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Unit Study on Character Study: Assignment Checklist  

Included in this Unit: 

• 3 Bends in the Road 

o Bend 1: Getting to Know a Character 

o Bend 2: Developing Theories about a Character 

o Bend 3: Revising Theories about a Character 

• 5 Minilessons Fully Revised 

o Bend 1, Minilesson 1: Look for Clues  

o Bend 1; Minilesson 2: Pay Attention to Actions 

o Bend 2, Minilesson 2: Notice if a Character is Like or Unlike You 

o Bend 2, Minilesson 4: Find Supporting Evidence 

o Bend 3, Minilesson 3: Stop and Think about New Information 

• Several Additional Partially-Revised Minilessons (done as a personal aid)  

• 2 Conferences 

o Bend 1, Minilesson 1, Conference 1: Finding Clues for All Characters in Book; 

Bend 2, Minilesson 1, Conference 2: Recognizing Opportunities to Activate Prior 

Knowledge   

• 5 Strategy Lessons  

o Bend 1, Minilesson 1: Rereading 

o Bend 1, Minilesson 5: Notetaking 

o Bend 2, Minilesson 4: Maintaining the Big Picture 

o Bend 2, Minilessons 5, 6, and 7: Making Inferences 

o Bend 2, Minilesson 8: Finding Your Ah-Ha Moment 
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• 1 Assessment 

o Assessment Explanation and Rubric for Bend 1 

• List of Resources Consulted 

 

 

 

 

 



Renée Williams 4 

CHARACTER STUDY UNIT 
READING GRADES 4 AND 5 

 
 
 

PART 1: BENDS IN THE ROAD AND MINILESSONS 
Part 1 uses My Name is Maria Isabel, by Alma Flor Ada, as the teaching text for the unit.  The 
story is about a little girl named María Isabel Salazar López who moves with her family to a 
different part of town and must enroll in a new school.  Her problem is that her new teacher 
doesn’t call her by her real name.  Maria Isabel must find a way to overcome this obstacle and 
tell the teacher that she doesn’t want to be called by anything else.  Her real name is very 
important to her and taking it away is, in essence, taking away her personal and cultural identity.   
 
 
Bend 1: Getting to Know a Character 
Big Idea: Readers get to know characters in a book in many of the same ways that people get to 
know each other in real life. 
 
Minilesson 1: Look for Clues 
Good readers are always on the lookout for clues that help reveal what kind of person a 
character is.  When good readers find a clue, they stop and think about what that clue might tell 
them about the character. 
 
UNIT INTRODUCTION 

“Readers, for the last few weeks we have been learning so many new things that good 
readers do to get better at reading.  Look around our room at all the terrific graphs and charts!  
You have learned how to make good book choices, how to use post-its to keep track of your 
thoughts while reading, and how to retell parts of your book in order, among other things. 

 
“We’re going to continue to do all those things, but starting today and continuing for the 

next four weeks, we’re going to pay special attention to the characters in our books.  We’re 
going to study who the characters are, what they think, how they feel and act, and how they 
change throughout the story.  We’re also going to learn how to come up with theories (or big 
ideas) about the characters in our books, how to test whether our theories make sense, and what 
to do when our theories need to change because we’ve discovered something surprising in the 
story.  We’re going to do all of this because characters are one of the best ways to challenge our 
ideas and deepen our understanding of a story.” 

 
 
 

“When I was on the subway today, I was thinking about the way I get to know someone 
new.  I was thinking about my friend Brian, whom I met the first day I started teaching.  I didn’t 
know much about Brian in the beginning, just his name and his occupation (an English teacher).  
I wanted to know more about Brian, so I started to look for clues about him.  Little by little, I 
started to notice that he rode a bicycle to school, that he LOVED reading books and that lots of 

Connection 
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students and teachers asked him for advice.  I got to know Brian slowly, by looking for clues that 
told me more about the kind of person he is.  
 

“We get to know a character in a book the same way that we get to know a person in real 
life: by looking for clues that reveal, page-by-page, what kind of person the character is.  Today 
I’m going to teach you that, when reading, good readers are always on the lookout for clues that 
help reveal what kind of person a character is.  When good readers find a clue, they stop and 
think about what that clue might tell them about the character.  (Think of yourself as a detective 
whose job is to look for clues and uncover as much information as possible about the characters 
in your book.)” 

