
Chancey of the Maury River 

 

Chancey of the Maury River; Gigi Amateau, Candlewick Press, 2008 

Grade Level: 3-5  

ISBN & Cost: 0763634395, $15.99 

 
Copyright © 2008 Gigi Amateau. Jacket illustration copyright ©2008 Tim O'Brien. 
Reproduced by permission of the publisher, Candlewick Press, Inc.  

 

Synopsis:   

Chancey was a horse in bad shape.  He had been neglected and half starved when he was introduced to 

Claire, a little girl suffering the trauma of divorce. Together they will face the hardest challenges of their 

lives. 

 

General Review:   

Chancey of the Maury River is a story about friendship, unconditional love, and second chances. 

Chancey, an old-albino appaloosa, and Claire, a little girl who is devastated by her parents’ divorce, 

become best friends that help each other through the hardest times in their lives. The story of Chancey 

demonstrates that we all have something valuable to give and that we are never too old to embark on a 

new adventure. 

 

The story is told through Chancey’s voice and helps the reader to see the world through an animal’s 

eyes.  The story reminds us that animals love and need love in return. Students will sympathize with 

Chancey’s setbacks and disappointments and find hope in his second chances. By reading Chancey, the 

reader learns a lot about horses, horsemanship, and stables.  

 

Themes: friendship, horses, cancer, therapy, unconditional love, blindness, second chances, Appaloosa 

horse -- Fiction. ; Appaloosa horse -- Fiction. ; Horses -- Fiction. ; Albinos and albinism – Fiction. ; Pets 

-- Therapeutic use -- Fiction. ; Blindness in animals -- Fiction. ; Maury River (Va.) -- Fiction.   

 

Author information:  

According to the inside cover of Chancey, Gigi Amateau lives in Virginia with her family and two 

horses. She based this story on the friendship between her daughter and their Appaloosa Albert who was 

a school horse in a therapeutic riding program. More information can be found about the author at the 

following resources: 

http://www.gigiamateau.com/ 

 

 

Discussion Questions:  (Standard 3; Benchmark 3) 

1. Discuss a time when you had a disappointment that actually led to something good in your life. 

2. How did Chancey adjust to his blindness? He had certain tricks he used to help navigate the 

barns, stables, and paths. What were they?  How have you met challenges you might have? 

3. When Chancey was training to be a therapy horse he had to learn to be calm in very stressful 

situations. What do you do to cope with stressful situations? 

 

Activities:   
1. Research and create a PowerPoint presentation on animals used for therapy. Things to include: 

what kinds of animals are used, how are they trained, and what kind of therapies do they provide. 

(Standard 3, Benchmark 4) 

http://www.gigiamateau.com/


2. Research and write a report on the history of horses or Appaloosas. (Standard 1, Benchmark 5 

and Standard 6, Benchmark 1) 

3. Create a character map. (Standard 3, Benchmark 1) 

http://home.att.net/~teaching/litcircl/charmap.pdf 

      http://www.microsoft.com/education/charactermapping.mspx#EGF 

 

Similar Books for Further Reading   
A Horse of Her Own by Annie Wedekind 

Shadow Horse by Alison Hart 

 

 

 

 

Masterpiece 

 

Title. Elise Broach; Henry Holt and Co., 2008 

Grade Level:  3-5 

ISBN & Cost: 0805082700, $11.55 

 
                           ©2008, used by permission of Henry Holt and Company 

 

Synopsis:   

Marvin is a beetle living with his family in a cupboard in an apartment in Manhattan. Marvin decides 

one evening to draw a picture for James, the eleven year old boy who lives in the apartment, as a 

birthday present. The painting will create a special friendship between the two, and lead them on an 

adventure full of excitement and danger in the world of art. They will work together to try and foil a plot 

to steal a real life art masterpiece. 

 

General Review:   

Marvin and James become close friends that really care about the other’s happiness and well being. 

