
 
 

 

 

Commissioner’s Book Club: Discussion guide  

Pax 
by Sara Pennypacker 

Introduction  

B.C.’s Human Rights Commissioner’s Book Club offers monthly book selections that 

use stories to help readers connect with human rights issues and build connection 

with the characters they encounter. We hope to bring together a province-wide 

community of readers to deepen their understanding of human rights and those who 

are most affected by human rights issues. This guide has been prepared to assist 

parents, teachers, librarians and other trusted adults explore themes of human rights, 

the devastating impacts of war, the value of peace, friendship, community care and 

the courage to advocate for ourselves, others and for peace in our world.   

Discussion questions 

1. What did you think of the story? Did you learn anything new? 

2. What was your favourite moment or scene in the book? Why? Compare your 

answers with others. 

3. The story is told from two points of view—one human and one animal. What did 

you think of this approach? How did it help tell the story? 

4. Did the ending surprise you? Why or why not? 

5. How has war affected Peter's family in the past? How does war affect Peter 

throughout the story? 

6. There are some things that the author leaves out of the story on purpose. For 

example, even though war is such an important element of the story, we never 

learn what the war is about or why the war started. Why do you think the author 

chose not to include these details? Also, the author does not name any towns or 

countries, so we never learn where the story takes place. Why do you think she 

made this choice? How does it connect to the opening quote? 



7. Vola tells Peter, "People should tell the truth about what war costs." What do you 

think she means? What physical and emotional costs has Vola experienced? What 

costs have other characters paid because of war? 

8. Peace and war are important themes in the book. The story shows many examples 

of the violence and destruction caused by war. What does the book suggest about 

peace? What does peace mean to you? 

9. How would you describe war to someone who had never heard of it? How would 

you describe peace? What are the most important things to understand about 

each? Try to explain both words—what do they look, sound and feel like? 

10. War and conflict can seem like adult problems. How does this story show that war 

and conflict affect children and animals as well? How might these experiences 

affect children differently than adults? 

11. What does Vola mean when she talks about "two but not two"? How does this idea 

help Peter understand his relationship with Pax? 

12. Relationships are at the heart of this story, including Peter's relationships with 

Pax, Vola, his father, his mother and his grandfather. How are these relationships 

similar and different? How does each one shape Peter? What does he learn from 

each relationship? 

13. After his mother dies, Peter repeatedly tells his therapist that he is not angry, even 

though his actions suggest otherwise. Why do you think he is so determined to 

deny his anger? 

14. Peter loves baseball and describes playing it as "being at peace." What do you 

think he means by that? Why does baseball make him feel that way? Is there an 

activity that helps you feel at peace? 

15. Vola shares that she experienced Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) after 

serving in the war. PTSD is a mental health condition that can make it hard for a 

person to feel safe or calm after they have gone through a very scary or traumatic 

experience. How does PTSD affect her? Do you think any other characters may 

also be experiencing PTSD? Why or why not? 

16. Positive relationships between humans and animals appear throughout the story. 

Besides Peter and Pax, which other characters have important relationships with 

animals? Why do you think people often form such strong bonds with animals? 

17. Both Peter and Pax go on journeys of survival, healing and growth. Peter is helped 

by Vola, while Pax is helped by the wild foxes. How do these relationships help 

them survive and change? What do they learn that they did not know before? 

18. The decisions made by adults in the story affect children, animals and the natural 

world. Do you think this is fair? Should children have a say in decisions about war, 

animals or the environment? Why or why not? 



19. Early on, Peter’s grandfather talks about how similar each generation of men in 

their family are, including signing up to fight in war, and compares it to apples on 

a tree. The final words of the book are: "Sometimes the apple rolls very far from 

the tree." What do these words mean for Peter? Do you think young people can 

break free from patterns and behaviours that have shaped their families? 

20. Many characters survive because others help them when they are vulnerable. 

Which characters depend on others for survival? What does this tell us about the 

importance of relationships and community? 

