
 

 

About the Book 
 

Up until the death of his beloved grandmother, 

Connor’s greatest concern was getting his 

driver’s license.  But Nona Lucia’s passing 

plummets Connor’s father into an aching 

depression, that Connor and his family feel 

powerless to appease.   

 

Then, in a letter from Nona Lucia, the family’s 

life is turned upside down with the revelation 

that his true Nono (or grandfather) was not 

Italian as the family had all believed, but was a 

member of the all black Tuskegee Airmen, 

stationed in Italy during WWII.   

 

With just a few clues, Connor sets off to solve 

the greatest mystery of his  life: the true identity 

of his grandfather.   

 

Written in verse, American Ace takes the 

reader on a journey of discovery and 

acceptance.  

American Ace 
By Marilyn Nelson  

 

A Choose to 

Read Ohio 

Toolkit 

Use this toolkit to 

plan book  

discussions, library 

programs, or  

classroom  

activities. 

 

Meet Cleveland  

native novelist, poet, 

and scholar Marilyn 

Nelson. 

 

Select from a range 

of discussion  

questions and  

extension activities 

to deepen the  

experience of  

reading American 

Ace. 

 

Discover  

read-alikes and 

deep-dive  

resources to explore 

topics and themes 

in depth. 

Permission to use book jacket image 

and book description  

granted by Penguin Young Readers. 

Book Details 
 

American Ace by Marilyn Nelson.   

Dial Books, 2016.  ISBN 9780803733053.  128 pages.  Ages 12-17.   

Leveled Reading: AR points: 1.0.  ATOS book Level:  5.4.  780 Lexile. 

www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/302822/american-ace-by-marilyn-nelson 

 

Available as an ebook or digital audiobook through the Ohio Digital Library: 

ohiodigitallibrary.com 

 

Available through the State Library of Ohio Talking Book Program: 

www.klas.com/talkingbooks/ohio  

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/302822/american-ace-by-marilyn-nelson/
https://ohdbks.overdrive.com/search?query=american+ace
http://webopac.klas.com/talkingbooks/cgi-bin/webopac.cgi/oh1a?CurrScr=SearchResult&Action=DisplayTitle&BibRecObj=311347797.1432&PatScr=SearchResults&SeqNum=2&StartNumber=1&StopNUmber=2&SessionFile=0952270074


Choose to Read Ohio 

About the Author 

 

Born in Cleveland, Marilyn Nelson is a three-time National Book Award 

Finalist; has won a Newbery Honor, a Printz Honor and several Coretta 

Scott King Honors; and has received several prestigious poetry awards, 

including the Poets’ Prize and the Robert Frost Medal. She has recently 

been a judge of poetry applicants at the National Endowment for the 

Arts and Yaddo, and has received three honorary doctorates. 

Author Resources 
 

Marilyn Nelson’s official website 

marilyn-nelson.com 

 
Author page on Penguin Random House website 

www.penguinrandomhouse.com/authors/240105/marilyn-nelson 

 
For publicity and speaking engagement inquiries:  

Please contact Author Visits coordinator Andrea Cruise at Penguin 

Random House, penguinauthorvisits@gmail.com.  

Author photo and biography 

courtesy Penguin Young Readers; 

used with permission.  

Talk About It  
Topics to share when discussing American Ace with teens.  
 

Educators: Every CTRO book may be used to support Ohio’s English Language Arts 

reading, writing, and speaking and listening standards. Other Learning Standards, such 

as Social Studies: American History: From Isolation to World War (HS) may also apply. 

Discussion questions and educational activities for American Ace align with Learning 

Standards for Grades 9-12. 

 
Librarians, parents, and others: These activities are also for library programs, family 

activities, and other projects. Learning Standards define what students should know 

and be able to do at each grade. For more information, see the Ohio Department of 

Education website, education.ohio.gov. From the Topics dropdown menu, click on 

“Learning in Ohio.”  

 
Spoiler warning! Some discussion questions refer to key elements in the 

book. Do not read if you do not want to find out what happens.  

 

 Connor and his family learn a great deal about their heritage, but not 

until after their grandmother’s death. Both he and his father wish they 

could have learned more before she passed away. Have you ever 

learned anything surprising or interesting about your family from an 

older relative? Who might you talk with to find out more about your 

family’s history? 

 

 Connor’s family members have a wide range of reactions to the 

news of their ancestry. While his half brother Carlo is ashamed and 

angry, his sister Theresa feels proud.  Connor says “It’s like having 

more teams you can cheer for!” Why do you think members of the 

family have such drastically different reactions? 

“The way they 

were treated 

makes me 

ashamed. But 

the way they 

treated others 

makes me 

proud.” 

https://marilyn-nelson.com/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/authors/240105/marilyn-nelson
mailto:penguinauthorvisits@gmail.com
http://education.ohio.gov/


library.ohio.gov/ctro 

Talk About It (continued) 
 

 Everyone knows the story of baseball’s Jackie Robinson, but there have been many “firsts” among 

minority and underrepresented people.  Connor learned about Colonel Benjamin O. Davis, Jr., the first 

African American to enroll at West Point.  Use online resources available to students through INFOhio 

(infohio.org) and to all Ohio residents through Ohio Web Library (ohioweblibrary.org) to research some 

other “firsts” among minority groups. 

 

 As he researches the Tuskegee Airmen, Connor realizes that heroism takes many forms. Watching his 

father recover from his stroke, Connor says “Whoever Ace was, Dad was my hero, pushing himself 

forward for love of us.” What is your image of a hero and how does that mesh with the heroism of the 

brave men that Connor reads about? How does it mesh with the bravery of Connor’s dad? 