Students will enjoy the extraordinary friendship that develops between Marvin and James, and the page 

turning adventures throughout the book. They will sympathize with James’ family issues which include 

divorce and social pressures.  Students will also appreciate the resourcefulness of Marvin and his beetle 

family in utilizing the leftovers and trash from a human family for their own needs. Masterpiece 

incorporates lessons of art and art history throughout the story. Broach’s characters are very realistic and 

humorous, and the last page of each chapter makes you eager to start the next. 

Themes: Art, friendship, divorce, art history, art theft, museums, Artists -- Juvenile fiction. ; Beetles -- 

Juvenile fiction. ;Human-animal relationships -- Juvenile fiction. ;   

Art thefts -- Juvenile fiction. ; Families -- New York (State) -- New York -- Juvenile fiction. ;Mystery 

and detective stories.; Dürer, Albrecht, 1471-1528 -- Juvenile fiction. ; New York (N.Y.) -- Juvenile 

fiction.    

 

Author information: According to the author’s website, Mrs. Broach lives with her family in the 

woods of Connecticut and likes to eat chocolate chips and drink tea while writing.  You can read more 

fun facts about her at: http://www.elisebroach.com/ .Some of the other books she has written are: 

Shakespeare's Secret, Desert Crossing, and  

Wet Dog!  

 

 

http://home.att.net/~teaching/litcircl/charmap.pdf
http://www.microsoft.com/education/charactermapping.mspx#EGF
http://www.microsoft.com/education/charactermapping.mspx#EGF
http://www.elisebroach.com/
http://www.jacketflap.com/bookdetail.asp?bookid=0312371322
http://www.jacketflap.com/bookdetail.asp?bookid=0312371322
http://www.jacketflap.com/bookdetail.asp?bookid=0142408557


Discussion Questions:  (Standard 3; Benchmark 3) 

1. Marvin had no idea he was a great artist until he drew his first sketch. What are your talents and 

when did you discover you had them? 

2. Do you have a favorite artist? If so, who is it and why? 

3. James took credit for Marvin’s artwork. What were the consequences? 

4. Name some of the ways Marvin and James demonstrated ―true‖ friendship towards each other. 

 

Activities:   
1. Do research on an artist of your choosing. Write a report that includes a biography of the artist, a 

list of their famous pieces, and description of their type of art. (Standard 1, Benchmark 5) 

2.  Follow the Getty lesson plan, Reading Stories in Art at: 

http://www.getty.edu/education/teachers/trippack/activity_pre_storiesinart.html which demonstrates 

how artists tell stories through their art. (Standard 5. Benchmark 3.Create an art project that portrays 

a scene or character in Masterpiece. (Standard 5, Benchmark 3) 

 

Similar Books for Further Reading : 

Shakespeare's Secret by Elise Broach  

Chasing Vermeer by Blue Balliett 

 

 

 

Buffalo Song 

 

Buffalo Song. Bruchac, Joseph,  

illustrated by Farnsworth, Bill; Lee & Low Books, 2008.  

Grade Level:  3-5  

ISBN & Cost:  978-1-58430-280-3 $18.95 

 

 
                         Copyright Lee & Low Books 2008. 

 

 

Synopsis:   

Will the buffalo be saved from extinction?  Buffalo Song describes the 1873 massacre of  large numbers 

of the valuable animals that had kept the Native Americans alive for centuries.  Viewing the needless 

annihilation of this magnificent species caused some to dream of making efforts to bring the buffalo 

back to the prairie.  This book discusses those individuals who made it their life’s work to save some of 

the animals and re-settle them where they could grow and thrive.   

 

General Review:   

Buffalo Song provides some insight into the history of Native American people, and the connection of 

the buffalo (or bison) to this culture.  Readers will begin to understand what the massacre of the massive 

animals has meant to Native Americans, as the words of Salish songs are interwoven throughout the 

text, plaintively crying out the injustice of this slaughter.  Students who have always thought of buffalo 

only as distant and ancient animals (who are considered only when studying Kansas Day!) will gain a 

new appreciation for the historical and cultural meaning of this creature. 

