
Thinking Aloud With Historical Fiction in Grades K–2  
The Watcher: Jane Goodall’s Life With the Chimps  
by Jeanette Winter
Overview
This picture book depicts Jane Goodall’s life and scientific accomplishments. The plot begins in Jane’s child-
hood and illustrates her love of animals. After graduating high school, Jane immigrates to Africa where she 
meets a professor who sends her to observe chimps in their natural habitat. The plot continues and details 
the struggles Jane encountered on this unique journey. This book was named Best Book of the Year by the 
Boston Globe, Kirkus Reviews, Booklist, and the Bank Street College of Education.

Lexile Framework: 820

Guided Reading Level: O

What the Text Says What I Say
The Comprehension 

Strategy I Model

. . . looking for little Valerie Jane Goodall. 
(p. 1)

Who is everyone? Who is searching for Jane? 
Where have they searched? The author is giving 
me clues that she’s gone off somewhere alone, so 
I want to know how that happened. And I get the 
clue that she’s little, but exactly how old is she?

Asking questions

“I know how an egg comes out!” (p. 2)

I have a question about the setting. I get a clue 
about the henhouse, so maybe this takes place 
on a farm. And Jane tells her mother that she 
knows how an egg came out, so I’m thinking 
that her hiding spot was in the henhouse where 
she watched chickens lay eggs.

Making inferences

At five years old, Jane was already a watcher. 
(p. 2)

This is an important sentence that answers my 
question about how old Jane is. And the author 
is describing her as a “watcher.” I know she 
watched what happened in the henhouse, so I 
wonder what else she likes to watch.

Synthesizing

When spring came, the robin even built a 
nest in Jane’s bookcase! (p. 4)

The author is using all of these examples to show 
me that Jane is curious about nature. The author 
is showing me that Jane is patient and observant, 
because she watched this bird for weeks. The 
author is also hinting that animals trust Jane, 
because this bird lives in Jane’s room.

 

Making inferences

Synthesizing

. . . talk to the animals and live with the apes. 
(p. 5)

I think the author’s purpose here is to show how 
important apes and Africa are to Jane. There are 
lots of places in the world that have animals, 
but apes in Africa seem especially important. 

Understanding the  
author’s purpose

. . . She hid her earnings under the parlor rug 
for safekeeping. (p. 6)

I wonder what her school days were like. The 
author doesn’t give me any information about 
Jane as a student, but tells me that she saved 
her money for a plane trip to Kenya—which is 
in Africa. This confirms my earlier thought that 
the author wants me to know the importance of 
Jane’s dream of Africa.

Asking questions
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. . . and fish that glowed through the dark 
water. (p. 7)

The author’s purpose here is to confirm what 
I already thought about Jane—that she’s 
observant and patient. She watches nature even 
in the cold wind. 

Understanding the  
author’s purpose

Yes, she would! (p. 9)

The part about chimpanzees being most like 
humans makes me ask questions. How are 
humans and chimpanzees alike? How are they 
different? Why is it important that we are so 
alike? Why is it important to study them? I think 
the author here wants me to ask questions, so I 
can understand the job Jane is going to take.

Asking questions

“I wanted to learn things that no one else 
knew, uncover secrets . . . ,” she wrote.  
(p. 10)

Here the author seems to be quoting directly 
from what Jane wrote—maybe in a journal or in 
a letter. I like how the author used Jane’s words 
to show how curious and observant Jane was.

Understanding the  
author’s purpose

She knew she was Home. (p. 11)

The author doesn’t come right out and say it, but 
I’m making an inference that the message here 
is about how brave Jane is. She’s all alone in 
the woods in the dark, with strange sounds, yet 
she feels safe there. I also think the author was 
deliberate in capitalizing Home. The capital H 
makes me think how important this place was 
to Jane.

Understanding the  
author’s purpose

Making inferences

. . . she didn’t see them. (p. 14)

The author is hinting that the chimps are hiding 
from Jane. I know from a previous description 
about the robin that Jane is a patient watcher, 
so I’m thinking that the author is telling me that 
Jane’s patience will be important.

Understanding the 
author’s purpose

Making inferences

When will I see a chimp? She wondered.  
(p. 16)

I like how the author writes “when will I” rather 
than “will I.” This makes me think that Jane is 
confident that with enough patience, eventually 
she will see a chimp.

