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About the Author

· Tony Johnston is a female author of more than 100 books for children.  She lives in California currently, and has lived in Mexico, New York, and traveled around the world.  She has brought these travel experiences to many of her books.  She is also a former 4th grade teacher.
· www.childrenslit.com/f_tonyjohnston.html
· Other books written by Ms. Johnston are:  The Barn Owls, Uncle RainCloud, Day of the Dead, The Magic Maguey, The Iguana Brother, Alice Nizzy Nazzy, The Witch of Santa Fe, Bigfoot Cincerrrrrella, and Any Small Goodness.
About the Illustrator

· Mr. Mazellan has been a graphic designer and commercial illustrator for more than 20 years.  This is his 1st children’s book.  He teaches at Indiana Wesleyan University and resides in Indiana.
Annotation

How does a poor, Jewish family survive in Poland?  What happens when Nazis invade a home and split the family apart?  How does a lone, young boy find hope, love, and strength via music?  Read The Harmonica by Tony Johnston if you want to be uplifted by the power of music and how the true meaning of human spirit can stay alive. 

Booktalk 

Torn from his parents’ home in Poland during WWII, a young, Jewish boy finds himself in a concentration camp.  He is beaten, starved, and worked to death.  When the commandment overhears him play his harmonica, he commands him to play every night.  Cold, starving, and scared, the boy finds hope playing music by Schubert on his harmonica.

Characters

· The main character in this story is a young, Jewish boy.  He recollects the love his parents showed him, finding joy in singing together, and listening to the neighbor’s gramophone.  He learned how to play a harmonica his father gave him.  HE was brave, unselfish, and strong spirited.
· The boy’s parents were very loving.  They sang, danced, and spent time with their son until they were taken to concentration camps.  The family was poor, but managed to keep up their spirits at home.
· The commandment in charge of the concentration camp enjoyed the boy’s music.  He forced him to play for him every evening, and he actually gave him bread for playing. He also beat the children and worked them to death.
Conflict/Resolution 

The main conflict that occurs in this story is when the Nazis invaded Poland and split a family apart.  The parents were sent to one concentration camp, and the son was sent to another.  Another conflict is when the boy awakes at night one time and knows his parents are dead.  All of the children at the camp are beaten, worked too hard, and starved.  The boy has other inner conflicts when he is forced to play his harmonica for the commander.  He fears if he makes a mistake, he’ll die.  But he remembers how his father told him Schubert played in the cold, and he succeeds in playing well.  He struggles with knowing that he is receiving  bread every time he plays while the other children are starving.  But he knows he has to play to stay alive.  He uses his talents and finds peace in knowing he gives others a little bit of comfort with his music. 

 Genre

· Historical Fiction

Interest Level

· Ages 9-12/grades 3-6

Point of View 

· First Person

Setting 

The story takes place during WWII and the time of the Jewish Holocaust.  It begins in a young boy’s home in Poland, and it ends in a concentration camp.

Summary 

During WWII, a young, Jewish boy is torn from his home and separated from his parents.  While being beaten and starved in a concentration camp, he manages to maintain his sanity and keep hope alive.  Even under the commandment of the concentration camp, he survives by playing Schubert on his harmonica.

Themes

· Jews, concentration camps, WWII, Jewish Holocaust, harmonicas, music by Schubert
· The title The Harmonica is significant to the book because this one, small instrument saved the spirits of many people.
Across the Curriculum Connections

· Social Studies:  WWII, Jewish Holocaust, Nazis, Poland, Jews, concentration camps

· Music:  Schubert, harmonica, singing, dancing, gramophone

· Life Skills:  love, hope, courage, survival, unselfishness

Activities/Vocabulary

· Read other age appropriate books about the Holocaust
· Watch age appropriate videos about the Holocaust
· Have a guest speaker with someone’s grandparent that may have been present during this time period speak to the class.
· Write about how you would feel if this happened to you.  What one item would you like to have with you to find and share a ray of hope?
· In contrast to “regular” vocabulary words from novels that could be simply defined or studied, the words from this book could be researched.  Background knowledge of all of these words could be presented orally from research papers, with posters, or some other type of project.  Examples of a waltz, music by Schubert, a harmonica, a gramophone, or examples of crockery could be brought in and displayed, demonstrated, or played.
· Vocabulary words:  gramophone, crockery, Schubert, harmonica, waltz, Nazis, Poland, Jews, concentration camps
Read Aloud Passages/Page #’s 

· “I cannot remember my father’s face, or my mother’s , but I remember their love, warm and enfolding as a song.”  p. 2

· “I played the harmonica while my parents danced.  In our dream we believed the world to be good.  Until there in the heart of Poland, Nazi soldiers found us.”  p. 14

· “With each shovelful of frozen earth, I thought of my mother and father.  Were they still alive?, I wondered.”  p. 18

· “He worked us, beat us for no reason, without mercy.  Yet he recognized beauty.  I could not imagine how that could be.”  p. 25

· “Inside I trembled like a hare crouched in a bush.  I had not doubt, if I faltered, I would be dead.”  p. 22

Discussion Questions 

1. Where and during what time does the story take place?

2. Name at least 3 facts or details from the story/pictures that describe the boy.

3. Name at least 3 facts or details from the story/pictures that describe the father.

4. Name at least 3 facts or details from the story/pictures that describe the mother.

5. Why do you think his father gave him a harmonica instead of something else?

6. What had the boy really wanted to own?

7. How did the illustrations demonstrate the family was a happy one?

8. How were the pictures about the family different than the pictures with the soldiers?

9. What did you learn or perceive from the pictures about the life of prisoners?

10. Why did the boy feel guilty about taking bread from the commander after he played?

11. What do you think the boy meant when he said, “He worked us to death, beat us for no reason, without mercy.  Yet he recognized beauty.  I could not imagine how that could be.”

12. What did the boy finally realize his music could do for other prisoners?
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