 Page 29: What do you think the author means when he says the bear started his jour-
ney back to the human world?

•	 The story ends by telling the reader that the orphan was walking back to his village. 
What do you think will be different when he arrives? How will others treat him now?

•	 Why do you think the bear wanted to help the orphan?
•	 Which character did you like the best in this story? Why?
•	 If you were to rewrite this story, what would you change?
•	 Summarize the story.
•	 How did the bear help the boy? 

Extension Activities
The following activities could be used to help strengthen students’ understanding of the 
story. Adapt these suggestions to the ability level of your students as necessary.

Writing
Write what happens next. When the orphan arrives at his old village, what will he say? What 
will the men who left him behind say? 

Summarize
Use point form note-taking to write the summary of this story. Include who, what, where, 
when, how, and why.

Science: Polar Bears
Brainstorm what you already know about polar bears. Make a list of questions you have 
about polar bears. Use books, dictionaries, encyclopedias, the Internet, or any other method 
to research polar bears in order to answer all of your questions. 

Word Study
Read the words listed below and find them in the story. Then, create your own definition of 
what the word means. Use it in a sentence. Look up the word in a dictionary and compare 
the written definition to your own definition.

•	 Traditional
•	 Accompanied
•	 Abandon
•	 Assumed
•	 Stance
•	 Transformed
•	 Pity
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•	 Inhabited
•	 Capable
•	 Deprive
•	 Tormentor 

Poster
Create a poster presentation about this story. Use words and/or images to represent the 
main themes in this story. What did you learn? What did you like about the story? Show any 
information that you would like to share with someone who has not yet read the book, and 
try to convince them to read it!
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