 

http://www.getty.edu/education/teachers/trippack/activity_pre_storiesinart.html
http://www.amazon.com/Elise-Broach/e/B001IGFJTW/ref=ntt_athr_dp_pel_1


Themes: Kalispel Indians – Biography. ; Kalispel Indians -- Social conditions. ; American bison -- 

Montana -- Little Bitterroot River. ; Wildlife conservation -- Montana -- Little Bitterroot River.; 

Walking Coyote 

 

Author information: Something About the Author , volume 42 

http://www.josephbruchac.com/bruchac_biography.html 

 

Discussion Questions:  (Standard 3; Benchmark 3) 

1. After reading the story, discuss life in 1873 from a buffalo’s point of view. What would the 

buffalo, as well as their Native American brothers, think about how the world around them had 

changed?    

2. What is the meaning behind the title: Buffalo Song?  How might this relate to the words:  

 Hetcha hey  

 Hetcha ho 

 Hetcha hey yeh ho 

repeated throughout the book? 

3.  What is the significance of the ―buffalo hair bracelet‖ described as being presented to Red Elk 

from Walking Coyote?   The books states:  ―There was no need for Red Elk to speak words of 

thanks.  Walking Coyote knew what was in his heart.‖  

4. Why do you think the author wrote this book? What was his purpose? Did he succeed? How? 

What is the main theme or idea overall? Do you agree with this message? Why or why not? 

 

Activities:   
1. Using Internet and book research, make a list of Top Ten Facts about buffalo.  Discuss whether 

you have ever seen one, and where.  What is meant by the term ―Endangered Species?‖  Write a 

report on the why at one time the possibility existed of bison being considered an endangered 

species. (Standard 1, Benchmark 5)  

2. Consider the website http://www.nps.gov/yell/naturescience/bisonqa.htm , as well as other 

information about the annihilation of buffalo.  After researching the subject, write a paragraph 

about history and destruction of the buffalo culture in the US.   Make a timeline to compare and 

with the events the events and dates described in this book. How historically accurate was the 

author? (Standard 2; Benchmark 4) 

3. How would you compare the work done by Walking Coyote and Michael Pablo as described in 

the book with animal activists of today?   Research   PETA (People for the Ethical Treatment of 

Animals)   

 http://www.peta.org/about/ or other animal activist organizations such as World Society for the 

Protection of Animals http://www.wspa-usa.org/ 

 

Similar Books for Further Reading   
Erdrich, Louise.  The Porcupine Year 

Fern, Tracey E. Buffalo Music.  

Patent, Dorothy Hinshaw. When the Wolves Returned: Restoring Nature's Balance in Yellowstone 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.josephbruchac.com/bruchac_biography.html
http://www.nps.gov/yell/naturescience/bisonqa.htm
http://www.peta.org/
http://www.peta.org/
http://www.peta.org/
http://www.peta.org/about/
http://www.wspa-usa.org/


 

Freedom Train 

 

Freedom Train.  Coleman, Evelyn;  

Margaret K. McElderry Books/Simon & Schuster, 2009 

Grade Level: 3-5 

ISBN & cost: 9780689847165, $17.99  

 
Freedom Train by Evelyn Coleman; illustrated by David Riley, published by Margaret K. 
McElderry, an imprint of Simon & Schuster Children's Publishing. 

 

Synopsis:  

Clyde’s big brother, Joseph, has been chosen to guard the Freedom Train, which is traveling to all forty-

eight states, carrying important documents such as the Declaration of Independence and the Bill of 

Rights. Clyde has been selected to recite the Freedom Pledge when the train stops in Atlanta, but he has 

stage fright, especially because he's the favorite target of the class bully. Clyde gets a surprise when an 

African-American boy, William, comes to his rescue. Later, his rescuer’s family is threatened with harm 

if they don’t move away. Clyde is really perplexed. Why would anyone want to hurt such nice people? 

