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INTRODUCTION:
WHY A PARENTS
GUIDE FOR THE
BOY IN THE
STRIPED PAJAMAS
IS ESSENTIAL

W h e n  a  s t o r y
captivates  millions  of
readers  and  viewers
worldwide,  parents
naturally want to share
that  experience  with
their  children.  John
Boyne's  The  Boy  in
the Striped Pajamas
i s  o n e  s u c h
narrative—a  haunting

ta le  o f  ch i l dhood
friendship  set  against
one of history's darkest
chapters. However, the
profound  emotional
weight  and  mature
t h e m e s  w o v e n
throughout  this  story
d e m a n d  c a r e f u l
consideration  before
introducing it to young
a u d i e n c e s .  T h i s
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
parents  guide  for
T h e  B o y  i n  t h e
Striped Pajamas  will
he lp  you  make  an
informed  decis ion
about  whether  this
book  or  film  is
appropriate  for  your
ch i l d ,  and  how  to
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navigate  the  difficult
conversations  it  will
inevitably  spark.
The story, told through
the  innocent  eyes  of
eight-year-old  Bruno,
t h e  s o n  o f  a  N a z i
commandant,  and  his
unlikely friendship with
Shmuel,  a  Jewish  boy
i m p r i s o n e d  i n  a
concentration  camp,
p r e s e n t s  u n i q u e
challenges for parents.
While  the  narrative  is
a c c e s s i b l e  i n  i t s
l a n g u a g e  a n d
p e r s p e c t i v e ,  t h e
underlying  historical
reality  it  portrays  is
anything  but  simple.
Understanding  the  full
scope  of  what  this
s t o r y
contains—emotionally,
h i s t o r i ca l l y ,  and
developmentally—is
crucial before deciding
if your child is ready to
encounter it.

UNDERSTANDING
THE STORY: A
BRIEF SYNOPSIS
FOR PARENTS

Before  div ing  into
specific  parental
concerns,  it  is  helpful
to  understand  what
T h e  B o y  i n  t h e
Striped  Pajamas  is
actually  about.  The
novel,  published  in
2006 and later adapted
i n t o  a  c r i t i c a l l y
acclaimed film in 2008,
follows  nine-year-old
Bruno, who moves with
his  family  from Berlin
to  a  remote  location
during  World  War  II.
His  father,  a  high-
ranking  Nazi  officer,
has  been  appointed
commandant  o f  a
concentration  camp.
Bored  and  lone ly ,
Bruno ignores warnings
to stay away from the
nea rby  camp  and
befriends a boy named
Shmue l  who  l i ves
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behind  a  barbed-wire
fence  wearing  what
B r u n o  t h i n k s  a r e
striped  pajamas.
The  s tory  unfo lds
e n t i r e l y  t h r o u g h
Bruno's  limited  and
naive  perspective.  He
does  not  understand
what the camp truly is,
why Shmuel is so thin
and  sad,  or  why  the
adults  around  him
behave  w i th  such
cruelty.  This  narrative
choice  is  both  the
s t o r y ' s  g r e a t e s t
strength  and  its  most
significant  challenge
for  young  readers.
Bruno's  innocence
shields them from the
fu l l  ho r r o r  o f  t he
Holocaust,  but  it  also
means  that  children
must  be  prepared  to
read between the lines
and  understand  what
Bruno  himself  cannot
grasp.

AGE
APPROPRIATENESS
: WHAT AGE IS THE
RIGHT AGE?

The  most  frequent
question  parents  ask
regarding The Boy in
the Striped Pajamas
p a r e n t s  g u i d e
c o n c e r n s  t h e
appropriate  age  for
reading  the  book  or
watching  the  film.
There  is  no  s ing le
correct  answer,  as
children  mature  at
different  rates,  but
general guidelines can
be helpful.

For the
Book
The  novel  is  of ten
classified  for  readers
a g e d  1 0  t o  1 4 ,  o r
grades  5  through  9.
H o w e v e r ,  m a n y
educators  and  child
d e v e l o p m e n t
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specialists  recommend
ages  11  and  up  for
independent  reading,
a n d  9  a n d  u p  f o r
reading together with a
parent. The vocabulary
and sentence structure
are  access ib le  to
younger  readers,  but
t h e  t h e m e s  a n d
implications  require  a
level  of  emotional
maturity  that  varies
greatly among children
of the same age.

Ages 8-9:
Generally too
young to grasp
the historical
context. The
ending may be
deeply confusing
and traumatic
without adult
guidance.
Ages 10-11:
Many children
can handle the
story with
parental
guidance and
discussion. They

may need help
understanding
the historical
reality behind
Bruno's
misunderstandin
gs.
Ages 12 and
up: Most
adolescents can
read the book
independently
and process its
themes, though
discussing it with
a trusted adult
enhances the
experience.

