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fSiory Summary \

Before the Ever After is a novel in verse about a 12-year-old boy numed]
Zachariah “1J" Johnson, Jr. and his close relationship with his father, a
famous professional football player. Told through a series of poems set in Maplewood,
New Jersey, ZJ shares his experiences of family, friendship, music, and the everyday moments
that make him feel safe and loved. When his father begins to change—forgetting things,
struggling with headaches, and acting differently—ZJ must face fear and uncertainty that he
doesn't fully understand. As the story moves between the past and the present, 1] relies on his
friends, his music and his memories to cope, discovering that love and connection endure even
when life changes.

Note on the Book's Verse Format:

Before the Ever Affer is written as @ novel in verse—the story is told through a series of poems
rather than fraditional chapters. Each poem captures a moment, memory, or feeling from
ZJ's life. Students may notice that poems sometimes move between memaories and present
moments, and some details are implied rather than explained directly. As you read, encourage
students to focus on the images, emotions, and small moments each poem highlights. Remind
students that, just like music lyrics, each poem helps build the larger story. As they read, students
can think about what each poem reveals about ZJ's thoughts, relationships, and experiences.

Jacgueline Woodson is an award-winning author known  About the Author
for writing deeply emoticnal stories that honor young
people’s inner lives. Before the Ever Affer earned Woodson
the 2021 Coretfta Scott King Author Award. She also served
as the 2018—2019 National Ambassador for Young People's
Literature. Her many acclaimed works include Feathers
and Harbor Me.
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Guiding Question: A hero is a person who shows bravery, kindness, or strength to
help others, often doing the right thing even when it is difficulf. Who in your life do
you see as a hero? What makes this person a hero fo you?

_| Write a complete sentence for each of the following vocabulary words. Use
*b the definitions provided to make sure you are using these words correctly!

tackle (pg. 1): v., to grab and bring someone to the ground

abyss (pg. 2): n., a deep or empty space

tremble (pg. 4): v., to shake slightly

Story Setup

Before the Ever After is a novel in verse about I1J—the son of a beloved professional
football star—who grapples with his father's declining health due to head injuries from
his career, exploring themes of family, memaory, and the cost of sports on players’ bodies.
The book follows 21 as he navigates his father's memory loss and mood swings, finding

support in his mother, friends, and community as he fries to hold onto the past while
facing a difficult new reality.
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Read pages 1-22

While Vou Read:

a‘ As you read, keep track of unfamiliar words, inspiring quotes, and quesfions you
have.

Reading Context:

Super Bowl (pg. 3):The Super Bowl is the annual chompionship gome of the National Football League (WFL), defermining
the league champion for the season. It always hoppens on the second Sunday In Febnuary.

Write your response to each question below using a complete sentence.

® How does ZJ describe his father at the beginning of the story? What do you
think it's like having a father who is a famous football playere

® What do we learn about ZJ's group of friendsg How do they spend time
together?

® What role does music begin to play in 2J's life?
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of writing.

i % M

1 spends time with ﬁr’s friends Jisrening
o music, writing lyrics, and sharing the

things they love, His passions—poetry,
music, and friendship—are a big part of

whial mokes 21 who he is, As daddy says,

"“When you love a thing, little man, you
gotta love if with everything you got, Till

you can't even tell where that thing you

Write about one of your passions and

why it matters to you.
»  How does this activity make you

feal?
= Why do you think this activity is so

important fo you?
s How have your passions becames

part of who you are?

Choose one of these prompts to respond to in at least one full paragraph

love begins and where you end” {pg. 13).

e e

Before the Bver After is writfen as a novel in

verse, meaning the story is told through short

poems instead of fraditional chapters. Each
poem captures a moment, memaory, of feeling
from Z1's life, focusing on small but meaningful

maments using carefully chosen words and i

images ta explore 1)'s experiences,

What did it feel like to starf reading a story |

that is told in this way?

» Select one poem that stood out to you
in today’s reading. How does the poem |
describe what 11 sees, hears, feels, etc., in
this moment? 5

»  What does this poem reveal about the
importance of this memory or moment in
L1's lifee

o Hove you ever read a novel in verse
before? Did you like this style of writing?® |
Why or why not?
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Sesgion 1
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Think about someone you consider a hero. Your hero could be a family member, teacher,
cadach, friend, or sameone who inspires you. In the space above, write the name of your
hero, describe what makes this person special or inspiring, explain what qgualities you
admire about them, and draw a picture that represents your hero and the gualities that . A
make them important o you, -

My Everyday Hero 259
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: Why are these people important to you?

(T8 | What do you notice about how they show you support?
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