Understanding the  
author’s purpose

. . . she almost lost hope. (p. 17)

The word almost stands out for me here. It 
seems like the author is showing me all of Jane’s 
challenges—being alone, being sick, not seeing 
the chimps. The word almost confirms that Jane 
will continue to be brave and patient until she 
sees the chimps.

Understanding the  
author’s purpose

Synthesizing

She stayed in the background, never hid, 
acted uninterested, and quietly watched.  
(p. 18)

I think the author is deliberately making this 
part sound just like what happened with the 
robin. Eventually, it was comfortable enough 
with Jane to build a nest in her room. I wonder 
then if the chimps will be just as comfortable.

Asking questions

Understanding the  
author’s purpose

“You have to be patient if you want to learn 
about animals,” she wrote. (p. 20)

Again the author incorporated Jane’s writing to 
show her patience. I’m getting more evidence of her 
perseverance, bravery, and desire to learn about 
the chimps. 

Understanding the  
author’s purpose
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To her, each one was different—just like us. 
(p. 23)

It seems to me that Jane is growing very close 
to the chimps, sleeping with them and naming 
them. Maybe they are more than just animals 
to her. Synthesizing

“. . . So gently. No snatching,” she wrote.  
(p. 23)

I like how the author chose this passage of Jane 
writing in capital letters. Those capital letters 
show how important this was to Jane. Maybe she 
was surprised or excited that this chimp has gotten 
so close to her.

Understanding the  
author’s purpose

Before this, everybody thought chimps ate 
only plants. (p. 24)

Here the author is informing me of things that 
we know about chimps all because of Jane. This 
makes me understand how important Jane’s 
work was. Synthesizing

“. . . What a day—chimps near, chimps far, 
old men, young men, ladies, children, babies, 
teenagers—the lot,” she wrote. (p. 26)

Here Jane thinks of chimps just like human 
beings—she calls them ladies and children, not 
female chimps and baby chimps. This makes me 
understand how much love she feels for them.

Synthesizing

Making inferences

She saw them swagger and throw tantrums, 
and kept out of the way. (p. 28)

At the beginning of the book, I asked about 
the ways that chimps are similar to humans. 
The purpose of this part is to answer that 
question—I see here that chimps have 
emotions—love, anger, sadness. The author is 
telling me how alike chimps and humans are.

Understanding the  
author’s purpose

Synthesizing

And so assistants came to watch and write. 
(p. 31)

The author is giving me just enough information 
here to make me ask more questions. I wonder 
how long Jane was alone—I know there are 
“years of notes,” but how many years did she 
spend with the chimps? How did she survive on 
her own for so long? Who were these assistants? 
How many came? What did Jane do  
with her notes?

Asking questions

One day Jane sadly left Gombe. (p. 32)

The author has included a powerful word in 
this short sentence—the word sadly. I can tell 
that over the years Jane has come to love the 
chimps. So it makes sense that she’d feel sad 
to leave. But why did she leave? What was her 
reason for leaving?

Understanding the  
author’s purpose

Asking questions

They needed Jane to speak for them. (p. 34)

That word extinct is so important—extinct 
means there would be no more left. I think by 
saying “They needed Jane to speak for them,” 
the author is telling me that Jane has to tell 
people to protect chimps. Maybe the reason 
Jane left was to educate people about chimps 
so we could protect them and their habitats.

Synthesizing
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. . . year after year, asking for help to save the 
chimps and the forests. (p. 35)

I notice here that this is the first time the author has 
referred to the chimps as Jane’s friends. I was right 
that she loved them. I’m also confirming my idea 
that Jane left Africa to educate people to save  
the chimps.

Understanding the  
author’s purpose

Synthesizing

. . . David Greybeard at her side. (p. 36)

As I read this, I wondered if the chimps would 
remember her like she remembered them. But 
the author gave me a clue—David Greybeard at 
her side—that makes me think they remember 
her as well.

Making inferences

. . . and opened a window for us to the world 
of the chimpanzees. (p. 39)

I like how the author reminds me of the things 
Jane did as a little girl—Dr. Dolittle and Tarzan. 
It makes me think that the author’s purpose is 
to inform us about Jane, a woman who worked 
hard to achieve her childhood dreams. The 
last sentence also makes me think that the 
author’s message is how important Jane is to 
chimpanzees.

Understanding the  
author’s purpose

. . . from previous
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