
Appendix I

Think Aloud Scripts

The final portion of this book contains the think aloud transcripts where I model the five comprehension 
strategies using authentic text. For each of the five comprehension strategies, I include at least two 
transcripts: one appropriate for K–2 readers and one appropriate for readers in Grades 3–5. I’ve made 
deliberate efforts to select high-quality children’s books that are inclusive of gender, race, ethnicity, and 
social issues. Among the titles are award-winning books, some familiar and some less so. With each 
book, I provide an overview, my rationale for selecting the book, and its approximate reading level. You 
should feel free to use the transcript verbatim as I’ve provided it so that you are literally borrowing my 
words as you think aloud. You should also feel free to modify the transcripts for your readers and your 
teaching style. In other words, these transcripts are ready for immediate classroom use verbatim, but 
they are also flexible springboards from which you can jump-start your own think alouds. The following 
chart will help you keep track of which texts are aligned to which grade area and which comprehension 
strategy. When you are ready for transcripts that don’t teach strategies in isolation, but rather interweave 
multiple strategies, check out Appendix J.

Strategy Grade Level Format Title Author

Asking Questions
K–2 Picture Book Smoky Night Eve Bunting

3–5 Biography Who Was Anne Frank? Ann Abramson

Making 
Inferences

K–2 Narrative Picture Book Miss Nelson Is Missing! Harry Allard

3–5 Narrative Picture Book The Stranger Chris Van Allsburg

Synthesizing
K–2 Picture Book My Lucky Day Keiko Kasza

3–5 Historical Fiction The Story of Ruby Bridges Robert Coles

Understanding 
the Author’s 
Purpose

K–2 Informational Text Lizards Laura Marsh

K–2 Entertainment Private I. Guana: The Case of 
the Missing Chameleon

Nina Laden

K–2 Persuasive Text I Wanna Iguana Karen Orloff

3–5 Entertainment, 
Informational Text

Balloons Over Broadway: The 
True Story of the Puppeteer of 
Macy’s Parade

Melissa Sweet

Monitoring  
and Clarifying

K–2 Historical Fiction My Name Is Sangoel Karen Lynn Williams and 
Khadra Mohammed

3–5 Informational Text Simple Machines: Wheels, 
Levers, and Pulleys

David Adler



THINKING ALOUD WITH ASKING QUESTIONS

Good readers are naturally curious. They ask questions about what happens in the text. Sometimes the 
answers to their questions are found in the text, and sometimes they are not.

Teaching Asking Questions in Grades K–2
Smoky Night by Eve Bunting
Overview and Rationale
Inspired by the Los Angeles riots of the early 1990s, this book tells the story of one burning apartment build-
ing one night. Although they’re neighbors, Daniel’s cat and Mrs. Kim’s cat don’t get along. Nor do Daniel 
and his mother shop at Mrs. Kim’s market. When Daniel’s apartment building goes up in flames, all of the 
neighbors (including the cats) come together in spite of their differences. This visually appealing picture book 
presents opportunities for rich conversations about race, urban violence, and bridging differences. This book 
was the recipient of the 1995 Caldecott Medal and earned a Parents’ Choice Award; it is also an American 
Library Association Notable Children’s Book and a School Library Journal Best Book of the Year.

Lexile Framework: 360L

Grade-Level Equivalent: 2.5

Guided Reading Level: P

What the Text Says What I Say

We don’t have our lights on though it’s almost dark.  
(p. 1)

Who is the “I” in this story? Where does this story take place? 
Why are the lights not on?

People are rioting in the streets below. (p. 1) I know that people riot when they are angry, so this makes me 
wonder why they are rioting. What are they upset about? How 
do Mama and the narrator feel watching people riot? I guess 
they might be a bit scared, since they are watching and trying 
to hide in their home with no lights on.

“. . . They don’t care anymore what’s right and what’s wrong.” 
(p. 3)

I wonder what would make people so angry that they would 
want to smash and destroy.

“. . . But they look happy, too,” I whisper. (p. 3) Why would people look happy while rioting?

“Are they stealing it?” I ask. Mama nods. (p. 3) I want to know where the police might be. Why are they not 
stopping the rioting and stealing?

I’ve never heard anybody laugh the way  
they laugh. (p. 5)

I wonder why they are laughing while breaking into a store. Is 
it because they think this is a game?

. . . the distant flicker of flames. (p. 5) The clues of smoke and flames make me understand there is 
a fire somewhere. Is the fire a part of the rioting? Are people 
also starting fires?

. . . go in Mrs. Kim’s market even though it’s close. (p. 7) I wonder why the narrator and Mama don’t go into this store if 
it’s so close.



What the Text Says What I Say

. . . it’s better if we buy from our own people. (p. 7) I think this is an important line, but I wonder what this line 
means. What does “our own people” mean? Who are the other 
people?

They pay no attention. (p. 7) What are the words the narrator can’t understand? Are they in 
another language? Are people mad at Mrs. Kim? Or are they just 
rioters who are destroying anything in their way?

“. . . They’re moving on.” (p. 9) Finally I know who the narrator is—a boy named Daniel. I’m 
getting clues that Daniel feels scared—he’s hiding behind his 
Mama and asking if the rioters will come there. I wonder who 
these rioters are.

The plastic bags are still over them. (p. 9) The author is giving me clues about the setting of this story—I 
know there are different kinds of stores here, and Daniel 
is looking down at the street—maybe from an apartment 
building. I’m guessing that this story takes place in a city. This 
makes me wonder if this story really happened. Is the author’s 
purpose to tell about real riots that actually happened?

“We’ll sleep together tonight,” Mama  
tells me. (p. 11)

Are there other characters in Daniel’s family? Is there anyone 
besides him and Mama?

Mama is shaking me. (p. 13) Why is she shaking him? Is it morning and time to wake up?

“Quick, Daniel! Get up!” (p. 13) I’ve got a clue that it’s not morning—Mama sounds anxious, so 
I wonder if she’s waking Daniel up because something bad is 
happening.

“Fire! Fire!” (p. 13) Here’s an answer to my question. I think Mama is waking 
Daniel up in the middle of the night because they need to get 
away from the fire as fast as they can.

“Put on your shoes. Hurry!” (p. 13) I wonder if Jasmine is really gone or if Mama just told Daniel 
that to get him to hurry up.

The smoke makes me cough. (p. 13) I think I can answer my question about where this takes 
place—there are stairs and other people, which confirms my 
guess that this story takes place in an apartment building.

“Hooligans!” (p. 13) I’m not exactly sure what hooligans are, but I think it’s not a 
nice way to describe someone. Mr. Ramirez must be angry 
about the fire, and so he’s upset with the hooligans who are 
rioting.

Loco’s squawking something awful. (p. 13) The author is showing me here how everyone is scared—babies 
are crying, adults are shouting, and animals are squawking. I 
wonder where everyone will go to be safer.

The fire hasn’t reached it yet. (p. 15) I want to know if the fire fighters will be able to stop the fire 
before it reaches their window.

“. . . She’ll be long gone.” (p. 15) What does the fireman mean by “long gone”? Does that mean 
the cat has died, or does it mean she went somewhere safe to 
escape the fire?

“Everyone follow me.” (p. 17) Who is this lady, and how does she know about the shelter? Is 
she there to help, or is she one of the neighbors escaping the 
fire?

continued . . .



What the Text Says What I Say

There are empty cartons everywhere.  
(p. 17)

Who is the “we”? How many people follow the lady, besides 
Mama and Daniel? Is the glass from smashed windows? Why 
are there empty cartons? Are they things stolen from stores? 

“We’re almost at the shelter,” the lady tells her. (p. 17) Is Mrs. Kim going to the shelter? I’m still wondering who this 
lady is. I’m getting the sense that she’s not a rioter, since she 
seems ready to help. Is she from “our own people” like Mama 
described before?

We see people from our building. (p. 19) Does Daniel go to this church? Who set up this shelter? How 
long will people stay at the shelter? Do they have to pay to 
stay at the shelter?

What will happen to us? (p. 19) This question that Daniel asks seems really important, so it 
makes me ask more questions. Will Daniel and Mama be able 
to move back to their home? Who started the fire? Will they 
find Jasmine? How will they clean up from the riots?

But I don’t. (p. 19) It seems important that Daniel doesn’t add his thoughts 
about her cat being mean. I wonder why he stays quiet. Is 
the author trying to show me that Daniel is trying to be kind 
to Mrs. Kim, because it’s a sad sad night?

She’s always making me lie down. (p. 19) Now I’m wondering how old Daniel is. Is he a teenager? Is he 
younger than that? I’m thinking he’s a bit younger, if his Mama 
is always wanting him to rest.

I hide under my blanket. (p. 19) Are all these people Daniel’s neighbors? Are they all leaving 
their homes because of the fire?

“. . . Thank you for finding her!” (p. 21) Where did the fire fighter find Jasmine? Will the cats be 
allowed to stay in the shelter too?

I grin. “No, they weren’t!” (p. 23) I think the author is telling me something important here. I 
know these cats didn’t used to get along, sort of like Daniel 
and Mrs. Kim didn’t really get along. But now, on this sad sad 
night, they are sticking together. It seems like an important 
event in the story. It’s also the first time I’ve seen Daniel happy 
in this story.

“. . . You’ll be able to go back in a day or two.” (p. 23) How badly did the fire damage the building? Will they be able 
to go back to live forever, or just to collect their things and 
find a new place to live?