 

General Review:   

“Freedom Train is a powerful historical fiction title that illustrates the evils of segregation and 

discrimination for a younger audience. As we celebrate Black History Month in February, children will 

want to read and discuss this timely and important book with their parents and teachers.‖  (From 

Amazon.Com, review by Carol Turner) 

Themes:  Tolerance, Civil Rights, Segregation, Race relations -- Juvenile fiction. ; Freedom Train -- 

Juvenile fiction. ; Schools -- Juvenile fiction. ; Bullying -- Juvenile fiction. ; Family -- Georgia -- 

Juvenile fiction. ; Atlanta (Ga.) -- Juvenile fiction. ; Georgia -- History -- 20th century -- Juvenile 

fiction.  

Author Information: 

Evelyn Coleman was born in North Carolina, and became a psychotherapist and then a professional 

writer, winning numerous awards.   She has also written young-adult fiction and adult mystery-thrillers.  

For more information about her, see author’s website, http://www.evelyncoleman.com/Welcome.htm 

including transcription of an interview with her: http://www.evelyncoleman.com/More_About_Me.htm . 

For historical background of The Freedom Train, see information authored by Larry Wines at: 

http://www.freedomtrain.org/html/ft_home.htm 

 

Discussion Questions:  (Standard 3, Bench mark 3) 

1. Which of the important, primary-source documents is most meaningful to you?  Explain. 

2. Have you and your family visited the state historic site in Topeka, Brown vs. Board of 

Education?  How did this U. S. Supreme Court decision change schools around the country? 

3. In today’s world of focusing-on-security, would a Freedom Train carrying important documents 

be practical?  Do you foresee that each visitor would have to have a background check?  Do you 

think it could work in 2010? 

Activities:   

http://www.evelyncoleman.com/Welcome.htm
http://www.evelyncoleman.com/More_About_Me.htm
http://www.freedomtrain.org/html/ft_home.htm


1. Memorize the Freedom Pledge.  Take turns reciting it in front of the class. (Standard 1, 

Benchmark1)http://www.examiner.com/x-3108-Baltimore-Republican-Examiner~y2009m7d29-

Politics-101-What-is-the-Freedom-Pledge 

2. Attempt to read an excerpt from one of the Freedom Train documents that is new to you.  Read 

at least three paragraphs of this document.  Be ready to tell the class what this document is all 

about.  http://www.lincoln-highway-museum.org/FT/FT-Index.html   (Standard 1. Benchmark 1) 

3. Go to the website discussed above http://www.freedomtrain.org/html/ft_home.htm .   Draw a   

picture of the 1947 train.  Be sure to color it red, white, and blue.  (Standard 5, Benchmark 5) 

Similar Books for Further Reading: 

Don't Know Much About American History by Kenneth C. Davis, Matt Faulkner (Illustrator) 

Keys to American History: Understanding Our Most Important Historic Documents  

     by Richard Panchyk  

Words That Built a Nation: A Young Person's Collection of Historic American Documents  

     by Marilyn Miller 

 

Eleven 

 

Eleven. Patricia Reilly Giff; Alfred A. Knopf, 2008 

Grade Level:  3-5 

ISBN 978-0-385-73069-3 (0-385-73069-1) & Cost: $15.99 

 
Eleven by Patricia Reilly Giff published by Wendy Lamb Books,  
an imprint of Random House Children's Books 
 

Synopsis:   
Sam MacKenzie will turn eleven as his birthday is approaching quickly. There is something about the 

number eleven that mystifies him. Sam finds some papers in a box in the attic that may answer his 

questions, but he cannot read. Caroline, a classmate who just moved to town but not for long, loves to 

read. Sam wants to learn but knows he cannot learn quick enough to solve the mystery by himself. When 

Sam and Caroline are paired for a school project, Sam feels he can put his trust into Caroline in helping 

him discover who he really is. 