 

 The insignia on the ring that Nona leaves Connor’s father is inscribed with “Suo Marte: By our own 

Strength.” What do you think this means to Connor?  To his father?  To you? 

 

 Are you interested in learning more about your family’s history? Talk to your school or public librarian for 

help with the research. 

 

 

Go Further 
Ideas for extending the experience of reading American Ace. 

 

Listen to this 7-minute interview with Marilyn Wilson from NPR’s All Things Considered, which includes 

readings of several poems from her memoir in verse, How I Discovered Poetry.   

“In 'Poetry,' The Story Of An African-American Military Family” 

www.npr.org/2014/02/08/272654805/in-poetry-the-story-of-an-african-american-military-family 

 

 
Meet the Tuskegee Airmen  

 

In her author’s note, Marilyn Nelson shares that her father, Melvin M. Nelson, “was a captain in the United 

States Air Force, a navigator, and one of the Tuskegee Airmen, the first African American military aviators in 

the U. S. Armed Forces.” Learn more about the Tuskegee Airmen:  

 

“The Tuskegee Airmen.” Tuskegee University. 

www.tuskegee.edu/support-tu/tuskegee-airmen 

 

History.com Staff. “Tuskegee Airmen.” History.com, A&E Television Networks, 2009 

www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/tuskegee-airmen. 

 

“Tuskegee Airmen National Historic Site (U.S. National Park Service).” National Park Service, U.S. Department 

of the Interior. 

www.nps.gov/tuai/index.htm 

 

“Tuskegee Airmen History.” Tuskegee Airmen Inc. 

tuskegeeairmen.org/explore-tai/a-brief-history 

 

“Who Were They?” Tuskegee Airmen National Museum. 

www.tuskegeemuseum.org/who-were-they 

 

See the next page for books about the Tuskegee Airmen and other book recommendations for readers of 

American Ace. 

https://www.infohio.org/
https://www.ohioweblibrary.org/sources/
https://www.npr.org/2014/02/08/272654805/in-poetry-the-story-of-an-african-american-military-family
https://www.tuskegee.edu/support-tu/tuskegee-airmen
http://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/tuskegee-airmen
http://www.nps.gov/tuai/index.htm
http://tuskegeeairmen.org/explore-tai/a-brief-history/
http://www.tuskegeemuseum.org/who-were-they/


Choose to Read Ohio, a 

project of the State  

Library of Ohio, the  

Ohioana Library  

Association, and the 

Ohio Center for the 

Book, encourages  

public libraries, schools, 

families, and others to 

build a community of 

readers and an  

appreciation of Ohio 

authors, illustrators, and 

literature.  CTRO is 

adaptable for use in 

classrooms, libraries, 

bookstores, by book  

discussion groups,  

families, and other 

community groups.   

 

Explore Choose to Read 

Ohio resources & 

toolkits:  

library.ohio.gov/ctro. 

 

This toolkit revised  

December 2018. 

Choose to Read Ohio 

Check It Out  
Recommended for readers of American Ace.  
 

Additional titles of interest about the Tuskegee Airmen: 

 

Books: 

Tuskegee Airmen by Barry M. Stentiford,  2011. 

Red Tails by Steven L. Jones, 2000. 

Benjamin O. Davis, Jr: Air Force General and Tuskegee Airmen Leader by Sari Earl, 

2010. 

You Can Fly: The Tuskegee Airmen by Carole Boston Weatherford, 2017. 

Freedom Flyers: The Tuskegee Airmen of World War II by J. Todd Move, 2012. 

The Tuskegee Airmen: The History and Legacy of America’s First Black Fighter Pilots 

in World War II by Charles River Editors, 2015. 

 

 

Movies: 

The Tuskegee Airmen (TV movie, 1995)  

Red Tails (2012)  

In Their Own Words: The Tuskegee Airmen (2016) 

The Tuskegee Airmen: They Fought Two Wars (PBS series, 2003) 

 

 

For library displays or family programming, consider 

pairing American Ace with 2017 & 2018 Choose to 

Read Ohio selection Wind Flyers by Angela Johnson 

and Loren Long. 

library.ohio.gov/books/wind-flyers 
Permission to use book jacket image  

granted by Simon & Schuster.  

 

 

Teens who enjoyed reading this novel in verse might 

want to try: 

 

A Long Way Down by Jason Reynolds, 2017 

Street Love by Walter Dean Myers, 2007 

The Crossover by Kwame Alexander, 2014 

The Poet X by Elizabeth Acevedo, 2018 

One by Sarah Crossen, 2017 

Audacity by Melanie Crowder, 2016 

Bruiser by Neal Shusterman, 2011 

Enchanted Air by Margarita Engle, 2016 

Aleutian Sparrow by Karen Hesse, illustrated by Evon Zerbetz, 2005 

Witness by Karen Hesse, 2003 

 

Find more with “Poetry Please!”, a themed booklist from the Public Library of  

Cincinnati and Hamilton County Teenspace: 

teenspace.cincinnatilibrary.org/books/themedbooklists?id=24 

274 East First Avenue. Columbus, Ohio 43201-3692 

(614) 644-6910   library.ohio.gov 

 

http://library.ohio.gov/ctro
https://library.ohio.gov/books/wind-flyers/
http://teenspace.cincinnatilibrary.org/books/themedbooklists?id=24