“I thought those two didn’t like each other.” (p. 25) I’m just noticing that the author doesn’t tell us the name of 
Mrs. Kim’s cat. Is there a reason we don’t know its name? 
Why did the author not give it a name?

I whisper to Mama. (p. 25) I want to know more about people’s reactions to what Daniel says. 
Why does everyone look at him and get so quiet?

. . . the way she does when she’s nervous. (p. 25) Why might Mama feel nervous in this instance?

I think that’s pretty funny, but nobody laughs. (p. 25) It’s clear that this is the first time Mama introduces herself, but 
it seems like they’ve lived in this area for a while. I wonder why 
they haven’t gotten to know each other as neighbors before 
this.

Maybe she’s not going to say anything. (p. 27) What is Mrs. Kim thinking? How will she react to this 
invitation?

. . . from previous



What the Text Says What I Say

I reach out and stroke Mrs. Kim’s big old  
orange cat, too. (p. 27)

I’m noticing that Daniel doesn’t say “big fat mean cat.” Is 
Daniel changing his mind about the cat after he found out that 
it stayed with Jasmine in the fire?

“He’s purring!” (p. 27) At first I wasn’t sure which cat was purring, but then I 
remembered that Jasmine is a girl and Daniel says “he’s 
purring.” I know cats purr when they feel safe or happy, so 
I think the author is telling me something important here. 
Maybe the cats are getting along for the first time, just like 
these neighbors are learning to meet each other. Is the 
author trying to tell me about one happy instance on an 
otherwise sad night?

After reading this book, I have more unanswered questions. 
How does the neighborhood recover from the riot? Do 
Daniel, Mama, and Mrs. Kim have a better relationship after 
this sad sad night?
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Teaching Asking Questions in Grades 3–5  
Who Was Anne Frank? by Ann Abramson
Overview and Rationale
The popular Penguin series Who Was is a collection of nonfiction books that introduce kids to important 
historical and popular figures. This biography examines Anne Frank’s life before the secret annex, what 
life was like in hiding from the Nazis, and the legacy of her diary. Text features include maps, diagrams, 
and historical references to help young readers understand the time period during which Anne lived and 
died. Because of its unfamiliar content, new vocabulary, and technical text features, this nonfiction text 
presents ample opportunities for students to generate their own questions.

Lexile Framework: 660L

Grade-Level Equivalent: 3.8

What the Text Says What I Say

Who Was Anne Frank?

Anne Frank’s life was short. 

I wonder why the author tells us right from the start that Anne 
Frank’s life was short.

She was only fifteen years old when she died in 1945. How did she die? What was life like in 1945?

She was born in Germany, where her father’s family had lived 
a very long time. Her father was very proud of being German. 
He expected his children to live in Germany, and their children 
after them.

Why was Germany so important to her father?

But that did not happen. The Franks’ lives were turned upside 
down. They had to flee from their country. They had to go into 
hiding.

Why did they have to flee? Who were they hiding from?

They lost everything that was dear to them . . . all because they 
were Jewish and a man named Adolf Hitler was in power.

This sentence is making me think that Adolf Hitler did not like 
people who were Jewish, and I wonder why.

Hitler hated Jewish people. All Jewish people. Why did Hitler have such hatred for Jewish people?

By the time Hitler was defeated, Anne’s mother was dead. 
So were Anne and her sister. The only person in the family 
who survived was Anne’s beloved father, Otto.

Who defeated Hitler? Who fought against him? How was 
Anne’s family killed? How did Otto survive?

But something else survived, too. Anne’s diary. Anne kept a 
diary for two years.

I wonder why she kept a diary for so long. I wonder what she 
wrote in it. Did she write in it every day? How did her diary 
survive?

During that time, her family was in hiding. They were hiding 
from Hitler’s soldiers.

Where did they hide? What might have happened if Hitler’s soldiers 
had found them?

Anne understood the dangers that her family faced. Yet in 
her diary she remained hopeful about the world even though 
terrible things were happening. She drew comfort from the 
beauty of nature even though she couldn’t step outside for a 
single breath of fresh air.

I’m getting the sense that she hid inside for two years, since 
she never breathed fresh air. How is it possible never to go 
outside for two whole years? How does she remain hopeful? 
Wouldn’t she get discouraged?

After her death, her diary was turned into a book. How did her diary become a book? Who found it and decided 
her story was important enough to make into a book?



continued . . .

What the Text Says What I Say

Today, more than sixty years after Anne’s last diary entry, she 
remains a symbol of hope. Her diary has been translated into 
more than sixty-five languages. It has sold more than thirty 
million copies. There have been plays and movies about her. A 
short life—even a very short life—can be full of meaning.

Why is she so important that there are plays and movies about 
her? Why do so many people want to read her book? What 
meaning was there in Anne’s short life?

Chapter I—A Happy Home

Anne Frank was born on June 12, 1929, in the city of Frankfurt, 
Germany. Twelve days later, little baby Anne and her mother, 
Edith, came home from the hospital.

Where on the world map is Germany? Why did they stay twelve 
days in the hospital? Was she sick as a baby?

The Franks were like many other families of the time. Anne’s 
father, Otto, was a businessman. Her mother stayed at home 
caring for Anne and Anne’s older sister, Margot. The Franks led 
a comfortable life. There was a nanny to help Mrs. Frank. The 
family had nice clothes and good food. Anne had her own little 
sandbox to play in. Their apartment in Frankfurt was full of 
books.

How do we know—so many years later—these details of 
Anne’s life, like that she had a sandbox? Do we have pictures 
that show us these things?

Otto Frank was many years older than his wife. In many ways they 
were opposites. Otto was tall and thin; Edith was plump. Otto loved 
being around people. He was high-spirited and outgoing. Edith was 
shy and quiet.

Who was Anne more like—Otto or Edith? I wonder if she was 
closer to her mother or her father. 

Otto loved to read to his daughters. He also made up 
wonderful stories at bedtime. Some were about two sisters 
named Paula. One of the Paulas was very well behaved and 
polite, like Margot. The other Paula was always getting into 
lots of trouble.

Does this mean that the other Paula was supposed to be like 
Anne? Did Anne get into trouble?

That Paula was more like Anne, who was full  
of mischief.

I answered my own question, but I want to know more about 
the kinds of mischief Anne got into. Did she get punished?

Both girls adored their father. Their nickname for him was Pim. How did they come up with that nickname? Does it mean 
something special?

Besides telling stories, Pim loved to play games. He was also 
a very good photographer. He took many pictures of his girls 
and kept a photo album for Anne.

Did these photos survive? Are they some of the reasons we 
know so much about Anne?

Anne was also very close to her grandmother, who was called 
Oma.

Is Oma German for grandmother? Did her grandmother live 
with the family?

Oma loved spoiling Anne. Once, when Anne was on a bus with 
Oma, Anne looked around and said, “Won’t someone offer a 
seat to this old lady?” Anne was only four and a half at the 
time! But that was Anne. She was always outspoken.

Did her family see her outspokenness as a good quality, or was 
it one of the reasons for her mischief?

Her father understood her. He and Anne were very much alike. 
Anne did not get along nearly as well with her mother. They 
often had fights.

What did Anne and her mother fight about?

Anne was jealous because she felt that her sister was her 
mother’s pet. While Margot was serious and mild-mannered, 
Anne was moody and had a temper. But she was also lively 
and full of fun. Both sisters had dark shining hair, large eyes, 
and lovely smiles.

I’m getting a sense of how Anne got along with her parents, 
but I wonder if she got along with her sister.

The Frank family was Jewish. They followed certain customs 
and went to pray at their synagogue on important days.

I’m not really familiar with the word synagogue, but this 
sentence is telling me that it is a place the Jewish people went 
to pray. Maybe it’s like a church.



What the Text Says What I Say

They celebrated some Jewish holidays but not all of them. 
There were Jewish practices that they chose not to follow.

I wonder why there were some holidays they didn’t celebrate. I 
wonder why they didn’t follow all of the Jewish practices.

Many of Anne and Margot’s friends in the neighborhood were 
not Jewish. They sometimes came to the Franks’ house to 
celebrate Jewish holidays such as Hanukkah.

I know that Hanukkah is a winter holiday, close to the time of 
Christmas. I wonder if it is a sad holiday or a happy one. Why is 
it important?

Like all small children, Anne was not really aware of the bigger 
world around her. She knew her home, her family, her friends. 
That was her world. She did not know that Germany was going 
through many changes—many frightening changes.

What were these changes, and why were they so frightening?

World War I had ended in 1918 with Germany’s defeat. The name World War I makes me think that the whole world 
was at war. Is that true? Who was fighting? Who defeated 
Germany?

Unlike Otto Frank, many Germans were out of work until 
after the war’s end. And prices for everything—even milk and 
bread—were sky high.

Why were people unemployed during the war? Why did things 
cost so much?

A new leader came to power in 1933: Adolf Hitler. He was 
head of the National Socialist, or Nazi, party.

Was Hitler elected the head, like we elect our president? Or 
was he born into a family of leaders, like the queen and king in 
England?

Hitler made the Germans feel better about themselves. He 
said German people were smarter and better than any other 
people on earth. “Pure” Germans, that is. Not Jews. In loud 
speeches before huge crowds, Hitler blamed Jewish people 
for all of Germany’s problems.

Did people believe Hitler? Why was Hitler so opposed  
to the Jews?

Anti-Semitism is a word that means “hatred of the Jews.” Did Hitler make up this word? Did people hate Jews before 
Hitler came to power?