 
 

 
 “Let’s see what clues we can discover about Maria Isabel who is the main character in the 
book My Name is Maria Isabel.  Oh!  I already found my first clue on page 1: Maria Isabel’s 
mother said ‘Maribel, cariño, hurry up.’  I’ve heard Spanish-speakers use the word cariño 
before.  I bet Maria Isabel speaks Spanish. 
 
 “Readers, did you notice how I paid attention to the words in the story?  When I found a 
word that I thought was a clue, I stopped for a moment to think about what that word might tell 
me about the kind of person Maria Isabel is.  Now, I’m pretty sure she speaks Spanish.   
 

“Clues are not only words, however.  Sometimes, a clue may be a phrase, or a sentence, 
or maybe even a bunch of sentences.  It is a good readers job to stay alert and uncover the 
different ways clues are presented in the story.  Watch me as I read on and I’ll show you what I 
mean. 
 
 “’Her father added, you don’t want to be late on your first day, do you?’  Hmm . . . This 
sentence seems important because it is telling me that Maria Isabel is starting something new, but 
I don’t know what that is yet.  I’ll have to read on.  In the next paragraph, her mother said 
‘You’ll like your new school’.  Another clue! Maria Isabel is going to school.  I know!  I can put 
the clue from the first sentence – that it is Maria Isabel’s first day of something – with the clue 
from the next sentence – she is going to a new school – together.  These two clues tell me that 
Maria Isabel is getting ready for her first day at a new school!   
 
 “I’m only on page 1 and I already know at least two things about Maria Isabel: she can 
speak Spanish and she is getting ready for her first day at a new school!   
 
 “Readers, did you see how, when I was reading, I was on the lookout for clues that 
helped me learn more about Maria Isabel.  When I found a clue, I stopped and thought about 
what that clue might tell me about her.” 
 
 
 
 “I’m excited for you to try.  Let’s see what other clues we can uncover that tell us 
something about Maria Isabel.  I bet we don’t need to read very far to find one.  Turn to pages 2 

Teaching 

Active Engagement 



Renée Williams 6 

and 3.  Remember, clues can be anything, even someone who talks with Maria Isabel.  For 
example, in the middle of page I read ‘But when her brother, Antonio, chimed in ’.  The clue is 
‘her brother’ and his name ‘Antonio’.  This tells me that Maria Isabel has a sibling. 
 

“Partners, will you search for clues with each other?” 
 
 
 

“So today, read like you are a detective searching for clues that will help you uncover 
what kind of person the character in you book is.  Remember to stop when you find a clue and 
think about what that clue might tell you about the character.  Jot your idea quickly on a post-it, 
the continue on.” 

 
 
 
 

Readers look for the names and important clues about all the characters in their book and jot 
them down. 
 
In this conference, I am imagining working with a student who looks for clues about the main 
character in the book, but struggles – or forgets – to look for clues about the other characters in 
the book.  There are many reasons why this might happen.  One is that the student doesn’t have a 
system for keeping track of all the characters in his or her book.  Another reason is that a student 
may not think it’s important to get to know supporting characters.  I will address both issues in 
this conference.   
 
Teacher (T):  What are you doing as a reader today? 
 
Student (S), reading Ramona Quimby, Age 8:  I’m reading Chapter1 and looking for clues. 
 
T: Show me where you’ve done that. 
 
Student shows Teacher how and where she’s found clues.  Teacher looks over work carefully to 
get a better understanding of the strategies Student is using to get to know the characters.  
Teacher is also taking notes on what Student is saying and doing.  In this case, Student is using 
post-its and writing things about the main character, Ramona Quimby. 
 
T:  Tell me what you’re planning on doing next.   
 
S:  I’m going to look for more clues about the kind of person Ramona is. 
 
T:  I think you’re doing a great job practicing what we’ve talked about today in class.  I can see 
you’re staying on the lookout for clues about Ramona and taking the time to jot them down on a 
post-it so that you can refer back to them if you need to later.   
 
S:  Thanks. 

Link 

Conference for Minilesson 1, Bend 1 
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T:  You’re welcome.  Another thing I noticed was that you only looked for clues about Ramona.  
Was she the only character in Chapter 1? 
 
S:  No.  I read about her mom and her sister and her dad and some of her friends.   
 
T:  Do you remember the other character’s names? 
 
S:  No, well, I know her mom is Mrs. Quimby and her dad is Mr. Quimby. 
 