 

General Review:  
What a great, quick, mystery read. Couldn’t turn the pages quick enough to figure out what happened 

next. Would be a nice classroom read-aloud or suited for that quiet child not too sure about who they 

are. 

 

Themes: Friendship, School, Self-identity, Families 

 

Author information:   
http://www.randomhouse.com/features/patriciareillygiff/ 

 

Discussion Questions:  (Standard 3; Benchmark 3) 

1. What character do you like most in this book? Why? How is this character like you or unlike 

you? In what ways are his experiences similar or different from yours? 

http://www.examiner.com/x-3108-Baltimore-Republican-Examiner~y2009m7d29-Politics-101-What-is-the-Freedom-Pledge
http://www.examiner.com/x-3108-Baltimore-Republican-Examiner~y2009m7d29-Politics-101-What-is-the-Freedom-Pledge
http://www.lincoln-highway-museum.org/FT/FT-Index.html
http://www.freedomtrain.org/html/ft_home.htm
http://search.barnesandnoble.com/booksearch/results.asp?ATH=Kenneth+C%2E+Davis
http://search.barnesandnoble.com/booksearch/results.asp?ATH=Matt+Faulkner
http://www.amazon.com/Richard-Panchyk/e/B001JP9MYK/ref=ntt_athr_dp_pel_1
http://www.randomhouse.com/features/patriciareillygiff/


2. How do you feel about the ending of the book? Why? How might you change the ending if you 

were the author? Why would you change it this way? How might this change in the plot alter the 

author’s message? 

3. Why do you think the author wrote this book? What was her purpose? Did she succeed? How? 

What is the main theme or idea overall? Do you agree with this message? Why or why not? 

 

Activities:  
1. Challenge students to pair up with a younger student learning to read. Set aside some work time 

for the older student to assist the younger student (buddy reading-activities) 

 (Standard 5; Benchmark 1) 

2. Research fun facts about the number eleven – compare what you learned from reading the story 

and what you find out from your research. (Standard 4; Benchmark 2) 

 

Similar Books for Further Reading   
The London Eye Mystery by Siobhan Dowd 

Boxcar Children by Gertrude Warner 

 

 

 

 

Swindle 

 

Swindle, Gordon Korman; Hyperion Books, 2008. 

Grade Level: 3-5 

ISBN-13 HB 9780439903448; $16.99 

ISBN-10 HB 0439903440; $16.99 

ISBN-13 PB 9780439903455; $ 

ISBN-10 PB 0439903459; $ 

 
 © 2008, used by permission of publisher.   

 

Synopsis: 

After being conned out of his valuable baseball card, sixth grader Griffin Bing devises a plan to break in 

to the store and steal the card back with the help of his misfit friends and enemies. 

 

General Review: 

Outraged at having been ―swindled‖ out of a valuable baseball card, sixth grader Griffin Bing has to get 

the card back no matter what the obstacles.  And there are obstacles: a large fence, a high-tech security 

system, and a ferocious guard dog.  Griffin, the man with a plan, knows that he is going to need help.  

He enlists an expert climber, an electronics whiz, an aspiring actor and an animal lover.  A page-turning 

adventure full of suspense, great characters, humor and a surprise ending.  Great for a read aloud that 

will have the students begging for more. 

Themes: Crime, Baseball Cards, Swindlers and swindling, Adventure and adventurers. 

 

Author Information: 

www.gordonkorman.com 

www.scholastic.com 

www.harpercollins.com 

hyperionbooksforchildren.com  

http://www.gordonkorman.com/
http://www.scholastic.com/
http://www.harpercollins.com/


Literature Resource Center @ www.kslib.info 

Continuum Encyclopedia of Children’s Literature 

Major Authors and Illustrators for Children and Young Adults 

Writers for Young Adults 

 

Discussion Questions (Standard 3; Benchmark 3) 

1. Why does Griffin organize the sleep over in the Old Rockford House?  What does he hope to 

accomplish? 