There was anti-Semitism long before Adolf Hitler in many 
places besides Germany. Throughout the world, at different 
times in history, Jewish people had to live in special 
neighborhoods. They couldn’t go to schools with Christians or 
hold certain kinds of jobs.

I know this is a big question, but throughout history, why did 
people see Jews as any different from themselves?

But Adolf Hitler went much further. His plan was to get rid of 
the Jews.

How did he plan to get rid of them? Was he going to make 
them live somewhere besides Germany? Can a leader really 
do that?

Of course, he did not say that out loud. Not at first. But as soon 
as he came to power he started making life harder for German 
Jews like the Franks. Hitler was dangerous. Otto Frank saw 
that. He decided that his family would be safer if they left 
Germany.

Where did Otto Frank plan to take his family to be safer?

It must have been a hard decision for Anne’s father to leave 
home. He loved his country. He had fought for Germany in 
World War I. In 1933, there were more than five hundred 
thousand German Jews. In the next six years, more than half of 
them fled the country.

Where did the ones who fled go? What happened to those who 
stayed in Germany?

For a short time, the family lived with one of Anne’s 
grandmothers in Switzerland. Then, in the fall of 1933, Otto 
Frank moved to Amsterdam. By January 1934, the rest of the 
family had moved there, too. Amsterdam is the largest city in 
the Netherlands, a small country to the west of Germany.

Was life better for Jews in Amsterdam?

. . . from previous



What the Text Says What I Say

Why did the Franks pick this country? It was close by, for one 
thing. And Otto already knew how to speak Dutch, the language 
of the Netherlands. But even more important, the people were 
known for getting along with everyone—including Jews. In 
Amsterdam, Otto started a new company. It made pectin. Pectin is 
a powder used to make jam. The Franks moved into an apartment 
in a block of new houses. The girls started school. They made new 
friends. They learned to speak Dutch right away. Only Edith Frank 
had trouble with the new language. She stuck to German, which 
made her feel out of place in the Netherlands.

How long were they planning to stay in Amsterdam?

Still, Otto thought that his family was now safe from Hitler. But 
he was wrong.

How could Hitler make them unsafe if they lived in a different 
country?
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THINKING ALOUD WITH MAKING INFERENCES

Good readers make inferences. An inference is something that is probably true. The author doesn’t tell us 
exactly, but good readers take clues from the text and combine them with what they already know. An 
inference is made when a reader says, “This is probably true.”

Teaching Making Inferences in Grades K–2  
Miss Nelson Is Missing! by Harry Allard
Overview and Rationale
In my opinion, there is no better text to model making inferences than Harry Allard’s Miss Nelson Is 
Missing! This back-to-school classic tells about a classroom full of misbehaving students, who bla-
tantly disregard their good-natured teacher Miss Nelson. When a witch substitute Miss Viola Swamp 
appears, the children begin to regret their behavior. A savvy reader is able to use multiple clues from the 
text to infer that Miss Nelson and Miss Viola Swamp are the same person. The coincidental timing of  
Miss Nelson’s disappearance and the appearance of Miss Swamp, a sighting of Miss Swamp by Miss Nelson’s 
house, and a black dress hanging in Miss Nelson’s closet lead to this inference. The humor of this book lies 
in its inferences. Without this important inference, the humor of the story and the message of appreciating 
the people we value are lost on young readers.

Lexile Framework: 340L

Grade-Level Equivalent: 3.1

Guided Reading Level: L

What the Text Says What I Say

“Now settle down,” said Miss Nelson in a  
sweet voice. (p. 4)

Spit balls, paper airplanes—the author is giving me details to show 
me the kids are misbehaving. I can picture it! Hmmm, “sweet voice.” 
Based on this detail, I wonder if Miss Nelson is too gentle to get this 
class to listen to her. Maybe her plea to “settle down” won’t work!

They were even rude during story hour. (p. 6) The author is giving me a clue with the word even. It suggests that 
story time is their favorite part of the day, but even during that, the 
kids will not listen!

And they always refused to do their lessons. (p. 7) I wonder why these students are misbehaving. I’ll keep reading to 
see if the author tells me why.

“Something will have to be done,” said  
Miss Nelson. (p. 7)

Wow. I bet Miss Nelson is cooking up a plan. I know when a 
character says something, the author wants me to pay attention. I’m 
getting clues that Miss Nelson is planning something.

Miss Nelson did not come to school. (p. 8) Maybe Miss Nelson is taking a day off because she’s sick of dealing 
with a disruptive class. Perhaps she’s staying home.

A woman in an ugly black dress stood before them.  
(p. 10)

The ugly dress, this person hissing, and her unpleasant voice make 
me think that somebody mean and strict is not going to tolerate 
these students misbehaving. Maybe this is the principal of the 
school. Maybe this is a substitute teacher.

Miss Nelson’s kids did as they were told. (p. 10) Wow! She rapped the desk and hissed. That behavior is a lot different 
from Miss Nelson’s sweet approach. And the kids did what they were 
told. That’s different too! I’m going to conclude that these kids are 
scared of Miss Swamp.



What the Text Says What I Say

“We’ll have no story hour today,” said Miss Swamp.  
(p. 14)

Earlier I guessed that the kids really liked story time, and here 
I’m getting proof that my thinking was right. Maybe Miss Swamp 
knows how much they love story hour, and she takes it away as a 
punishment.

The kids in Room 207 had never worked so hard. (p. 14) Earlier I made an inference that the kids were scared of Miss 
Swamp. I’m getting more evidence here to support that inference. 
The author suggests to me that they are working really hard so that 
Miss Swamp won’t punish them more.

The kids missed Miss Nelson! (p. 15) I’m getting the sense that the kids are starting to realize how good 
they had it with Miss Nelson.

“Hmmmm. I think Miss Nelson is missing.” (p. 17) The words and actions of Detective McSmogg make me think that 
he’s not the smartest detective. I’m getting the sense that the kids 
are on their own to find Miss Nelson.

. . . and no one answered the door. (p. 18) I’m getting clues that Miss Nelson is hiding and does not want to be 
found!

But that was the least likely of all. (p. 24) The author is giving me more hints to make me think about how 
much the kids miss Miss Nelson. They are coming up with all sorts of 
possibilities for where she could be, and that makes me think that they 
are curious about where she went or that they are concerned about 
her. 

It was Miss Nelson! (p. 28) I’m making the inference here that the kids must be very excited 
about Miss Nelson’s return. Just when they’re thinking they’ll be 
stuck with Miss Viola Swamp forever, they hear Miss Nelson’s sweet 
voice. The author also uses an exclamation point to show that 
something exciting or important is happening.

. . . during story hour no one was rude or silly. (p. 28) It could be that the kids are on their best behavior because they are 
so excited Miss Nelson has returned. Perhaps they’ve realized their 
behavior for Miss Nelson before was bad.

“That’s our little secret,” said the kids. (p. 28) Miss Nelson won’t tell her secret of where she was, and the kids 
won’t tell their secret about the change in their behavior. The 
author also used italics on the word our to show that the kids are in 
on the secret. 

“I’ll never tell,” she said to herself with a smile. (p. 30) Throughout the end of the story, the author has given me some 
important clues. I’m going to add up those clues to make an 
inference about the identity of Miss Viola Swamp. I know that Miss 
Nelson disappeared at the same time Miss Swamp appeared. I know 
the kids saw Miss Swamp right by Miss Nelson’s house. Now I know 
that Miss Nelson has a black dress in her closet and a secret she 
won’t tell. All of this evidence makes me think that Miss Nelson and 
Miss Swamp are the same person. I’m making an inference that Miss 
Nelson dressed up in a disguise to teach her kids a lesson about 
their behavior.

He is now looking for Miss Viola Swamp. (p. 32) Earlier I inferred that Detective McSmogg wasn’t that bright, 
and I’ve got even more evidence of that here. I was able to make 
the inference that Miss Nelson and Miss Swamp were the same 
person—but Detective McSmogg couldn’t figure that out. This 
makes me think he won’t be successful looking for Miss Swamp!
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Teaching Making Inferences in Grades 3–5  
The Stranger by Chris Van Allsburg
Overview and Rationale
Chris Van Allsburg is a master of making inferences. He creates mystery by leaking a story slowly and care-
fully onto the page through both his words and his illustrations. The clues that he embeds are clear enough 
to provoke thinking and guessing, but not so blunt as to remove the sense of mystery and wonder.

I’ve chosen to model making inferences to upper-elementary students with The Stranger. Late one sum-
mer, Farmer Bailey has an accident. Driving along in his truck, he hits a man dressed in an unusual suit of 
leather. The farmer brings the stunned and confused (but otherwise unharmed) fellow back with him to 
his home. Farmer Bailey’s wife and daughter welcome the stranger. The doctor comes and tells the Baileys 
that the man has temporarily lost his memory but will probably be fine in a few days. The man stays on and 
becomes a part of the family in spite of his odd ways. At the conclusion of the story, students are left to make 
their own inferences about the stranger’s identity. Even though I’m using this mentor text to model making 
inferences, there are logical stopping points where I also ask questions.

Lexile Framework: 640L

Grade-Level Equivalent: 3.5

Guided Reading Level: P

What the Text Says What I Say

“Oh no!” he thought. “I’ve hit a deer.” (p. 1) I’m making the inference that Farmer Bailey is upset about 
hitting a deer because of the damage it might do to his truck. Or 
maybe he’s upset because he is an animal lover and is worried 
about the deer.

