PURPLE HEART

By Patricia McCormick

Reading Group Guide

About the Book

When Private Matt Duffy wakes up in an army hospital in Iraq,

he cannot remember the events that brought him there, though

he’s given a Purple Heart for the traumatic brain injury he has

sustained. As he questions others about what happened, his

memory gradually returns, and he is able to piece together how

it all played out. The final piece of the puzzle, however, does not

fall into place until he rejoins his squad and they confront yet PATRICIA McCORMICK
another tragedy. Matt comes to realize that notions of courage

and heroism are fraught with complicated questions of morality.

What inspired you to tell Matt Duffy's story in
Purple Heart?

How did you research the novel?
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Did you ever consider telling Matt's story in verse?
Why didn't you?
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What drives you to write stories about misplaced and
displaced characters?

What do you most hope readers will take away from
the novel?

What was the most interesting or important thing you
learned from writing Purple Heart?
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PURPLE HEART

Discussion Questions

PATRICIA McCORMICK

. It is often said that old men make wars; young men carry
them out. Do you think this is true? How does age affect
a person’s view of war and his or her role in war?

. At some point, most kids play at war. What is the allure of
playing war? How has your view of war changed as you’ve
grown older? How has it been changed by Purple Heart and
by other things you’ve read or seen about current wars?

. Matt’s letters to and from his girlfriend, Caroline, serve
to powerfully contrast the life of an average high school
student with that of a soldier just out of high school.
Discuss how experience can often age a person more than
years do.

. There are only a few female characters in Purple Heart.
How does gender play a role in the story? Are the women
stronger, weaker, or equal to the men? Or is it that the
expectations for the women are different? Explain.

. Consider what Francis says about asking his wife to have
everyone they know use the side door of their house

(pp- 59-60). Can you imagine what it must be like to live
in constant fear for your loved ones? What other details
from the story capture this sense of dread?

. Brody says, “These people . . . just don’t value life here the
way we do” (p. 120). Reread the incident that prompts this
comment and then discuss the reasons behind the officer’s
stereotype of the Iraqi people. What prompts someone to
become a suicide bomber? What does that say about the
way he or she values life versus the way you might value it?

. Francis contrasts the penalties for the death of a civilian
and the death of a soldier: “Twenty years for killing a haji
and a demotion for getting my buddy killed” (p. 84).
Discuss the relationship between the American soldiers
and the Iraqi people. How does the injustice and irony that
Francis describes complicate that relationship?

. How do the soldiers in Purple Heart struggle with their
consciences? Compare and contrast the strategies Matt,
Wolf, Charlene, Figueroa, and Justin each use.

9. These soldiers are also constantly required to face their
own mortality. What effect do you think this has on
them? What effect would it have on you?

10. So much of Purple Heart is about wordless
communications: the way that soccer creates a bond
where there is no common language, the importance
of things that the soldiers don’t say. How does the
language difference complicate matters between the
soldiers and the people of Iraq? Why do you think that
the soldiers don’t talk about certain matters? What is
the role of humor in the soldiers’ lives?

11. The revelation about Ali answers some of the questions
that plague Matt. How do you think Matt would have
coped with the uncertainty if he had not learned that
critical piece of information? How does it change his
view of Justin?

12. “Support the troops” is a popular slogan. What does it
really mean? How do we live up to this commitment
when soldiers come home with painful reminders of an
unpopular war, such as brain injuries, amputations, and
psychological stress?

13. Do you think Matt is a hero? Why does he harbor
doubts about his courage and heroism?

14. Traumatic brain injury is called the “signature wound”
of the Iraq War. What is it? Research its causes and
symptoms. What has the government done to help?
Where have the government’s efforts fallen short?

15. Solid information can be hard to come by in war
times. Reporters often can’t get safe access to the battle
sights, while each side of a conflict tends to portray the
situation to its advantage. Try to find estimates of the
number of civilian casualties in Irag—from U.S.
sources; from foreign media sources, such as Al
Jazeera; and from more impartial sources, such as the
Red Cross, the Red Crescent, or Doctors Without
Borders. How do the estimates vary? What is the
impact of statistics versus individual stories?
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PURPLE HEART

PATRICIA McCORMICK Extension Activities

1. Care Packages The soldiers in Purple Heart treasure care 3. From Newspaper to Broadcast In a long, protracted
packages from home. Identify a soldier serving abroad war, news often gets downgraded from front page
and make a care package for him or her. You can find headlines; yet important things are still happening,
information about items to include and ways to reach both at home and abroad. Follow a given newspaper’s
deployed soldiers at www.ustroopcarepackage.com war coverage for one week and then make a simulated
or www.anysoldier.com. Don’t worry about sending the radio or television broadcast about the current state
wrong things—remember that bartering is the main of affairs. As an alternative, contrast a week’s worth
economy among soldiers. Write a letter and include it with of reporting from a U.S. source with a week of
your care package. Describe how Patricia McCormick’s reporting from a foreign source, such as the English
novel has affected your perception of war. version of Al Jazeera.

2. Not Enough Information Here’s an exercise you can do to 4. Army Acronyms Army jargon includes a lot of
better understand the amnesia that afflicts Matt. With your acronyms: IED, RPG, SOP, and TBI, among others.
reading group, brainstorm a list of nouns and write each Make a list of acronyms mentioned in Purple Heart
one on its own index card. Then add five supporting words and see how many you can identify. Then move on to
that would most likely describe or be associated with each other acronyms you might know, including ones
noun on the same index card. Divide into two teams, and commonly used in texting. Why do you think people
take turns randomly selecting a card and trying to get your use acronyms?
teammates to guess the noun by describing it without
using any of the supporting words. 5. Oral History Interview a war veteran about his or

her experiences. Be considerate with your questioning,
though you might want to ask about combat,
camaraderie, and life lessons learned. If your timing
coincides with Veteran’s Day or Independence Day,
arrange a celebration honoring your war veteran.
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