2. How does Griffin discover that he had been swindled?  Is he justified in stealing the baseball 

card back? 

3. For Griffin, developing a plan is like putting together a jigsaw puzzle.  Why did he choose each 

member for the team?  Why can Griffin trust them? 

4. What do you think about Griffin’s advice for getting around adult rules?  Good advice or not? 

5. Describe Darren Vader and his role in the story. 

 

Activities: 

1. Go to the official web site (www.cesarmillaninc.com/dogwhisperer/) of the television show 

about a ―dog whisperer‖.  Compare what he does to what Savannah does with the guard dog. 

(Standard 9; Benchmark 1) 

2. Design a prop (show & tell item) related to the story. (Standard 3; Benchmark 4) 

3. Design a scrapbook for one of the classmates recruited for the team.  Have the theme of the 

scrapbook be centered around Operation Baseball Card Rescue. (Standard 3; Benchmark 4) 

4. Outline the events in the story by developing a timeline. (Standard 3; Benchmark 4) 

5. Pretend you are a news reporter.  Write an article for the newspaper about the story as if it really 

happened. (Standard 3; Benchmark 4) 

 

Similar Books for Further Reading: 

 Thief Lord by Cornelia Funke 

 Honus and Me by Dan Gutman 

 Case of the Stolen Baseball Cards by James Preller 

 

 

The Adventures of Sir Lancelot the Great 

 

The adventures of Sir Lancelot the Great/Gerald Morris; illus. by Aaron Renier. 

Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2008. 

Grade Level: 3-5 

ISBN: 0618777148 (reinforced) 9780618777143 (reinforced) 

Cost:  $15.00 

Sound Recording: Non-music: Elementary and junior high school: 

Compact disc Sound disc: digital mono. ; 4 3/4 in. Princeton, N.J.:  

Recording for the Blind & Dyslexic 

  
 Used by permission of Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. 
 

Synopsis:   

This book chronicles the many adventures of Sir Lancelot showing off his talents and his wit to win at 

every quest he attempts on his way to becoming the greatest knight in King Arthur’s court. 

 

http://www.kslib.info/
http://www.cesarmillaninc.com/dogwhisperer/


General Review:  

Every child loves the tales of knights in King Arthur’s court. This book relates those tales in a very easy 

to understand version.  Morris includes humor along with the action to keep the reader engaged. This 

book will be a jumping off point for children to then delve into the longer books on King Arthur and his 

Knights of the Round Table.  This book is a very good introduction for 3
rd

 and 4
th

 graders into the life of 

King Arthur and his knights. 

 

Themes: Lancelot (Legendary character) -- Legends. ; Arthurian romances -- Adaptations. ; Knights and 

knighthood -- Folklore. ; Folklore -- England.   

 

Author information: http://www.childrensliteraturenetwork.org/aifolder/aipages/ai_m/morris.html  

 

Discussion Questions:  (Standard 3; Benchmark 3) 

1. Why did Sir Lancelot want to keep his armor clean?  How important are first impressions? 

2. Why did Sir Lancelot pick lonely paths for his quests? 

3. Lady Blanche was willing to leave the dungeon door unlocked if Sir Lancelot would do 

something for her.  What was that task? Was Sir Lancelot good on his word?  Are you honorable 

and do what you say you will do even when no one is watching? 

4. Why did Sir Lancelot never wear a lady’s token in a tournament? 

5. Why did Sir Lancelot come out of retirement?  Sir Lancelot learned that ―he was supposed to be 

a knight.  Not a knight who wins tournaments, not a knight who delights the ladies, not a knight 

in shining armor—just a knight who helps the helpless and defends the weak.‖ Are there any 

things you could do to help the helpless and defend the weak? 

