
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and historical references to help young readers understand the time period during which Anne lived and 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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