21. The book begins with the quote: "Just because it isn't happening here doesn't 

mean it isn't happening." After reading the story, what do you think the author is 

trying to say with this statement? 

22. Pax means "peace" in Latin. Why do you think the author chose this name for the 

fox? How does Pax help Peter understand what peace means? 

Activities 

War and children’s human rights 

Protecting children during war is not just the right thing to do—it is also required by 

law. Every child has the right to be safe, go to school, play and have access to healthy 

food and healthcare. These rights do not disappear during times of war or conflict. 

Children's rights are outlined in a document called the United Nations Convention on 

the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (link). The UNCRC sets out the rights that all children 

have, no matter where they live. Adults, governments, armies and other fighting 

groups all have a responsibility to respect and protect children's rights. 

• Articles 38 and 39 of the UNCRC specifically address children's rights during 

war and armed conflict.  

• Article 38 says that governments must protect children during war and armed 

conflict.  

• Article 39 says that children who have been affected by war should receive 

help to recover and rebuild their lives. 

Use the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) to create a 

poster that explains the rights that children have, especially in times of conflict and 

war. Include pictures, symbols and explanations of at least four rights that children 

have and, in your own words, explain Article 38 and Article 39. 

Consider sharing your posters with: 

• Your school community 



• Community leaders 

 

Possible extension activity: 

War and conflict can often seem like abstract concepts when we hear about them on 

the news or online. However, wars and conflict are very real events that affect the 

lives of some children and youth. Also, children can be very effective advocates for 

peace.  

Choose a child or youth peace advocate who has been affected by war and conflict 

and advocated for children’s rights and peace.   

Create a poster highlighting the experiences of your chosen peace advocate. Include 

how they advocated for children’s rights and peace and what they have achieved. Be 

sure to include refence in the posters to Article 38 and 39 of the UN CRC.  

Examples:  

• Sadako Sasaki: US bombing of Hiroshima and peace activism 

• Malala Yousafzai: Pakistani activist for girls’ education  

• Baruani Ndume: war and conflict in Congo and activism about refugee 

children’s rights 

• Bana Al-Abed: War in Syria and children’s rights activism 

• Koko Kondo: U.S. bombing of Hiroshima and peace activism 

War and peace through art 

1. Divide your poster into two sections: Peace and War 

2. Use pictures, symbols, colours, words and patterns to show what each side 

feels like and looks like. Try to show the contrast between peace and war 

without using lots of writing. Let your artwork tell the story! 

3. Think about: 

a. how people act during peace and during war 

b. how communities look 

c. how children might feel 

d. what sounds, colours and emotions belong on each side 

When your poster is finished, think about: 

• Which side was easier to create? Why? 

• How do children’s lives change during peace and during war? 

• What can people do to help create peace?  



Consider sharing your posters with: 

• Your school community 

• Community leaders 

Teach children's rights through drama 

Work in small groups to create a 2–4 minute skit that teaches younger children about 

a right from the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). Make 

sure to create a fun, easy-to-understand skit that helps younger children learn: 

• what the rights are 

• why they are important 

• what the rights look like in everyday life 

Your skit should include: 

• an introduction to the characters and a situation 

• a problem where one or more rights are not being respected 

• how the problem is solved when the rights are understood and protected 

Some possible skit ideas include a news broadcast, a superhero adventure, a game 

show, a courtroom trial or a mystery-solving detective story. Use your imagination! 

Human rights resources 

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) is an 

international agreement that explains the rights that all children should have so they 

can grow up safe, healthy, and respected. 

UNICEF, the United Nations agency for children, has a child-friendly version of the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). It is available here: 

www.unicef.org/child-rights-convention/convention-text-childrens-version  

The Society for Children and Youth of BC has many educational resources available 

about child rights, including a poster of a simplified United Nations Conventions on 

the Rights of the Child. They are available here: www.scyofbc.org/resources 
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