T:  Good, that’s a start.  It sounds like there are a lot of other characters in your book besides 
Ramona and since you are reading about them in Chapter 1 - very early in the book - they may 
have important roles to play in the story.  They may be characters that support the things 
Ramona says or does.  I’m going to show you a way to keep track of them so that you are able to 
write down clues about them, too. 
 
Teacher gets out a piece of paper and demonstrates how to make a chart. 
 
T:  One way to keep track of and get to know the other characters in your book is to make a 
chart in your notebook.  Make a few columns with headings like ‘Character Name’ and ‘Clue / 
Idea I Have’.  Each time you come across a new character, write his or her name down.  Then, 
when you find a clue that seems important, jot it in the column ‘Clue / Idea I Have’.  You can do 
this with post-its, too, just post-it whenever you come across someone new and post-it again 
whenever you find out something that might be important about him or her.   
 
Teacher may model how to do this using the book the student is reading.  Teacher may also ask 
student to try using the technique while the teacher is there to help.  In this case, student tries 
technique. 
 
S:  Hey, I’m getting the hang of this. 
 
T:  Great!  So remember, when you are reading it’s important to take note of the names of all the 
characters in your book and to write down important clues about them.  One way to do this is by 
making a chart that lists characters names and important things you notice about them.  
 
 
 
 
Strategy Lesson: Rereading 
(Adapted from When Kids Can’t Read What Teachers Can Do, Kylene Beers, 2003, pp. 113-4) 
 
This strategy lesson deals with rereading, which is a great way for independent readers to figure 
out their texts.  I wanted to teach this early in the Unit, right when they started looking for clues 
about their characters, primarily as a proactive measure that will hopefully head off any 
problems students may have if they were not explicitly taught that rereading is a valuable way to 
learn and think more deeply about characters.   

Strategy Lesson to Support Bend 1, Minilesson 1 
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In the teaching section of this text, I would first talk to students about the value of rereading.  
Then, I would give them a short text and ask them to read it three times.  After each reading, I 
would have them rate their understanding of the text on a scale of 1-10 (10 being the highest 
level of understanding).  Next, I would discuss their ratings and how their ratings changed with 
each subsequent reading of the same text. 
   
The second major step in my teaching would be to model my thinking as I reread a text.  After I 
read a short passage aloud, I stop to think through what happened, then I reread the same passage 
a second time and think it through again, then I read it a third time and think it through.  The 
important idea here is to make students aware of how my thinking and understanding of the 
passage changes with each reading. 
 
The third major step in my teaching would be to give students a specific task to do while they 
reread a short text.  For example, I may ask students to make a list of the times when they 
noticed rereading was important – such as at a point in a text where the student became stuck or 
confused or lost. 
 
Finally, I would review what the students discovered by doing the rereading.   
 
 
------ 
Minilesson 2: Pay Attention to Actions  
Readers get to know a character by paying attention to the character’s actions and inactions. 
 
 
 

“Readers, we’re getting great at finding clues in our stories that help us get to know our 
characters.  I can close my eyes and imagine all of you dressed up like detectives, with a big 
magnifying glass in one hand, carefully reading your books for clues!” 

 
“I was thinking about my friend, Brian, again today.  Remember Brian – he was the 

teacher who lots of other teachers and students asked for advice.  One way I got to know Brian 
was by observing what he did and didn’t do everyday. 

 
“One of the things I observed about Brian was that he always answered every question a 

teacher or a student asked him.  He never turned away anyone who needed help – even if he was 
really busy.  This started to make me think of Brian as a generous person who was willing to 
help others even if it meant he would have less time for himself.  By paying attention to Brian’s 
actions, both the things he did and didn’t do, I got to know him better. 

 
“Readers do the same thing when they are reading. Today I’m going to teach you one way 

readers get to know a character: by paying attention to the character’s actions and inactions.” 
 

 
   

Connection 

Teaching 
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“Watch me as I look back at my post-its about Maria Isabel’s actions in Chapter 1, pages 
1 and 2, of the book My Name is Maria Isabel.  Maria Isabel is at home preparing for her first 
day at a new school.  I’m going to pick out some of Maria Isabel’s actions that I think are 
important: she doesn’t want to eat breakfast.  She is very slow to get ready and almost causes her 
and her brother to miss the bus.  She thinks about how she misses her friends Clara and 
Virginia.” 
 
I MAY INTERSPERSE DIALOGUE ON PAGES 1 AND 2 TO FURTHER ILLUSTRATE MY 
IDEA ABOUT MARIA ISABEL’S ACTIONS OR TO REFRESH READERS MEMORIES.   
 