. . . the farmer took his arm and helped him to  
the truck. (p. 3)

I wonder why the man tries to run off. Maybe he’s scared. Maybe 
he’s hurt.

“I don’t think,” whispered Mrs. Bailey, “he knows how to 
talk.” (p. 5)

The author is giving me clues about this stranger. This man 
doesn’t talk and is dressed in weird clothes. These clues are 
making me ask some questions. I wonder what the Baileys will 
do next with this stranger. Will they call the cops? Will they take 
him to a doctor or a hospital? How is Katy feeling—scared of 
this stranger or curious? What makes Mr. Bailey think this man 
is a hermit—just his clothes and his not talking? It seems really 
important to figure out who this stranger is.

“. . . the mercury is stuck at the bottom.” (p. 7) I know that old-fashioned thermometers show that as something 
gets hotter, the mercury rises. Here the doctor says that the mercury 
is stuck at the bottom, so I can make an inference that when he 
took the stranger’s temperature, he was very cold. 

The fellow seemed confused about buttonholes and 
buttons. (p. 9)

Never seen buttons? This clue is more proof that the stranger lives 
by himself in a place far away from people and stores and modern 
conveniences.

“Brr,” she said. “There’s a draft in here tonight.” (p. 9) The author is giving me some clues about temperature playing an 
important role. First we had the incident with the thermometer. 
Here we’ve got the stranger staring at hot soup and the cold air that 
Mrs. Bailey feels. I also remember that the author set this story at 
the start of fall, with a cool breeze blowing. Maybe this book has 
something to do with temperatures and the change of seasons.



What the Text Says What I Say

. . . then stopped and looked back, as if they expected the 
stranger to follow. (p. 11)

The rabbits hopped toward him? I think the author gave me that 
important detail for a reason—maybe to show me that the stranger 
has special powers, or that he’s lived in nature so long that wild 
animals are not afraid of him.

He didn’t even sweat. (p. 13) I’m thinking that the fact that the stranger didn’t sweat is an 
important clue about his identity.

He stared at them like a man who’d been hypnotized.  
(p. 15)

This information seems to confirm my earlier thought about nature 
being important to the stranger. He can’t stop looking at the 
migrating geese.

The leaves on the trees were as green as they’d been 
three weeks before. (p. 19)

Based on these clues, I can conclude that the appearance of the 
stranger might have something to do with the weather being so 
different than usual. 

It would be much better, he thought, if all trees could be 
red and orange. (p. 21)

I’m thinking that the stranger wants the autumn to come to the 
Baileys’ farm. He sees the green trees as ugly and wishes the fall 
colors for the Baileys. I’m wondering if he can do anything about 
this. 

. . . without thinking, blew on it with all of his might.  
(p. 23)

I remember earlier how Mrs. Bailey got cold when the stranger blew 
on her soup. Using that clue plus my knowledge that the stranger 
wants the trees to change colors, I can make an inference that 
blowing on the leaf will bring cold air to help the trees change to 
their autumn colors.

. . . the Baileys could tell that their friend had decided to 
leave. (p. 25)

I wonder where he is going. I wonder why he’s decided that it’s time 
to leave.

. . . words that say simply, “See you next fall.” (p. 27) The author has finished this book without telling me who the 
stranger is, but I have some clues to make an inference about 
him. I know that this stranger was cold—the author gave me 
clues about the thermometer, the draught of cold air, and staring 
at the steam from the hot soup. I know that this stranger was 
involved with nature, like the wild animals. I know that this 
stranger wanted the leaves to change color—like when he blew 
on the green leaf.

And in this last bit of the book, I know that the leaves change 
every fall—and words are etched on the window. I’m getting clues 
to make me think that this stranger is Jack Frost. Jack Frost is an 
imaginary person who brings snow, frost, ice, and cold weather. He 
colors the trees in the fall and leaves patterns on cold windows in 
the winter.
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THINKING ALOUD WITH SYNTHESIZING

Good readers change their thinking as they read more and add more information from the text. 

Teaching Synthesizing in Grades K–2  
My Lucky Day by Keiko Kasza 
Overview and Rationale
When a delicious-looking piglet knocks on Mr. Fox’s door “accidentally,” the fox can hardly believe his 
good fortune. It’s not every day that dinner just shows up on your doorstep. It must be his lucky day! Or 
is it? Before Mr. Fox can say grace, the piglet has manipulated him into giving him a fabulously tasty 
meal, the full spa treatment (with bath and massage), and . . . freedom.

Lexile Framework: 270

Grade-Level Equivalent: 1.5

Guided Reading Level: J

What the Text Says What I Say

As he polished his claws, he was startled by a knock at the 
door. (p. 1)

The important idea here is that it’s dinnertime for this fox.

If there were any rabbits in here, I’d have eaten them for 
breakfast. (p. 2)

I was thinking that someone was looking for the fox, but 
now I’m thinking that someone is knocking on the wrong 
door. I’m wondering who is at the door.

He grabbed the piglet and hauled him inside. (p. 5) My schema is that foxes eat other animals, so this part makes 
me think that the fox grabbed the piglet and is going to eat 
him since I already know he’s hungry.

“. . . Now get into this roasting pan.” (p. 7) I’m thinking the fox feels lucky because dinner came straight to 
his door, without him having to do any hunting. 

“You’re a terrific scrubber,” said the piglet. (p. 11) Now I’m wondering if the piglet is trying to trick the fox. It 
seems odd that the piglet isn’t trying to escape when the fox is 
off starting the fire.

“I will. But . . . ” (p. 13) The word but gives me more reason to think that the pig is 
plotting something. Maybe he’s going to ask for something 
else besides a bath.

“He is on the small side.” (p. 13) Now I’m wondering if the fox is going to get the pig something 
to eat—to fatten him up.

“You’re a terrific cook,” said the piglet.  
(pp. 14–15)

At first, the fox thought he had it so easy—dinner came 
knocking on his door! But now, he’s had to give this pig a bath 
and cook him dinner. It seems like this fox is working awfully 
hard.

“I will. But . . . ” (p. 17) There’s that word but again. I think the pig is going to ask for 
something else. What could it be this time?

“I do prefer tender meat.” (p. 17) Now I understand that the pig has some sort of plan to trick 
the fox. He’s asked for a bath, a meal, and now a massage. I’m 
wondering what he’s up to.



What the Text Says What I Say

“. . . A little to the right, please . . . yes, yes . . . now just a little to 
the left . . . ” (p. 21)

There’s evidence here that the pig is really planning something 
to trick the fox—he’s really demanding that the fox work hard 
on this massage!

“. . . let alone a roasting pan.” (pp. 22–25) Now I understand the piglet’s plan—to make the fox work so 
hard he’s too tired to cook the pig!

. . . picked up the rest of his cookies and headed for home.  
(p. 25)

At first I thought the pig was doomed—he was about to get 
eaten! But now I realize the pig outsmarted the fox!

“This must be my lucky day!” (p. 26) At the beginning of the book, the fox said it was his lucky 
day—lucky that his dinner knocked on his door without even 
having to hunt. Now we see the pig saying it was his lucky day.

“Who shall I visit next?” (p. 29) At first, I thought the pig accidentally knocked on the fox’s 
door—that he was lost, and looking for rabbit’s home. But now 
I think that the pig has been using this trick on other animals—
in the picture of his address book, I see that the pig crossed out 
fox and coyote, and he has the addresses for wolf and bear. I’m 
getting the sense that this pig outsmarts all these animals, and 
plans to visit the wolf or bear next. What a clever pig to pull off 
these tricks! And the final page of the book has a picture of the 
pig knocking on bear’s door. I’m going to guess this same trick 
will work on the bear!
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Teaching Synthesizing in Grades 3–5  
The Story of Ruby Bridges by Robert Coles 
Overview and Rationale
This powerful story tells of six-year-old Ruby Bridges, who is at the forefront of the school desegregation 
movement in the 1960s. Every day, Ruby bravely walks through crowds of angry protesters to pursue her 
education. When white families pull their children from the school, Ruby studies alone with her teacher. The 
book sends messages about the power of faith, perseverance, and forgiveness.

Lexile Framework: 730L

Grade-Level Equivalent: 5.4

Guided Reading Level: O

What the Text Says What I Say

“. . . I was four, I think.” (p. 1) The gist here is that Ruby Bridges had a hard childhood. She 
grew up poor with almost no food. When her dad lost his job, 
she had to move. 

Ruby’s mother went to work scrubbing floors in a bank. (p. 2) The text is mostly about how hard Ruby’s parents worked.

“We wanted them to start feeling close to Him from the very 
start.” (p. 2)

Now I know that religion was also important to Ruby’s family.

And it was against the nation’s law. (p. 4) The important idea here is that schools were segregated, even 
though this was against the law.

Ruby Bridges was sent to first grade in the William Frantz 
Elementary School. (p. 5)

The important idea here is that Ruby is about to be the only 
black girl in a white school. 

We prayed long and we prayed hard. (p. 6) At first I thought that Ruby’s family would not want her to 
go to this school, but now I think they saw it as an important 
opportunity.

. . . a large crowd of angry white people gathered outside the 
Frantz Elementary School. (p. 8)

The most important word here is angry. This gives me some 
hints that things might be difficult for Ruby.

The city and the state police did not help Ruby. (p. 8) The key information here is that Ruby is alone in her struggle; 
not even the cops seem to protect her.