 

Activities: 

1. Select a significant event from the book and draw an illustration. Be sure to include the page 

number(s) where the event takes place and write an original caption for the illustration. (Standard 

5, Benchmark 3)  

2. Draw a flow map for the events chronicled in this story, beginning with coming to King Arthur’s 

court to deciding to retire. (Standard 3 Benchmark 1) 

3. Read aloud a portion of the book. You could also act out a scene with a friend (like dropping 

acorns on Sir Phelot’s head or his meeting with Lady Elaine and Sir Lavaine). (Standard 5, 

Benchmark 2) 

4. Write a persuasive letter from Sir Lancelot to King Arthur explaining why Sir Lancelot should 

be able to retire from being a knight. (Standard 3, Benchmark 4; Standard 9, Benchmark 1) 

5. Use a Venn diagram to compare and contrast Sir Lancelot’s life as a knight to what his life might 

have been like after he retired. (Standard 3, Benchmark 1)  

 

Similar Books for Further Reading:   

Another book in this series, ―The Knight’s Tales‖ such as The Adventures of Sir Givret the Short also 

by Gerald Morris;   

any book from the series, ―Dragon Slayers Academy‖ by K.H. McMullan;    

The Knight at Dawn by Mary Pope Osborne. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.childrensliteraturenetwork.org/aifolder/aipages/ai_m/morris.html


Planting the Trees of Kenya: the Story of Wangari Maathai 

 

Planting the Trees of Kenya: the Story of Wangari Maathai.  

Claire A Nivola; Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2008 

Grade Level:  3-5  

ISBN & Cost: 978-0374399184; $16.95 

 
Jacket Illustrations by Claire A. Vovola. Planting the Trees of Kenya © 2008 by Claire A. 
Nivola. Used with the permission of Farrar Straus Giroux, an imprint of Macmillan 
Children's Publishing Group. 

 

Synopsis:  

Wangari Maathai grew up in a Kenya that was lush with trees and farm crops. But while she was away 

at a college in Kansas, Kenya was stripped of its natural beauty by the formation of commercial 

plantations. When she returned to her homeland, she formed the Green Belt Movement, a group of 

women who worked to get everyone, including children and soldiers, to plant trees—and hope—

throughout the country. 

 

General Review:  

This picture biography of Kenyan activist and Nobel Prize winner Wangari Maathai will encourage 

children to see the power a simple idea can hold if it is followed through with work and determination. 

The idea of planting trees in a land that has been deforested is a simple one, but the latter half of the 

book explains how Maathai and other Kenyan women were determined to build a better Kenya. They \, 

and through the process of forming the Green Belt Movement, they not only made Kenya green again, 

they gave Kenyans better lives through an emphasis on empowerment and education.  

 

Themes: Tree planters (Persons) -- Kenya -- Biography. ; Women conservationists -- Kenya -- 

Biography. ; Women politicians -- Kenya -- Biography. ; Maathai, Wangari. ; Green Belt Movement 

(Society:Kenya ) ; Nobel prizes – Biography. 

 

Author information:   
Something About the Author, vol. 140. 

 http://us.macmillan.com/author/claireanivola 

 

Discussion Questions:  (Standard 3; Benchmark 3) 

1. Planting trees in a land where they have all been cut down is a simple idea. Explain how such a 

simple idea lead to a big change in the lives of Kenyans, for example, in terms of education and 

opportunity. 

2. Wangari Maathai traveled far from home to attend college—nearly halfway around the world. 

Would you like to travel that far to go to school? Why or why not? Where in the world might 

you like to go? Why? 

3. Maathai told Kenyan soldiers, ―You should hold the gun in your right hand and a tree seedling in 

your left. That’s when you become a good soldier.‖ What did she mean by this? How can a 

soldier be good by planting trees? 

 

Also, the Reading Rockets website suggests a detailed discussion strategy called ―question the author‖ 

to use with this book: http://www.readingrockets.org/strategies/question_the_author 

 

 

http://us.macmillan.com/author/claireanivola
http://www.readingrockets.org/strategies/question_the_author


Activities:   
1. Wangari Maathai won the Nobel Peace Prize in 2004. Research the criteria the Nobel committee 

uses to choose Peace Prize winners. Discuss why Maathai deserved to win the prize. Ask small 

groups to each come up with a world leader who they think might qualify for the Peace Prize and 

list the reasons why. Hold a mock committee discussion to choose a winner from among the list. 