For the
Film
The  movie  adaptation
is rated PG-13 in many
countries  for  thematic
material,  including
s o m e  d i s t u r b i n g
images.  The  visual
nature  of  film  makes
the  emotional  impact
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more  immediate  and
i n t e n s e  t h a n  t h e
written  word.  As  a
general  rule,  parents
should consider adding
a  year  or  two  to  the
b o o k  a g e
recommendations  for
the  film  version.
Children  ages  12  and
under  may  find  certain
scenes  overwhelming,
particularly  the  film's
devastating conclusion.

THEMATIC
CONTENT: WHAT
MAKES THIS
STORY SO
POWERFUL AND
SO DIFFICULT

Understanding  the
thematic  content  is
c e n t r a l  t o  a n y
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
parents  guide  for
T h e  B o y  i n  t h e
Striped  Pajamas .
This story does not shy
away  from  difficult
themes,  even  i f  i t

presents them through
a  c h i l d ' s  l i m i t e d
perspective.

Prejudice
and
Hatred
The  story  confronts
anti-Semitism  and
racism head-on. Bruno
hears  adults  around
h i m  s p e a k i n g
contemptuously  about
Jewish  people,  using
language he does  not
fully  understand.  He
repeats some of these
ideas innocently, which
provides  a  natural
e n t r y  p o i n t  f o r
d i s c u s s i n g  h o w
prejudice is taught and
how dangerous  it  can
be.  Parents  should  be
prepared  to  discuss
historical anti-Semitism
and  other  forms  of
prejudice that continue
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to  affect  the  world
today.

Innocenc
e and
Ignorance
Bruno's  inability  to
comprehend  what  is
happening around him
is the central device of
the story. He calls the
concentration  camp
Out-With  (a  child's
mispronunciation  of
Auschwitz),  does  not
understand the striped
pajamas  are  prison
uniforms,  and  cannot
fathom  why  Shmuel
looks  so  unwell.  This
innocence  ra i ses
profound  questions
about  the  difference
between  genu ine
innocence  and  willful
ignorance—questions
t h a t  t h o u g h t f u l
children may begin to

ask themselves.

Friendshi
p Across
Boundari
es
At  its  heart,  this  is  a
story  about  friendship
that  transcends  the
barriers  adults  have
constructed. Bruno and
Shmuel  share  food,
conversat ion,  and
companionship despite
t h e  f e n c e  t h a t
separates  them.  Their
friendship  challenges
the ideology that keeps
t h e m  a p a r t  a n d
demonstrates  the
fundamental  humanity
that  prejudice  tries  to
erase.  This  is  perhaps
the  most  valuable
t h e m e  f o r  y o u n g
readers to encounter.
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Loss and
Tragic
Conseque
nces
The ending of The Boy
i n  t h e  S t r i p e d
P a j a m a s  i s
devastating.  Without
giving away too much
for  those  who  do  not
know the story, it is fair
t o  s a y  t h a t  t h e
conclusion is tragic and
deeply  affecting.
Ch i l d ren  who  a re
sensitive to loss, death,
or  injustice  may  find
the ending particularly
difficult  to  process.
Parents should read or
watch the story first  to
assess  whether  their
child  is  emotionally
p repared  fo r  th i s
resolution.

SPECIFIC CONTENT
TO BE AWARE OF

This  section  of  our
parents  guide  for
T h e  B o y  i n  t h e
Striped  Pajamas
provides  a  detailed
breakdown  of  content
that  may  concern
parents.  While  the
story is not graphically
v io lent  in  the  way
many war  stories  are,
it  contains  emotional
and  psychological
intensity  that  can  be
more challenging than
explicit  violence  for
some  children.

Violence
and
Disturbin
g
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Imagery
Implied
violence: Death
is discussed
indirectly.
Characters
mention people
disappearing,
and the
smokestacks
from the camp
are described
ominously. The
reality of what is
happening is
never stated
outright but is
strongly implied.
Physical abuse:
A German soldier
hits Shmuel.
Bruno witnesses
this and does not
intervene. This
scene can be
very distressing.
The ending:
The final chapter
is intensely
emotional. The

fate of both boys
is tragic and may
be deeply
upsetting for
sensitive readers
or viewers.
Film-specific
images: The
movie shows the
concentration
camp more
directly than the
book describes it.
Images of
emaciated
prisoners, barbed
wire, and the gas
chamber are
present, though
not gratuitously
depicted.

Language
The  language  in  both
the  book  and  film  is
r e l a t i v e l y  m i l d
compared  to  other
PG-13  or  YA  content.
T h e r e  a r e  n o
profanities, but there is
hateful  language used
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in a historical context.
C h a r a c t e r s  u s e
derogatory  terms  for
Jewish  people,  which
a re  p resen ted  as
e x a m p l e s  o f  t h e
prejudice  of  the  time.
Parents  should  be
prepared  to  discuss
why  such  language  is
hurt fu l  and  why  i t
appears in the story.

Emotional
Intensity
The  emotional  weight
of  The  Boy  in  the
Striped  Pajamas
cannot  be  overstated.
Many  adults  report
finding  the  story
deeply  moving  and
tearful.  For  children,
this  intensity  can  be
even more pronounced
because  they  a re
s e e i n g  t h e  w o r l d
t h r o u g h  a  c h i l d
protagonist's eyes. The
sense of  injustice,  the

tragedy  of  innocent
lives lost, and the cruel
irony  of  the  ending
combine  to  create  an
emotionally demanding
experience. This is not
a light read or a casual
viewing.