The marshals carried guns. (p. 8) At first I was nervous for Ruby, but now I’m getting the sense 
that this is dangerous. The marshals carrying guns shows me 
that things are violent.

Ruby experienced that kind of school day. (p. 11) Before I thought that the crowds were there just for the first 
days of Ruby’s school, but now I see the violence went on for 
months.

Ruby would hurry through the crowd and not say a word.  
(p. 11)

At first I thought Ruby might try to sneak into school without 
people seeing her. But here I learn that Ruby walked proudly 
to school—slowly, dressed nicely.

The white people in the neighborhood would not send their 
children to school. (p. 12)

I’m getting more evidence of how strongly people reacted—
that people kept their white children home from school just 
because of Ruby.



What the Text Says What I Say

. . . she was all alone except for her teacher, Miss Hurley.  
(p. 12)

I’m really curious about how Miss Hurley reacts to Ruby. Will 
she welcome Ruby, or will she be cruel like the others?

. . . with a big smile on her face, ready to get down to the 
business of learning. (p. 12)

Now I’m really seeing how important school is to Ruby and to 
her family. It doesn’t bother her that she’s all alone.

“. . . She seemed as normal and relaxed as any child I’ve ever 
taught.” (p. 12)

Now I understand that Miss Hurley was a supportive teacher 
to Ruby, who appreciated her hard work and personality.

. . . in an empty classroom, an empty building. (p. 12) This sentence makes me wonder how long they will keep the 
school open, if there is only one student in it.

“Sometimes I’d look at her and wonder how she did it,” said 
Miss Hurley. “How she went by those mobs and sat here all by 
herself and yet seemed so relaxed and comfortable.”

I’m really getting the idea that Ruby is a strong little girl, who 
is brave and determined. 

. . . or even decide that she no longer wanted to go to school. 
(p. 14)

I’m seeing the respect that Miss Hurley has for Ruby. She truly 
cares about how Ruby is doing.

Then one morning, something happened. (p. 16) The way the author wrote this makes me think that it’s 
something bad.

She seemed to be talking to them. (p. 16) At first I thought that someone was going to try to hurt Ruby, 
but now I’m thinking that Ruby is going to try to calmly talk to 
the crowd.

The marshals were frightened. (p. 18) Now I understand just how tense this moment is.

Then Ruby stopped talking and walked into the school. (p. 18) I’m really seeing how brave and determined Ruby is, to talk to 
this crowd. I also really want to know exactly what she said to 
the crowd and how they reacted!

Ruby became irritated. (p. 21) I’m surprised by Ruby’s reaction. Why is she irritated by what 
Miss Hurley said?

. . . she was already in the middle of the angry mob. (p. 21) Wow. Now I really see how kind Ruby is. All these months, she 
says prayers and kind words to the people who have treated her 
with hate and violence. This part also reminds me how important 
religion is to Ruby, just like I learned at the start of the book.

Just like You did those folks a long time ago when they said 
terrible things about You. (p. 22)

The key idea here is forgiveness. Not only is Ruby brave and 
determined, but she can forgive the people who hate her. It 
seems by ending this book with Ruby’s prayer, the author sends 
the message of how important it is to forgive people.
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THINKING ALOUD WITH 
UNDERSTANDING THE AUTHOR’S PURPOSE

Good readers try to figure out the reason that the author wrote a text. They want to know the purpose of 
the text. If a text gives a clear opinion or tries to convince the reader of something, the author’s purpose is 
to persuade. If a text gives facts or tells a reader how to do something, the author’s purpose is to inform. If 
the text is enjoyable, tells a story, or uses a story to teach a lesson, the author’s purpose is to entertain.

Why was the book written? What was the purpose? Was it to persuade readers? Was it to inform, or 
give the readers new information? Was it to engage us in an entertaining story? To begin thinking aloud 
for understanding the author’s purpose, I have selected three interrelated texts—all on the same topic. By 
choosing books on the same topic, young readers can see the different purposes of each author. The scripts 
with Lizards, I Wanna Iguana, and Private I. Guana: The Case of the Missing Chameleon will showcase 
these different purposes.

It is important to note that there are not absolute demarcations between the different categories of an 
author’s purpose. An author does not write a text solely to inform or to persuade; these purposes are not 
neat and tidy distinctions. Often, texts achieve a couple of purposes. Today’s best nonfiction authors can 
both inform and entertain their readers. For further evidence of this, take a look at the think aloud script of 
Balloons Over Broadway: The True Story of the Puppeteer of Macy’s Parade.

Teaching Understanding the Author’s Purpose 
in Grades K–2: Inform 
Lizards by Laura Marsh
Overview and Rationale
Kids are fascinated by the creepy-crawly! This informational text, published through National Geographic 
Kids, provides fascinating information on all types of lizards—from geckos to iguanas, from Komodo 
dragons to chameleons. This compact book includes multiple text features, such as a table of contents, 
detailed glossy photos, and labeled diagrams. Geared toward the early reader, this text clearly demonstrates 
the author’s purpose of informing.

Lexile Framework: 370

Grade-Level Equivalent: 2.6

Guided Reading Level: M

What the Text Says What I Say

What am I? A lizard! (pp. 4–5) I predict that the author’s purpose is to inform about all of the 
different kinds of lizards—some small, some big, some smooth, 
some bumpy.

Turtles, snakes, crocodiles, and tortoises are also reptiles. (p. 6) Here, the author really wants me to understand what reptiles 
are, and some of the characteristics of reptiles.

Lizards live on every continent except Antarctica.  
(pp. 8–9)

I think what the author is really telling me is that lizards would 
rather be warm than be cold. They have to keep themselves 
warm, and they don’t live on the coldest continent, so the 
purpose here is to show me why lizards are better suited for 
warm climates.



What the Text Says What I Say

Scales keep a lizard from losing water, too. (p. 11) The author wants me to learn how important scales are for 
keeping lizards safe, warm, and hydrated.

It’s dinnertime! (pp. 14–15) Here, the author is informing me about all of the types of 
foods a lizard will eat.

Baby lizards can take care of themselves. (p. 16) I’m getting the sense that the author really wants me to see 
that lizards are unique since the babies don’t need their 
mothers. 

Snakes don’t have these. (pp. 18–19) The author wants me to be sure that even if they sometimes 
look alike, lizards and snakes are not the same thing.

Predators can’t see them. (p. 20) A golden word for me here is camouflage. The author uses it to 
show me how well lizards can hide.

And some lizards just try to look big and strong. (pp. 22–23) The author doesn’t want me to think that lizards only hide—
here she informs me of ways that they try to get noticed. 

A new tail will grow back in its place. (pp. 24–25) By giving me all of these examples, the author is really making 
me see how dangerous lizards can be. 

That’s about the size of a pushpin. (pp. 26–27) The author has written this page to inform me about how 
different lizards can be—both big and small!

Let’s hear it for the lizards! (p. 28) In this last page of the book, I can tell the author wrote this 
book to inform us about how different and unique lizards are. 
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Teaching Understanding the Author’s Purpose  
in Grades K–2: Entertain  
Private I. Guana: The Case of the  
Missing Chameleon by Nina Laden
Overview and Rationale
This entertaining book opens with Private I. Guana taking a case of a missing chameleon. Noting that 
chameleons are hard to find with their ever-changing colors, the detective hangs missing posters. His search 
leads him to the swamp, the forest, and the Lizard Lounge. Inspired by 1940s detective films, this book is 
replete with wordplay and visual puns.

Grade-Level Equivalent: 2

What the Text Says What I Say

I guess I’m a sucker for a lizard in distress. (p. 1) Right from the start, I think the author is about to tell me a funny 
clever story. I like how she makes a pun out of the name—Private is 
a nickname for a private investigator, or a detective. I know that an 
iguana is a kind of lizard, so it’s funny to me to think about a lizard 
as a detective trying to find another lizard. I like how the author says 
that chameleons are hard to find. That’s a pun on how chameleons 
camouflage, or change colors.

. . . as she made herself comfortable in  
my office. (p. 3)

Another pun! Liz, as in short for Lizard!

“What color was he when you last saw him?” (p. 3) The author is taking information about lizards from other books—
like crickets changing colors—and making it part of the humor of 
this book.

Maybe I’ll go talk to some boulders. (p. 5) Look how much effort the author is putting into entertaining me—
the joke about coloring the posters to show the chameleon, and a 
bullfrog named Croak who “jumps” to conclusions! All of these little 
jokes and puns engage me as the reader.

But maybe I just wasn’t looking in the right place. (p. 7) Here are some more jokes—usually people say “hit the pavement,” 
but this lizard is “hitting the dirt” instead. His tongue is tied—I know 
lizards use their tongues a lot. Tongue-tied is an expression that 
means being stumped or confused.

It was kind of a slimy place, where only the most  
cold-blooded reptiles hung out. (p. 9)

I know the author is trying to make me laugh here—we use the word 
slimy as another way to say bad, and that’s funny because lizards are 
slimy. And I learned about how lizards are cold-blooded reptiles, but 
cold-blooded can also be a way to describe someone who is unkind.

I scoped out the place, making sure not to ruffle any 
feathers or step on any tails. (p. 11) 

Let me slow down a bit so I can really notice the author’s jokes. 
There are a couple expressions that are jokes about the creatures in 
this lounge. “Ruffle feathers” means to not upset anyone. We usually 
say “step on anyone’s feet” to mean not upsetting anyone, but the 
author changed it to “step on anyone’s tails” as a pun.

