
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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