
ABOUT THE BOOK
Wind Flyers artfully interweaves a character study of a World War II airman from the historic black Tuskegee

squadron, a celebration of the dream of flight, and a tale of a child who learns to share both a love of flying and a

poignant sense of history through his great-great-uncle’s experience. Poetic text and rich, fluid illustrations guide

readers through the skies on an important journey of remembrance that also honors the beauty we can find above

our heads—and in our hearts—if we take a few moments to look upward.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Born in Tuskegee, Alabama, Angela Johnson’s love of stories began early. At age seven, she asked for a diary and

“never stopped writing.” While studying at Kent State University in Ohio, Johnson babysat for author Cynthia Rylant,

who encouraged her to write for young people. Serving in the Volunteers in Service to America program furthered

Johnson’s interest in creating stories of interest to children, and she began to dream of becoming an author. Her first

picture book, Tell Me a Story, Mama, was published in 1989. Award-winning novels and picture books followed,

including Heaven (Coretta Scott King Award), The First Part Last (Michael L. Printz Award), and A Sweet Smell of

Roses (CBC/NCSS Notable Social Studies Trade Book). In 2003, Johnson received a MacArthur fellowship in 

recognition of her work for young readers. Johnson continues to experiment with literary forms including graphic

novels, explaining that “[w]riting is something you want to do for the long haul and, boy, do I never want to be 

bored . . . It’s a good thing to move away from what you’re comfortable with. If you see your writing as a craft, you

have to experiment, you have to not be afraid to do something else” (ANGLE: A Journal of Arts & Culture, Issue #17

November/December 2004). Angela Johnson lives in Kent, Ohio.

ABOUT THE ILLUSTRATOR
Loren Long was born in Joplin, Missouri, and grew up in Kentucky. He majored in graphic design/art studio at 

the University of Kentucky and went on to graduate study at the Art Institute of Chicago. Long has worked as an 

illustrator of cards at the Gibson Greeting Card Company; of magazines including Sports Illustrated, Time, and the

Atlantic Monthly; and of book covers for HarperCollins, Penguin, and other publishers. He illustrated his first picture

book, My Dog, My Hero, in 2000. His speaks of his approach to his work as cinematic, comparing the text to “. . . a

screenplay, and I’m choosing which scenes to bring to life . . . The process of making a children’s book from start to

finish is very fulfilling” (“Madonna’s Illustrator,” Cincinnati Post, November 8, 2003). Long has gone on to illustrate

many bestselling and award-winning volumes, including When I Heard the Learn’d Astronomer by Walt Whitman

(Golden Kite Award, Parent’s Choice Gold Award), Angela Johnson’s I Dream of Trains (Golden Kite Award), and the

New York Times bestseller Mr. Peabody’s Apples by Madonna. Long lives near Cincinnati, Ohio, with his wife and sons.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What is the first thing readers learn about Great-great-uncle? What adjectives, or descriptive words, does the
author use to paint a special picture of this man? How do these first lines of the story make you feel?

2. What are some of the rather dangerous things Uncle did as a child because he wanted to fly? How do these 
childhood stories help you understand Uncle?

3. To what does Uncle compare heaven when he experiences his first barnstorming flight? What does Uncle think
about the clouds? How does he feel when the plane lands?

4. How does Uncle come to join the military? How did the Army Air Force leadership initially feel about black men
joining up? How did Uncle and the other Tuskegee Airmen prove them wrong?

5. What remembrance does Uncle show the boy when he talks about the war? How does he speak of his fellow
Tuskegee wind flyers? Study the illustration in which Uncle shows the photograph to the boy. What other war
mementos do you see? What else about this illustration helps you to sense how special this moment is for the boy?

6. Do you have friends or family members who serve, or have served, in the military? Have they ever shared pictures
or other remembrances of these times with you? How do they speak of their fellow soldiers? Does their language
remind you of Uncle’s words? Explain your answer.

7. What happened to Uncle after the war? Did he continue to fly? Why do you think he says that “flying is different now”?

8. What happens to the boy when, “once in a while,” Uncle takes him up in a plane? If you have ever flown in a plane,
is this how you feel? Or is this how you imagine flying might feel?

9. In the final pages, what language does the author use to describe the wind? How does this make you feel about the
wind, the clouds, the sky, and flying? What colors does the illustrator use in the final, two-page illustration? What
object fills most of the page? What is the boy doing? Would you like to join the boy and Uncle? Why or why not?