“It’s probably just a coincidence,” I thought to myself.  
(p. 11)

I remember Liz saying that Leon’s favorite was cricket stew, and 
it’s on the menu tonight at the Lizard Lounge. That seems like an 
important clue from the author.

I noticed a sign on the stage that said, This week: 
Camille and the Gila Girls. (p. 13)

I’m recognizing so many words from the book informing me about 
lizards—salamander, amphibian, Gila. 



What the Text Says What I Say

I was hypnotized. (p. 15) This is supposed to be a mystery, and I like how the author has really 
added elements of suspense here. She doesn’t come right out and 
tell me about this “unusual chameleon” but gives me clues about 
her being familiar and him not being able to concentrate. This really 
makes me want to find out more about the singer.

. . . looking for her dressing room door. (p. 17) I’m beginning to wonder how Camille relates to the search for Leon. 
Why is the author telling me this part of the story?

. . . I could find from my pocket and handed it to her.  
(p. 19)

I like how the author uses his shaking and stammering to show me 
exactly how nervous Private I. Guana is.

I was totally confused. (p. 21) Camille’s reaction and question to the detective stump me—I’m 
really wondering what is going on, and the suspense that the author 
has created makes me want to keep reading.

Camille was Leon, the missing chameleon. (p. 21) Wow! The author really surprised me here. I did not see this surprise 
coming. I had no idea that Leon and Camille were the same person.

Naturally, I blended right in. (p. 21) The author wants me to see exactly why Leon disappeared. He wants 
to be special and show his talent, so he starts singing.

Leon was the singing sensation of the swamp. (p. 23) I love how the author repeats the s sounds there—it’s fun to read 
“singing sensation of the swamp.”
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Teaching Understanding the Author’s Purpose  
in Grades K–2: Persuade  
I Wanna Iguana by Karen Orloff
Overview and Rationale
Written as a series of letters between a mother and her son Alex, this book presents Alex’s attempt to per-
suade his mother to get him a pet iguana. He promises that he will be completely responsible for it, but Mom 
fears life with a six-foot iguana. Alex tries to assuage her fears as their negotiations continue. Because it is 
written in child-friendly language, kids will relate to Alex’s efforts to convince his mother of what he wants.

Lexile Framework: 460

Grade-Level Equivalent: 2.3

Guided Reading Level: J

What the Text Says What I Say

Signed,
Your sensitive son,
Alex (p. 1)

I wonder why the author has started off with a letter. I’ll have to 
keep reading to find out more. But I like—right from the start—
how the author is showing me that Alex is trying to convince his 
mother of what he wants. He wants an iguana, and she does not.

Love,
Mom (p. 2)

I like how we get a response from Alex’s mom. I think the author 
is using these letters to let the characters give their side of the 
argument.

Love,
Your adorable son,
Alex (p. 4)

I like how the author signs the letters “adorable” and “sensitive” 
son. It makes me think that Alex is really trying to turn up the 
charm to get what he wants.

Just thought I’d mention it.
Love,
Mom (p. 5) 

The author is showing me here that Mom won’t give in without a 
fight. She’s not convinced by Alex’s efforts.

. . . much less on your dresser (with or without your trophies) 

. . . (p. 7)
Here I can see that Alex is trying a new route to persuading his 
mom—trying to make her think that she would never even know 
the iguana is there because it would be so small. But Mom comes 
back with a fact to show him he’s wrong!

Love,
Your smart and mature kid,
Alex (p. 9).

I’m wondering why the author has Alex writing only to his mom, 
not to “Mom and Dad.” Maybe he doesn’t live with his dad. Or 
maybe his mom is the decision maker of the house, so he doesn’t 
include his dad on the letters.

. . . when you own a six-foot-long reptile? (p. 11) I’m noticing how clever his mom is. Not once has she said no. 
Instead she’s just poking holes in his argument.

This iguana can be the brother I’ve always wanted.  
(pp. 12–13)

It looks like Alex is trying another route to persuading his mom. 
By saying he is “lonely” and has always wanted a brother, he’s 
trying to make her feel guilty. If she feels guilty, maybe she will 
say yes.

You have a brother. (p. 14) Ha! Looks like Mom wins again—he already has a brother, and 
she doesn’t feel guilty!

I could teach it tricks and things. (p. 16) The author is showing me here that Alex really won’t quit. He 
must really want that iguana!



What the Text Says What I Say

Remember what happened when you took home the class 
fish? (p. 17)

I like here how the author has Mom ask questions. Rather than 
lecturing Alex about responsibility, she’s making Alex remember 
something bad that happened with the fish.

I never would have taken the cover off of the jar! (p. 18) How did a fish jump into spaghetti sauce? The author is showing 
me that Alex has accepted his mistake, but maybe he’s only 
saying this to get his iguana.

Let’s say I let you have the iguana on a trial basis. (p. 19) A golden line here is “Let’s say.” The author is showing me that 
Alex’s mom is considering the iguana!

And I would clean his cage when it got messy. (p. 20) I like how the author uses all of these arguments to make 
me as the reader root for Alex. Here he’s trying to show how 
responsible he is so he can persuade his mom.

P.S. If you clean his cage as well as you clean your room, 
you’re in trouble. (p. 22)

I’m really liking the author’s decision now to write this book in 
the form of letters. They are much funnier and more appealing 
than if Alex and his mom were just having a conversation about 
the iguana.

I’ll pay for the lettuce with my allowance. (p. 23) I’m seeing that the author is giving us another persuasion tactic—
Alex will spend his allowance on the iguana’s food.

“Yes, Mom! I wanna iguana . . . Please!” (p. 24) The author has changed to speech. I wonder why? My guess is 
that this conversation is so important it can’t just happen through 
letters. 

“YESSSS! Thank you! Thank you!” (p. 26) The author doesn’t come right out and say it, but the picture and 
Alex’s reaction let me know he was successful in persuading 
his mom to let him get the iguana. He used lots of different 
arguments to convince her, but I think the most important thing 
was his persistence! He did not give up.
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Teaching Understanding the Author’s Purpose in Grades 3–5
Balloons Over Broadway: The True Story of the  
Puppeteer of Macy’s Parade by Melissa Sweet
Overview and Rationale
Many of our students will be familiar with the iconic Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, but who really knows 
its behind-the-scenes story? This nonfiction book tells the story of puppeteer Tony Sarg, the creative genius 
of the parade’s famous balloons. The winner of the 2012 Robert F. Sibert Informational Book Medal and the 
NCTE Orbis Pictus Award, this exemplary biography informs the reader about Tony’s dedication, imagination, 
and perseverance.

Lexile Framework: 1,000

Grade-Level Equivalent: 4

Guided Reading Level: N

What the Text Says What I Say

. . . when he was only six years old. (p. 1) I predict that the author is going to tell me how Tony became a 
marionette man. I don’t really know what a marionette man is, so 
I also think the author is going to explain that to me.

. . . and his dad, so impressed, never made Tony do another 
chore. (p. 2)

I like how the author used this example of feeding the chickens 
to show how creative Tony was, and how he used these pulleys to 
avoid getting out of bed.

Word soon spread about Tony’s amazing marionettes. (p. 3) The author here wants me to understand exactly what a 
marionette is. She doesn’t give me an exact definition but gives 
me hints so that I can figure it out myself—with the hints “wood, 
cloth, strings, and puppets,” I can tell that marionettes are a kind 
of puppet made out of cloth and wood that have string to make 
them move.

. . . then attached them to gears and pulleys to make them 
move. (pp. 3–4)

The author is trying to show me how Tony started his career in 
New York City—first on Broadway, where there are plays and 
musicals, and next at Macy’s store where he started a puppet 
parade.

Macy’s even arranged to bring in bears, elephants, and 
camels from the Central Park Zoo. (pp. 5–6)

At first I thought the author wrote this story to tell me about 
Tony’s life. Now I see that the author wrote the story more to tell 
about how he helped create the Macy’s parade to help people 
celebrate Thanksgiving.

. . . one every year on Thanksgiving Day—to celebrate 
America’s own holiday. (pp. 7–8)

The author really wants me to understand why this parade is so 
important—that it is a part of America’s own holiday.

Macy’s asked Tony to replace the animals. (pp. 9–10) The author is showing me that Macy’s was always trying to make 
the parade bigger and better, and that Tony is a part of that. 

. . . to hold up in bad weather yet light enough to move up 
and down the streets? (p. 11)

I can see here how the author is trying to show me exactly the 
dilemma that Tony encountered in designing marionettes for 
the parade. Rather than just telling me the solution, the author 
is making it suspenseful so that I really want to keep reading 
and figure out what Tony did.



What the Text Says What I Say

. . . from an Indonesian rod puppet in his toy collection. 
(p. 12)

The author is really entertaining me here—asking questions 
that Tony had to find answers for, showing me how creative and 
clever Tony had to be. I’m seeing that the author spent two pages 
telling me about the problem, rather than just telling me what 
Tony did. 

. . . the air-filled rubber bags wobbled down the avenues, 
propped up by wooden sticks. (pp. 13–14)

Finally the author gives me Tony’s solution and lets me see how 
much the crowds loved these marionettes. They were made out 
of rubber, filled with air, and high in the sky controlled by sticks.

But how? (p. 15) The author is showing me how Tony likes to tackle problems 
and think through solutions. I’m getting the sense that Tony is 
never satisfied with his work and he is creative about making 
it better all the time. 