(Standard 9, Benchmark 1) 

2. Read another picture biography of Maathai, such as Jeanette Winter’s Wangari’s Trees of Peace: 

A True Story From Africa. Make a list of facts about Maathai’s life from Planting the Trees of 

Kenya and another list of facts from the second biography. Compare and contrast the two lists. 

(Standard 1, Benchmark 4) 

3. Plant trees! Have students use the Arbor Day Foundation website 

(http://www.arborday.org/index.cfm) or another tree information site to identify which trees are 

best suited to your climate. Ask a local tree nursery to donate a suitable tree of the students’ 

choice, and plant on school grounds or at a nearby park. Or for $10, you can become an Arbor 

Day Foundation member and receive 10 trees to plant. (Standard 14, Benchmark 3) 

4. Maathai attended Mount Saint Scholastica College (now Benedictine College) in Atchison, KS. 

Have students research the types of majors and courses Benedictine offers and imagine that 

Maathai is just now going to attend college. Which majors and classes would they recommend 

for her to prepare her for her life as an environmentalist and activist? (Standard 4, Benchmark 1) 

 

Similar Books for Further Reading   
My Name is Gabriela/Me llamo Gabriela (a bilingual biography) by Monica Brown and John Parra 

Beatrice’s Goat by Page McBrier 

One Hen: How One Small Loan Made a Big Difference by Katie Smith Milway 

Wangari’s Trees of Peace: A True Story From Africa by Jeanette Winter 

 

 

 

 

42 Miles 

 

42 Miles. Tracie Vaughn Zimmer; Clarion Books, 2008 

Grade Level:  3-5 

ISBN 978-0-618-61867-5 & Cost: $15.99 

 

 
Book jacket ©2008 by Elaine Clayton from 42 Miles by Tracie Zimmer/Claion Books, an 
imprint of Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. 

 

 

Synopsis:   
Joey, as she is called by her father, and Ellen, as she is called by her mother, is about to turn thirteen. 

Her parents have been divorced since she was in diapers but have always lived four blocks apart, until 

this year. She has managed living two separate lives – her city life with mom, and her farm life with dad, 

but she wants this to change. JoEllen tells her story in free-verse poetry of how she intertwined her two 

lives. 

 

 

 

http://www.arborday.org/index.cfm


General Review:  
A nice quick read to which many children can relate. The author uses the poetry in such a way that the 

readers feel they are right there with JoEllen experiencing it all. 

 

Themes: Friendship, School, Self-identity, Families, Divorce, City Life, Country Life 

 

Author information:   
http://www.tracievaughnzimmer.com 

 

Discussion Questions:  (Standard 3; Benchmark 3) 

1. What character do you like most in this book? Why? How is this character like you or unlike 

you? In what ways are his experiences similar or different from yours? 

2. How do you feel about the ending of the book? Why? How might you change the ending if you 

were the author? Why would you change it this way? How might this change in the plot alter the 

author’s message? 

3. Why do you think the author wrote this book? What was her purpose? Did she succeed? How? 

What is the main theme or idea overall? Do you agree with this message? Why or why not? 

 

Activities:  
1. Challenge students to write a free verse poem about an event in their life. Share poems with 

classmates.(Standard 6; Benchmark 1, Standard 5; Benchmark 2) 

2. Write the next chapter for this story. How is JoEllen doing? How are her parents and friends 

handling the mix of the two lives? (Standard 5; Benchmark 1) 

 

Similar Books for Further Reading   
A Friendship for Today by Pat McKissack 

Stranded in Boringsville by Catherine Bateson 

http://www.tracievaughnzimmer.com/