10. The story of Wind Flyers is followed by an author’s note about the Tuskegee Airmen. Had you ever heard of 
this squadron before reading this story? If yes, how did this story affect your understanding of this moment in 
history? How has this story perhaps inspired you to learn more about the Tuskegee Airmen? What would you 
like to know?
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RESEARCH & WRITING ACTIVITIES

DISCUSS: Angela Johnson chose to title her picture book Wind Flyers and not “Pilots” or “Tuskegee Airmen” or
another such informative title. With friends or classmates, discuss why you think the author made this choice and
how it helps you understand her story. Who are the “wind flyers” of the story? Brainstorm a list of other possible 
titles for this story and discuss why and how you came up with your ideas.

PAINT: Great-great-uncle’s love of flying through the sky is captured in Loren Long’s illustrations. Look up at the
sky where you live. What colors, objects, and natural formations do you see? Use watercolors or other paints to 
create your own picture of the sky. Imagine your painting as the cover illustration for a book. Give your book a title.

RESEARCH AND SHARE: Go to the library or online to learn more about the Tuskegee Airmen. (Hint: With
help from an adult, visit one of the websites listed below.) Use your research to make an illustrated poster about one
or more of the Tuskegee Airmen, the history of the squad, the planes they flew, or other interesting facts you have
found. Give a short oral presentation explaining your poster to friends or classmates and including the details of how
you did your research.

INTERVIEW: Ask an adult family member to share a special dream or goal from his or her
childhood. What was that goal? Why do they think they had this dream? Did they achieve this
dream or goal completely or partially or do they still hope to achieve this dream? Write a
short essay about what you learned from your interview. Attach a photograph or drawing of
the person you interviewed to your essay.

MODEL: Use construction paper, small cardboard tubes, modeling clay, or other craft
materials to make a model of the airplane flown by Uncle, or another historic military 
aircraft. On a large index card, write information about the plane you have made and the craft
process used to create your model. If desired, combine your model with those of friends or
classmates for a “Historic Flying Machines” display.

FLY: With friends or classmates, build a fleet of paper airplanes. Use different types and weights of paper, such as
newspaper and construction paper, to fold into planes. Write inspiring messages or fun names on your planes. When
finished, fly your planes across a classroom, playground or backyard. Discuss which planes fly fastest, farthest, or
straightest, and why.

CONSIDER: Angela Johnson says of writing: “It’s the fun drudgery that counts. It may not be mountain climbing,
but sitting in front of the computer does it for me. It’s easy for me to be thrilled” (Booklist, February 15, 2004). Discuss
what Johnson means by “fun drudgery” and how she is “thrilled.” (Hint: Look up these words in the dictionary.) Do
you feel this way about writing? Is something else you do, perhaps playing a sport or an instrument, fun drudgery 
for you? Do you think writing is easy for Angela Johnson? Why or why not?

PLAY AND DANCE: Create a crossword puzzle or word scramble based on the themes of Wind Flyers and make
copies to exchange with classmates. Make up a tongue twister or jump rope chant using language from the story to
try out on the playground. Invent a dance step or a follow the leader-style game about flying through the sky. Teach
your new step or game to your friends.

RECOMMEND: Write a letter to a friend, classmate or relative, recommending that they read Wind Flyers. Be
sure to include a description of the book and at least one reason why you think your chosen person would especially
enjoy reading it.

DREAM: Do you have a dream like Great-great-uncle’s? What would you like to be or to do when you grow up?
Write a paragraph describing your dream. Draw an illustration showing you making your dream come true.
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WEBSITES FOR PARENTS AND EDUCATORS

With your guidance, visits to the following websites may 
provide useful information to students undertaking the activities above.

hhttttpp::////wwwwww..nnaassmm..ssii..eedduu//bbllaacckkwwiinnggss
(Smithsonian National Air & Space Museum feature)

wwwwww..ttuusskkeeggeeeeaaiirrmmeenn..oorrgg
(Non-profit commemorative/historical organization)

wwwwww..nnoottaabblleebbiiooggrraapphhiieess..ccoomm//nneewwss//GGee--LLaa//JJoohhnnssoonn--AAnnggeellaa..hhttmmll
(author interview)

wwwwww..aanngglleemmaaggaazziinnee..oorrgg//aarrttiicclleess//WWhhaatt__II__WWrriittee__II__WWaallkk__GGeennttllyy__TThh__22222299..aasspp
(author interview)

wwwwww..lloorreennlloonngg..ccoomm
(illustrator website)

wwwwww..cciittyybbeeaatt..ccoomm//22000033--0099--1100//ccoovveerr33..sshhttmmll
(Cincinnati CityBeat, author & illustrator interview)

AAllssoo ffrroomm AAnnggeellaa JJoohhnnssoonn aanndd LLoorreenn LLoonngg::