. . . but what if the controls were below and the puppet 
could rise up? (pp. 16–17)

*Note the typography in the illustrations on this page. I’m 
seeing that the author wrote this part of the story so that the 
words look like a part of the picture. I wonder why she did that. 
I’m thinking that this shows me how creative Tony is in thinking 
through the problem of making the puppet rise up so that 
people could see it in the sky.

Since helium is lighter than air, it would make the balloons 
rise. (p. 19)

The author here is persuading me how smart, creative, and 
hardworking Tony is. I’m getting all of this evidence about how 
hard Tony works to make these puppets rise into the sky. The 
author is also informing me about helium and how it is lighter 
than air. This is an important detail about the puppets. 

Then, one by one, Tony cut the lines to the sandbags.  
(p. 20)

Here, the author is building suspense to entertain me. The author 
doesn’t just tell me if the balloons will work, but makes me want 
to keep reading to find out. 

. . . and the magnificent upside-down marionettes rose up to 
the skies! (p. 22)

*Note: This page turns to a vertical orientation.

Wow. Look how the author made it so I had to turn the whole 
book to read this page. I think she did this on purpose so that 
I can see how high in the sky Tony’s puppets went. His idea 
worked!

They shimmied and swayed through the canyons of  
New York City. (pp. 23–24)

I’m seeing here that the author used so many different verbs, 
or action words—sailed, sallied, shimmied, swayed. I remember 
that it was really important to Tony that the puppets had 
movement in them—and I think the author chose these strong 
verbs to show that the puppets were moving and dancing 
through New York City.

It was a parade New Yorkers would never forget!  
(pp. 25–26)

The author really wants me to see how much people loved Tony’s 
creations.

. . . for a puppet to be anything anyone could imagine it to 
be. (pp. 27–28)

At first, I thought this was going to be a boring biography of 
Tony Sarg. But now, I’m getting the sense that the author’s 
purpose in writing this story was to inform me about how the 
Thanksgiving Day parade came to be, to persuade me how 
creative Tony was, and to entertain me with a fun story about 
how creative puppets can be.
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THINKING ALOUD WITH MONITORING AND CLARIFYING

Good readers are actively involved in knowing when they stop understanding a part of a text. They recognize 
when their comprehension breaks down. They take steps to clarify what they don’t understand.

Teaching Monitoring and Clarifying in Grades K–2
My Name Is Sangoel by Karen Lynn Williams 
and Khadra Mohammed
Overview and Rationale
Sangoel is a young Sudanese refugee who leaves his native land during his country’s civil war. When he 
arrives in the United States, everything is unfamiliar and intimidating. His struggles to fit in are complicated 
by the struggles of his teachers and classmates to correctly pronounce his name, one of his last remind-
ers of his home and heritage. Upon its publication, this book was awarded multiple honors including the 
International Literacy Association’s Children’s Choices Reading List 2010, the Notable Social Studies Trade 
Books for Young People 2010, and the 2009 Notable Books for Children from Smithsonian Magazine. 
Young readers typically have more confusion with nonfiction text, so I have purposefully included a  
narrative text to model monitoring and clarifying using narrative text. With immigration and refugees being 
a hot topic in the news, I have included this book to help students understand the struggles of refugees to 
acclimate to American culture and schools.

Lexile Framework: 440

Grade-Level Equivalent: 2.1

Guided Reading Level: 2

What the Text Says What I Say

“. . . It is the name of your father and of your ancestors 
before him.” (p. 1)

Wow. There’s a lot in this first sentence I don’t understand. Who 
is the Wise One, and is that someone’s real name? What is a 
refugee camp? When I hear about a camp, I think of summer 
camps. What is Dinka? Is that a name? A religion? A place? I have 
to keep reading to have all of my questions answered.

“. . . You will be Sangoel. Even in America.” (p. 1) I still don’t understand what a Dinka is, and I’m not really sure 
why this old man is so thin and he’s telling Sangoel about 
America. Does this have to do with the refugee camp?

He did not have a country. (p. 3) I’m not sure why his father was killed. Was he a soldier? I know 
Sudan is a country in Africa, but I’m not sure why there was a 
war there. But this part also answered my question about what 
a refugee is—the text tells me that a refugee is a person who 
does not have a home or a country. So a refugee camp must be 
a place where lots of people without homes or countries come 
together to live. 

Sangoel knew he would never see his friends again.  
(p. 3)

I need to know more about what it means to be “resettled.” Do 
only young people who can work get resettled? Is America the 
only place refugees get resettled? I had to slow down when I 
read that Lili and Mama were crying. I can’t tell yet if they are 
crying because they aren’t going with Sangoel to America, or 
because they are sad to say goodbye to everyone in the refugee 
camp. Maybe I’ll find out more in the next pages.



continued . . .

What the Text Says What I Say

The “sky boat” took them to America. (p. 5) I’m not sure what the sky boat is. I see the words are in quotation 
marks, so maybe that’s a nickname for something. The only way 
to get to America from Sudan is either a boat or an airplane, so 
maybe sky boat is Sangoel’s word for an airplane.

He shivered and his head ached. (p. 6) I had to reread this whole part because I didn’t understand why 
Mama was afraid of stairs and what magic doors were. But then 
I realized that Sangoel came from Sudan, where maybe he had 
never seen some of the things we are used to in America. It 
must be scary to be in a new place with unfamiliar things, like 
escalators and fluorescent lights.

. . . and pointed across the room. (p. 8) Aha! The text clarified my confusion about what Dinka is. It’s an 
old language from Sudan.

Sangoel was only eight, but he was the man of the family. 
(p. 8)

I’m wondering what the author means by “man of the family.” 
I already know his father was killed, and he has a sister. Does 
this mean that he feels like he’s trying be an adult like his father 
was? Is this a way for the author to tell me that Sangoel feels 
responsible for taking care of his family?

. . . and pulled her and Lili through the crowd. (p. 8) Again—the text answered my question. Mama and Lili came to 
America. They must have been crying because they were sad 
to say goodbye to their friends in Sudan.

Sangoel blinked back tears. (p. 8) I’m unclear on why this stranger would hug Sangoel and his 
family right after meeting them. I’m thinking that maybe she’s 
trying to make them feel welcome or to show them that she 
cares and is there to help.

There was no barbed wire to keep them in. (p. 10) I wonder why the author said there was no barbed wire in 
America. Does that mean that there was barbed wire in the 
refugee camp in Sudan?

She cried again when he turned it off. (p. 11) I don’t understand—does this mean Mama has never used a stove 
or a telephone? If they didn’t eat with forks, did they use their 
hands? Do they not know there are not real people in a TV? This 
goes along with the idea that there are so many new things  
in America!

“Education is your mother and your father.” (p. 13) I’m lost with this last sentence—that education is his mother and 
father. What did the Wise One mean by that? I know school is not 
really his mother and father, so there’s another message there. 
Maybe what the Wise One meant is that school is as important as his 
mother and father.

“My name is Sangoel,” he whispered, but no one heard.  
(p. 15)

At first, I was unclear what was going on. I didn’t know whom 
he was whispering to—I thought he was whispering to himself. 
But when I reread, I saw that the teacher couldn’t pronounce his 
name correctly and the kids laughed at a mean nickname. Now I 
understand that he was trying to tell them his correct name, but 
the class couldn’t hear him over their laughter.
At this point, several people have mispronounced his name—
which makes me wonder if I’m saying it wrong too! How do we 
really say his name?

. . . but in America they called it soccer. (p. 16) When I first read this, I didn’t understand what the author meant, 
but when I reread it, I got an important signal—the word but 
helped me to understand that soccer is the American term for the 
sport that Sangoel used to call football.



What the Text Says What I Say

“My name is Sangoel,” he said before the coach could say it 
wrong. (p. 16)

I’m not sure if the author is trying to hint that Sangoel is used 
to people saying his name wrong or if the message here is that 
Sangoel is getting braver, and not whispering anymore.

“My name is Sangoel,” he called softly as the boy ran off.  
(p. 17)

I’m not certain if this boy is trying to be kind and just cannot 
pronounce his name, or if the boy is purposefully saying his name 
wrong to taunt Sangoel.

. . . and he wished he were back at camp. (p. 18) There are some things that I wish the book would clarify for 
me—where does their food come from? Who is paying for their 
apartment? Does Mama have a job, or did they bring any money 
from Sudan?

You will always be Sangoel. (p. 18) I can’t tell yet if Mama is trying to be helpful and make Sangoel 
fit in with an American name, or if Mama thinks a new name 
would help him forget some of the bad things about Sudan.

He had bad dreams about war and running and hiding.  
(p. 19)

I’m not sure why he’d choose the floor over a bed. Maybe 
the author is hinting that he used to sleep on the floor in the 
refugee camp, so he’s returning to something that felt safe and 
comfortable.

He put on his almost-white shirt and went to school.  
(p. 21)

I need to know what he made with the markers and this shirt. The 
author has done a great job building suspense, so I want to keep 
reading to see what this shirt says.

Sangoel nodded and smiled! (p. 22) Yes! I got the answer—I wanted! I kept reading to find out how 
his name was correctly pronounced. I was saying it “San-go-
el” too, just like everyone else, but here I learned its correct 
pronunciation.

“My name is Sangoel. Even in America.” (p. 26) The author is making a really important point here—that his 
name is more than just a word. Sangoel’s name is a link to his 
family and his past. Maybe that is why the Wise One was so 
insistent that he always be Sangoel, even in America.

Author’s Note (p. 28) I’m going to read the Author’s Note because I’m hoping that it 
will give me some answers to some of the questions that the text 
did not answer for me.

