
Refugee Hotel: Creating a Heart Journey Map
Adapted from Georgia Heard’s book Awakening the Heart

Time needed: 2 class periods

Materials: Refugee Hotel, 11x17 paper, colored pens or pencils, magazines for cutouts of 
images, a large, long piece of butcher paper, and other basic art supplies. This lesson can 
also be done using computers (PowerPoint, etc). 

Objective: To foster empathy and identification with the refugee experience by engaging 
a framework based on personal, emotional experience. This lesson seeks to highlight the 
plight of displaced people who, in most cases, end up far from the people, places, and 
things they care about. 

Related Core Curricular Standards: Reading History RH.9-10.1, RH.11-12.1, RH. 
9-10.2, RH.11-12.2, RH.11-12.7 Speaking and Listening SL.9-10.1, SL.11-12.1, SL.
9-10.2, SL.11

Connections: This activity can be used as a warm up for any of the lesson plans for 
Refugee Hotel and can be adapted for any narrative in the Voice of Witness series, with a 
set of related photographs. 

Essential Questions: 
· How can I use the construct of a map to communicate what’s most important to 

me?
· How can I develop empathy for the lives and experiences of people I’ve never met?
· How can I personalize and better understand the realities of forced displacement?

Narrative Excerpt: “Always in my heart, I will miss my village. But we can’t go back 
again. I miss my family; I still have a lot of relatives living in Burma and Thailand, some 
are in the camp and some in other places. It still hurts my heart.”   
        ––Psaw Wah Baw

 

     DAY ONE

Step One: Hand out a large piece of plain paper, (11 x 17), to each student

Step Two: Introduce the Heart Journey Map activity by explaining the following (5 
minutes): 



This activity requires that you take a journey. The purpose of the heart journey map is to 
map all things that are important in it, the things that really matter: the people, places, and 
things you care about, moments/memories, things you love to do, things that hurt you, 
things that make you sad, happy, laugh, or cry. Our emotions and memories cover 
distances and various types of terrain. Your map should include the mountains, rivers, 
oceans, and deserts that helped you arrive at your various destinations.

Step Three:
Use the following questions to help students guide and develop ideas for their heart 
journey maps. They should not answer the questions, but use them to help organize their 
thoughts (10 minutes).

· What has really affected your heart?
· What people have been important to you?
· What places have been important to you?
· What are some experiences or central events that you will never forget?
· What are some of the literal or emotional journeys you’ve taken that have had an 

impact on you?
· What happy or sad memories do you have?
· What secrets have you kept in your heart?  (Don’t share the secret, find a 

metaphor.)
· What small things or objects are important to you – a tree in the backyard, a stuffed 

animal, a trophy, etc.

Students then use the following ideas to help organize their heart maps:

· Should some things be outside your heart and some inside?  
· How can you use real geographical features (mountains, rivers, etc) to suggest your 

feelings and your journey?
· What is at the center of your heart? 
· What is on the outside and around the edges?  
· Do different colors represent different emotions, events, relationships, etc.?
· Do you want to create a “key” or “legend” to help others read your map?

Step Four: Using the above information and ideas, students create their personal heart 
journey maps using colored pens and pencils, images cut out from magazines, and more. 
Explain that a heart can look many different ways to different people. It could be a 
traditional valentine heart, a broken heart, a scientific/anatomical heart, or a symbol that 
represents hearts/life/love, etc. Encourage students to create at least fifteen items within 
their maps. If desired, students can create their maps using PowerPoint or similar 
programs (20 + minutes).



Step Five: Working in small groups, students share their heart journey maps. If desired, 
all of the maps can be posted around the classroom and students can do a “gallery walk” 
before joining their small groups. During their presentations, encourage students to 
discuss the following (10 minutes):

· How did your use of color convey meaning?
· How did mountains, rivers and deserts reflect your emotions or your journey?
· Did any of your choices surprise you? How?
· Did you come across any challenges in creating your map? What were they?
· Are there challenges in sharing your “heart” map with others? If so, what are they?

Step Six: Introduce students to Refugee Hotel. Reading excerpts from the introduction 
can provide students with enough context to engage with the images and stories in the 
book. Choose 8-10 photographs that specifically relate to movement or travel (coming or 
going from a place), and show them on the overhead projector. While viewing the 
photographs, ask students to consider the following questions (15 minutes):

• What kinds of emotional journeys do you imagine the people in these photos are 
taking?

• What aspects of home are the people in the photos carrying with them? (ex: 
clothing, artifacts, rituals, language, etc.)

      DAY TWO

Step One: As a warm-up activity, ask students to write silently in their journals, 
reflecting on the following prompt (5 minutes):  

• Are there ways in which you can relate to the narrators in Refugee Hotel? How so?

Step Two: Share out. Ask for 5-7 volunteers to share their responses to the writing 
prompt. Note if there are ideas that multiple students are echoing (5 minutes).

Step Three: Assign students into groups of 4. Each group should read one of the 
following suggested narratives from Refugee Hotel (15-20 minutes): Do Lian Zam aka 
Elis, Abdullahi Musa & Sadia Adem, Farah Ibrahim & Mahmmoud Dawoodi, Susil 
Ghalley. Depending on time allowed, each student can read all of the narratives. 
Narratives may also be assigned as homework the night before this lesson.  As they are 
reading, students should take notes on:

· themes/motifs that emerge in their assigned narrative (ex: windows and mirrors, 
shadows and light, EXIT signs, family, the American Dream)

· personal/emotional connections with their narrators based the previous day’s heart 
journey map activity.



Step Four: When the groups have finished reading their assigned narrative, have one 
representative from each group give a short presentation on their narrator’s journey and 
experience, highlighting themes, ideas, and motifs that relate to the narrator’s refugee 
experience. Presenters can also make personal/emotional connections to their narrator 
through the heart journey map activity (10 minutes). 

Step Five: Students return to their groups, and each receives a piece of 11x17 white 
paper. Instruct each group to create a heart journey map for the narrator they were 
assigned, using whatever representation of a heart they choose. Remind them to 
reconnect with their map process from the previous class. List the prompts and questions 
from yesterday’s assignment on the board or the projector for students to use as a 
guideline (15 minutes). 

Step Six: Once the groups have completed the heart maps for their narrators, assemble 
them all onto a large, long piece of butcher paper that has been marked with the country/
continent of each narrator. Students work together to create outlines of the continents 
around the heart journey maps, fill in the oceans, mountains, and rivers between them, 
and decide what pictures/elements should make up North America (15 minutes). Share 
the (age-appropriate) creative maps from this website on the overhead projector: 
http://www.hongkiat.com/blog/creative-world-maps/

Step Seven: As homework, students are to write a one-page reflection on the mapping 
process, using the following suggested prompts:

· How did it feel to create a personal heart journey map? What did you learn about 
yourself in the process? 

· How did that differ from creating a heart journey map for a narrator? What did you 
learn about your narrator through the heart map activity?

· What was it like working with the other groups to assemble the large world map? 
What kinds of choices did you make to communicate the emotions associated 
with long journeys?

· Were they able to connect the shared experiences of the narrators as they journeyed 
to the United States? How?

Possible Oral History Project: Students create an oral history project around the 
concepts, realities and emotions associated with “journeys.” These journeys can reflect 
what happens when people travel from one place to another and how they are changed or 
transformed in the process.  Potential narrators can share stories about literal and/or 
emotional journeys and reflect the uncertainty, exhilaration, and many challenges related 
to traveling to new locales or environments.

http://www.hongkiat.com/blog/creative-world-maps/
http://www.hongkiat.com/blog/creative-world-maps/

