Readers Guide:

Desert Song by Tony Johnston

Geneva B

Johnston, Tony, Young, Ed ill. Desert Song. San Francisco: Sierra Books for Children, 2000. Recommended age levels 5 to 12.

1. Book Summary:
Bring the experience of night falling on the desert through these lyrical words revealing the hidden night-life of the desert. The rhythmic poems  use onomatopoeia and musical phrasing to reveal the sounds of night in the desert such as the coyotes howl and more.  Richly colored illustrations accompany the text to reveal the stark beauty of the desert landscape.


2. Review excerpts/awards:
Book Links (A.L.A) 10/01/01
Booklist starred 10/01/00
Kirkus Review 09/15/00 "Pictures and text are gentle and poetic, suggesting the mystery of the desert at night, where all is not as quiet as it might first appear."
Publisher's Weekly 9/25/00 "Johnston (The Barn Owls) lyrically evokes the end of desert heat and the beginning of shadows at the close of day as Young's (Lon Po Po) opening spreads of a sky aflame in yellow hues give way to orange.
School Library Journal starred 12/01/00 " ...illustrations create images that are as haunting and rich as the language. From dusk to dawn, a treat."
Wilson's Children 10/01/06

3. Questions to ask before reading:
Ask students to discuss the following questions:
*What is a desert? What do you think the title of the book, "Desert Song", means? 
*What time of day do you think this poem takes place? Why do you think that is the time of day? (when asking this question, make sure students can see the cover of the book.)
*If the poem is set at night, what kinds of animals and sounds do you think you will hear and see in the desert?
*Do you think poetry can tell a story?  Why or why not? This book is a poem that tells the story of a night in the desert.
 
4. Suggestions for reading poems aloud:
Have a different student read each stanza of the poem. You can have the poem displayed using an LCD projector or have copies of the poem for each student. Another way to read the poem is to have each stanza on an index card (in a numbered order) and pass them out randomly. Student then will read their portion of the poem at the correct time.


5. Follow up Activities (writing, art, science, etc.):
Music/Listening Connection
Play a piece of relaxation music or new age music that has nature sounds in it, such as Sounds of the Rainforest. Have students listen to the music and identify the animals and other sounds that they hear. Then have them discuss the creatures and sounds that they heard. Did it make them think of anything? What?

Writing/Language Arts
 Use the poem and pictures as a writing prompt for animal night life in the desert. "My night as a bat..."

Science Connection
Have students talk about the desert biome and the animals that live in the desert. What adaptations and camouflage to animals use to survive in the desert? Is there more activity in the desert during the night or the day? Explain your answer.

Art Connection:
Collaborate with the art teacher and have students create a scene from the book using different materials such as paint, bits of paper, map pencils, etc. 

6. Related websites/blogs
http://content.scholastic.com/browse/article.jsp?id=2846 
This article features information on the plants, animals, and people of the desert. You can take an Internet field trip or visit other desert sites. Also features a review and a teacher guide.

http://www.ucmp.berkeley.edu/glossary/gloss5/biome/deserts.html
Learn about the four types of deserts: hot and dry, semiarid, coastal, and cold with this key facts and information. Includes links to other biomes: aquatic, forest, grasslands, and tundra.

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/kalahari/ 
You can click on animals that can see in the dark and learn more about them. This site contains resources and a teacher's guide.

http://pbs-afg.onstreammedia.com/vss-bin/vss_SR/pb%20...%208=Desert&offset=0& 
This page will link you to numerous video clips of deserts located throughout the United States.

7. Related Books (poetry, nonfiction, fiction):
Gibbons, Gail. Deserts, Holiday House Inc, 1999.
Munro, Roxie. Desert Days, Desert Nights, Bright Sky Press, 2010.
Williams, Terry Tempest. Illuminated Desert, University of Utah Press, 2008.
Bash, Barbara. Shadows of the Night: The Hidden World of the Little Brown Bat, San Francisco: Sierra Books for Children, 1993.
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