Readers Guide:

Voice from Afar: Poems of Peace by Tony Johnston

Geneva B

 Johnston, Tony, Guevara, Susan ill. Voice from Afar: Poems of Peace. New York: Holiday House, 2008. Recommended age levels 10 and up.

1. Book Summary:

Johnston's 26 poems speak of the horror, devastation, heartbreak, hope, etc of war and possible peace. These poems are told from the voices of ordinary people in war torn areas. Johnston's poetry evokes a desire for peace.

2. Review excerpts/awards:

Book Links (A.L.A.) 10/01/09
Booklist 12/15/08 "Children will want to discuss these honest poems, which explore both incomprehensible war and unexpected peace."
Horn Book 04/01/09 "This well-intentioned effort is emotional and raw but accessible. Soft abstract images in acrylics and oils on textured canvas bring humanity and immediacy to the poems."
Kirkus Review 10/15/08 "Twenty-six verse vignettes convey with urgency and emotion the harsh realities of a world strafed by war but yearning for peace" 
Publisher's Weekly 11/10/08 "The poet sharply invokes the products of war: poverty (of a dog: "His ribs are the slats of a small ark"), violence ("The body remains,/ crumpled in the street") and grief." 
School Library Journal 12/01/08 "Johnston offers thoughtful responses to war's senseless violence."
Wilson's Children 07/01/09
Wilson's Junior High School 01/09/10

3. Questions to ask before reading:
Ask students to discuss the following questions:
*Look at the book cover and title. Predict what you think the poems will be about. 
*What emotions do you feel when looking at the cover illustration? Explain.
*Have any of you been in a war or armed conflict? If so, what did you feel? If not, what do you think you would feel in that type of situation?
*What does peace mean to you?

4. Suggestions for reading poems aloud:
Choral or echo read "Voice from Afar", "If Only", "Hope", and "Let Us Weave".

Individual students can read the haikus, "Friend", "On the Road", "Overheard in a War Zone", and "Gone".

Students can partner read the other poems in the book. They can read alternating lines of the poems.

5. Follow up Activities (writing, art, science, etc.):
Writing/Language Arts:
Students can write a free verse or haiku poem about a terrifying experience or a poem about peace. Students can reflect on their 9/11 experience.

Social Studies Connection:
Have students look at current war torn countries. Have them find the causes of the conflict and discuss possible solutions to the conflict.

Art Connection:
Collaborate with the art teacher to enable students to draw a picture that reveals their feelings about one of the poems in the book that affected them the most.

6. Related websites/blogs
http://www.un.org/cyberschoolbus/peace/index.asp 
Peace It Together brings youth from Israel, Palestine and Canada together to share stories and create films. The films aim to educate themselves and others about the Israeli-Palestine conflict and to open up lines of dialogue about peace. The films can be viewed on the site and are quite powerful. They sell additional materials on a DVD for use in secondary and post-secondary classes.

http://www.peaceittogether.ca/
There are five teaching units on peace education on this site, ranging for ages 8 to 14+. Topics cover ecological awareness, tolerance, social justice, global citizenship, etc. There are many links in the resource area for United Nations documents and to other excellent websites.

http://www.cisv.org/
This is the official website of an international organization with the goal of promoting lasting peace by showing youth from around the world how to live with diversity in understanding.

http://www.dosomething.org/
Do Something is a nationwide network of young people who know they can make a difference in their communities and take action to change the world around them. As part of Do Something, young people are asked what they want to do to make things better and then given the resources and support to bring their unique vision to life.

7. Related Books (poetry, nonfiction, fiction):
Hines, Anna Grossnickle. Peaceful Pieces: Poems and Quilts About Peace, New York: Henry Holt and Co, 2011.
Parr, Todd. The Peace Book, New York: Little Brown Books for Young Readers, 2005.
Leaf, Munro, Lawson, Robert ill. The Story of Ferdinand, New York: Penguin Group, 1936, 2011.
Cali, Davide, Bloch, Serge ill. The Enemy: A Book About Peace, New York: Random House Children's Books, 2009.
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