. . . and may not be able to bring along family members, 
money, clothing, or food. (p. 28)

I was confused earlier about who was paying for Sangoel’s 
apartment and food, and this part clarified for me that most 
refugees can’t bring food and money and clothing with them.

Often there are no schools, no electricity, and no clean 
drinking water. (p. 28)

Wow—at first I had thought a refugee camp was like a summer 
camp, but I was really wrong. Refugee camps sound like terrible 
places to have to live.

Years of war and persecution have forced many people to 
leave Sudan. (p. 28)

This clarifies more about that unfamiliar word—Dinka—for me. 
It’s not just a language, but a group of people in Sudan.

Today more people choose to keep the name that connects 
them to their heritage. (p. 28)

I’m understanding a lot more about why Sangoel and the Wise 
One are so insistent on keeping his name, and why Mama’s idea 
of an American name just doesn’t feel right to him.

. . . from previous
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Teaching Monitoring and Clarifying in Grades 3–5 
Simple Machines: Wheels, Levers, and Pulleys by David Adler
Overview and Rationale
This informational text provides readers with an engaging introduction to basic physics. Young readers will 
be surprised to know that they use simple machines every day—wedges such as knives and forks, inclined 
planes such as playground slides, and levers such as seesaws. Told by two young children and their comical 
cat, Simple Machines explains how these basic machines work.

Informational text—with its myriad of technical vocabulary, nonlinear text structure, and assumption 
of background knowledge—is a logical source of confusion and comprehension breakdowns. To model how 
I monitor my comprehension and clarify when it falters, I’ve selected this book because of its highly technical 
content. Simple Machines also does not have many of the features inherent in informational text—headings, 
glossary, and table of contents. Without the road map that these text features provide, young readers may 
struggle to navigate through this content-heavy book.

Lexile Framework: 690

Grade-Level Equivalent: 4.3

What the Text Says What I Say

It’s a simple machine that helps break things apart. (p. 2) I don’t understand here why the author is comparing my smiling in 
the mirror to a machine called a wedge. When I look in the mirror at 
my smile, I see my teeth. It sounds like the author is trying to tell me 
that my teeth are a wedge, but I don’t really understand that. I need 
to keep reading to see if I get more information about wedges. 

. . . that splits the apple into pieces small enough to 
swallow. (p. 2)

I was correct—reading on gave me more information to see how my 
teeth are like wedges. If a wedge is a machine that breaks things 
apart, my teeth break apart the food I’m eating. So that’s what the 
author meant by telling me my teeth are a machine—one called  
a wedge.

The force of the lumberjacks’ swing drives the wedge into 
the log. (p. 3)

I’m unclear what force is. Does that mean how strong something is?

. . . into a sideways force that breaks the log into smaller 
pieces. (p. 3)

The author doesn’t come right out and tell me what force is, but if 
I try to put the book into my own words, I see that force might be 
related to power. I’m learning here that the force of the ax helps to 
break the log.

The front is narrow so it can push easily through the 
water. (p. 4)

Wow. I have to slow down here to think about how all of these 
things—stuff I use all the time—are wedges. It might help me to 
reread the part where the text tells me that a wedge “helps breaks 
things apart.” That helps me understand that a thumbtack breaks 
apart paper, and knives break apart food. 

If you have, you played on a simple machine. (p. 5) Now I’m confused! Is a slide another example of a wedge? It doesn’t 
seem like a slide breaks things apart. Let me keep reading.

It makes it easier to carry things up or down. (p. 6) At first, I thought the author was saying that a slide is a wedge. But 
when I kept reading, I could see that the author wanted to introduce 
a new kind of machine—one called an inclined plane. I need to 
remember that this kind of machine makes it easier to move things up 
and down.

continued . . .



What the Text Says What I Say

The more gradual the slope of the ramp, the easier the 
work. (p. 7)

That word slope at first was tricky. I’m not familiar with a slope of a 
ramp. But then I remembered I have heard slope used in the winter 
about ski slopes. It think it has to do with how steep something is. So 
this sentence means that if a slope were smaller—“more gradual”—
then it would be easier to push something up a ramp.

An inclined plane gets the same work done with less 
force over a greater distance. (p. 8)

There’s that word force again! It must be a really important word in 
talking about machines. Here I’m unclear if ramps and inclined planes 
are the exact same thing, so let me read on to see if this question  
gets answered.

Mountain roads are inclined planes. (p. 9) Let me think about this with something more familiar to me—not 
driving a car, but riding my bike. The text is telling me it’s too steep to 
drive a car right up a mountain—just like it’s too steep to ride my bike. 
The road is an inclined plane to help move me and my bike up it.

. . . the greater the distance you have to drive to reach the 
top. (p. 10)

There’s that word slope again—I’m glad I slowed down to think 
through that one. Let me break down these two long sentences into 
smaller parts to think through them more clearly. The road—an 
inclined plane—makes it easier to ride my bike up a steep mountain. 
But if the slope isn’t very big, I will have to drive farther to get up. That 
makes sense.

. . . to make it easier for people in wheelchairs to get 
around. (p. 11)

I see wheelchair ramps outside most buildings, so now I see how 
that is an inclined plane to move wheelchairs up and down.

. . . you are moving it in along a circular inclined plane. 
(p. 12)

I don’t do a lot of building, so this example of a screw as an inclined 
plane was not as helpful to me. But I think what it’s saying here is 
that the twisting helps move something up and down, just like the 
road up a mountain twists around.

Have you ever played on a seesaw? (p. 13) I recognize this kind of question! The last time I got confused and 
didn’t realize it was the author’s way of signaling that I’m about to 
read about a new kind of machine.

It’s a simple machine that makes lifting easier.  
(pp. 13–14)

This is a lot of new vocabulary for me—so I need to slow down and 
repeat the words so I’m really clear on them. The most important 
thing is that a lever has a bar and a pivot. The pivot stays still. And 
a lever helps to lift things.

The load feels lighter. (pp. 15–16) To really understand this, I need more information on why moving 
my hand makes it feel lighter. I’m thinking the author will explain 
this next.

. . . it’s making it easier to lift the sand. (p. 16) Wait a second. I thought a pivot stays still. My hand can move. I’m 
confused if pivots never move or if that was the pivot in the seesaw 
that doesn’t move.

. . . the rubbing of the bottom of the box against the 
ground—that makes moving the box so difficult.  
(pp. 17–18) 

I’m a bit confused if the box is hard to move because it’s heavy or 
because of the friction—this rubbing against the ground. Why don’t 
we just use a ramp to move the box? Is there a better machine for 
this?

It’s the wheels and axles on the wagon that makes your 
work easier. (p. 18)

I certainly know the job of wheels, but I’m not familiar with this 
word axle. Let me read on to see if the author tells me more.

Wheels reduce friction. (p. 19) So there’s my answer to what an axle is. But this last sentence 
“Wheels reduce friction” is unclear to me. How do the wheels make 
less rubbing on the ground? Don’t wheels touch the ground too?

. . . from previous



What the Text Says What I Say

A wheel and axle also multiplies the distance something 
turns. (pp. 19–20)

Let me see if I can clarify this confusing statement by rewriting it 
into my words. I know that the friction makes things hard to drag, 
but a wheel touches less of the ground and so it has less friction. 

On a Ferris wheel, the distance the axle turns is 
multiplied. (pp. 21–22)

This is confusing. I’m having a hard time understanding what moves 
and what turns. I had to reread it a couple of times, but what I see 
now is that there are two circles on a Ferris wheel—one for the 
axle and one for the wheel with all the people in their seats. The 
axle does lots and lots of little turns to move the big wheel with the 
people in their seats.

. . . you are turning a wheel and axle. (p. 23) I don’t understand yet how my bathroom faucet is an axle. But I 
know that this author has a pattern where he explains in more 
detail, so I’m going to keep reading.

The larger the knob, the easier it is to turn the thin shaft. 
(p. 24)

I had to reread this part twice, and I’m now beginning to understand 
that the part I turn is connected to an axle that moves to turn the 
water on and off.

They spin around it. (p. 25) So what I think this is telling me is that when I peddle a bike, I’m not 
really peddling the wheels, but rather I’m peddling the axle.

Gears can change the speed, power, and direction of a 
machine’s work. (p. 26)

The author is giving me another important vocabulary word—gears, 
which means wheels with teeth. It would have been useful if the 
author had given me a glossary to help me keep track of all these 
new words.

It’s fixed—attached—to the top of the pole. (p. 27) I was sort of confused at first because there is no real definition of 
a pulley. But when I reread the example of the flagpole, I could see 
that a pulley helps me to pull things.

The more pulleys you add, the less force you need.  
(p. 28)

That word force keeps popping up again and again. If I use the word 
power in its place, this paragraph tells me that two pulleys add 
more power.

With the pulleys the motor in the crane needs less lifting 
power. (p. 29)

This book doesn’t really have much of a conclusion or a part where 
the author summarizes everything that I’ve read. But I’m getting the 
sense that these simple machines—pulleys, levers, ramps, axles, 
gears—all work together to lift and move heavy things and to make 
jobs easier. 

Retrieved from the companion website for Think Big With Think Alouds, Grades K–5: A Three-Step Planning Process That Develops Strategic Readers by Molly Ness. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Corwin, www.corwin.com. Copyright © 2018 by Molly Ness. All rights reserved. Reproduction authorized only for the local school site or nonprofit organization that has 
purchased this book.