DISCUSSION
POINTS: HOW TO
TALK TO YOUR
CHILD ABOUT THE
STORY

A parents  guide for
T h e  B o y  i n  t h e
Striped  Pajamas
would  be  incomplete
wi thout  pract i ca l
advice  for  discussing
the  story  with  your
ch i ld .  Read ing  o r
watching  together
prov ides  the  best
o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r
m e a n i n g f u l
conversation, but even
i f  y o u r  c h i l d
experiences  the  story
i n d e p e n d e n t l y ,
init iating  dialogue
afterward  is  valuable.
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Before
Reading
or
Watching

Provide1.
historical
context: Explain
what the
Holocaust was in
age-appropriate
terms. Children
need to
understand that
this story is
based on real
historical events,
not fantasy.
Prepare them2.
emotionally:
Let them know
the story is sad
and has a
difficult ending.
This sets
expectations
without giving

away plot details.
Establish3.
availability: Tell
your child they
can come to you
with questions or
if they feel upset
at any point.

After
Reading
or
Watching

Ask open-1.
ended
questions:
What did you
think about
Bruno? Why do
you think Shmuel
and Bruno
became friends?
How did the
ending make you
feel?
Discuss2.
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historical
accuracy: While
the story is
fiction, it is based
on real events.
Talk about the
Holocaust and
why
remembering it
matters.
Explore the3.
theme of
prejudice: How
did the
characters learn
to hate? What
does the story
teach us about
judging others?
Address the4.
ending
directly:
Children may
need help
processing the
tragedy. Validate
their feelings and
reassure them
that feeling sad
about injustice is
a natural and
good response.

Connect to the5.
present: How
can we apply the
lessons of this
story to our lives
today? How do
we stand up
against prejudice
and injustice in
our own
communities?

EDUCATIONAL
VALUE: WHAT
CHILDREN CAN
LEARN

Despite its challenging
content,  The  Boy  in
the Striped Pajamas
offers  significant
educat ional  value
when  approached
thoughtful ly .  This
parents  guide  would
b e  r e m i s s  n o t  t o
acknow ledge  the
positive aspects of the
story.
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Historical
Understa

nding
The story  provides  an
accessible  entry  point
for  learning about  the
Holocaust.  Children
who read or watch this
story  often  develop  a
deeper curiosity about
World  War  II  and  the
atrocities  committed
dur ing  tha t  t ime .
Parents  can  use  this
interest  to  introduce
nonfiction  resources,
museum  vis i ts ,  or
further historical study.

Empathy
Develop

ment
By  experiencing  the
story  through  Bruno's
eyes,  children develop
empathy  fo r  bo th
protagonists. They feel
the  injustice  of  the
separation  between
t h e  b o y s  a n d  t h e
cruelty  of  the  world
around  them.  This
emotional engagement
with history is different
from  simply  learning
facts  and  dates—it
c rea tes  a  l a s t i ng
e m o t i o n a l
understanding that can
s h a p e  a  c h i l d ' s
worldview.

Critical
Thinking
The  story  encourages
ch i l d ren  t o  t h i nk
c r i t i c a l l y  a b o u t
authority,  prejudice,
a n d  m o r a l
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responsibility.  Bruno's
fa the r  i s  a  l ov ing
parent  at  home  but
complicit  in  horrific
c r i m e s .  T h i s
contradiction  forces
readers to grapple with
c o m p l e x  m o r a l
questions without easy
answers. Why do good
people do bad things?
H o w  d o  w e  r e s i s t
pressure to conform to
harmful  systems?
These questions are at
the heart of the story.

ALTERNATIVES
AND RELATED
WORKS FOR
YOUNGER OR
MORE SENSITIVE
CHILDREN

If you decide that your
child  is  not  ready  for
T h e  B o y  i n  t h e
Striped Pajamas, or if
you want to build up to
i t  w i t h  g e n t l e r
introductions  to  the
t o p i c ,  s e v e r a l

alternatives  may  be
appropriate.

Books
Number the
Stars by Lois
Lowry (ages
9-12): A gripping
story of a Danish
family helping
Jewish neighbors
escape the Nazis.
Less immediately
tragic and more
focused on
courage and
resistance.
The Diary of a
Young Girl by
Anne Frank (ages
11 and up): The
classic firsthand
account of a
Jewish girl in
hiding. Essential
reading for
understanding
the human
reality of the
Holocaust.
When Hitler
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Stole Pink
Rabbit by Judith
Kerr (ages 9-12):
A semi-
autobiographical
story of a Jewish
family fleeing
Nazi Germany,
told from a
child's
perspective with

warmth and
resilience.
Milkweed by
Jerry Spinelli
(ages 10-14): Set
in the Warsaw
Ghetto, this story
follows an
orphan boy who
does not