  “The actions I pointed out got me thinking . . . I think I know something about Maria 
Isabel.  I think that because she didn’t want to eat breakfast and because she was so slow to get 
ready, she doesn’t want to go to school.  I think she might be nervous about her first day at a new 
school.  Readers, did you notice how I paid attention to Maria Isabel’s actions?  Did you notice 
how I felt like I got to know her better?  I am getting to know Maria Isabel by paying attention to 
what she does and doesn’t do.” 
 
 
 
 “Now, let’s see what else Maria Isabel’s actions tell us about her.  Turn to a different 
place in Chapter 1 where you put post-its.  Perhaps it’s where Maria Isabel is running to catch 
the bus with her brother and she trips and falls. 
 
 “Remind yourself what is happening.  Maria Isabel falls because of a tree root and ruins 
her favorite yellow dress.  Partners, will you talk with each other?  What are you learning from 
Maria Isabel’s actions?” 
 
 
 “As you read your own books today, remember that one way we get to know characters is 
by paying attention to their actions.  Use your post-its to mark pages your book that talk about 
your character’s actions.  Think about what those actions tell you about the character.” 
 
 
------ 
Minilesson 3: Pay Attention to Emotion and Feelings 
Good readers pay attention to a character’s emotions and feelings and think about what those 
emotions and feeling say about the character.   
 
 
------ 
Minilesson 4: Think about Character Interactions 
Readers get to know a character by thinking deeply about how one character interacts with other 
characters in a book.  Readers do this by noticing and thinking about what characters say to 
each other, how characters treat each other, and how characters think about each other.  
 
 

Active Engagement 

Link 
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------ 
Minilesson 5: Note Confusion, Read on for Clues, Re-Read to Check Understanding 
Good readers make a mental note when something a character says or does is confusing, then 
continues reading, looking for clues that clarify confusion.  Once they are no longer confused, 
readers often go back and re-read the confusing section to check their understanding of the 
story.   
 
Sometimes, a character may do or say things that confuse readers.  Good readers make a mental 
note when this happens, then read on for clues that will help make sense (clarify) the confusion.  
When readers feel they’ve gathered enough clues, they will often re-read the section of the book 
that confused them.  Readers re-read so that they do not miss important events as well as to 
check their understanding of the story.     
 
 
 
Strategy Lesson: Notetaking 
 
I am envisioning this Strategy Lesson supporting Bend 1, Minilesson 5, which deals with what 
good readers do when they read something about a character that confuses them.  In the 
Minilesson, I talk about how good readers make a mental note when something confuses them.  
Although this may work for some students, others may need to develop a more visual and 
concrete system for keeping track of confusing character actions.  For this strategy lesson, I 
would gather the students that I identified from prior observation and conferencing as having 
trouble sorting out their confusion and / or who, when they became confused, did not look for 
clarifying clues.   
 
I would teach students to develop a quick and simple system of notetaking, whereby they may 
fold paper into columns and make headings like: Character Name, Confusing Thing About 
Character, When Character Did This (page number, setting), and Clues that Helped Clear Up 
Confusion (including page number). I would teach students to have a few of these sheets made 
ahead of time so that they are able to jot down the information that confuses them as soon as it 
occurs.  This also lessens disruption to reading.  I would stress the importance of slowing down 
when they became confused and reading carefully the pages immediately after and before the 
confusing part.  Each time they find a clue that makes helps them understand a character action 
more clearly, they need to stop and jot on that sheet. 
 
After I did the teaching (per above), I would provide some time for active engagement, whereby 
students practiced with a partner what I just taught, using their own text. 
  
 
------ 
Minilesson 6: Think about Similarities and Differences Between Characters 
Readers get to know a character by thinking about the ways that character is similar to or 
different than other characters in the book.  In other words, readers compare one character to 
another and think about ways they are alike and unalike. 

 

Strategy Lesson to Support Bend 1, Minilesson 5 
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Bend 2: Developing Theories about a Character 
 
Minilesson 1: Use Personal Knowledge and Experience 
Good readers use their personal knowledge and experience to develop theories about a 
character. Good readers also use their personal knowledge and experience to test whether their 
theories are plausible (This means how likely is a theory to be true based on what has happened 
in your own life).   
 
 
 
When readers come across book titles, chapter titles, pictures and captions, and the front and 
back cover of a book, they should recognize these are opportunities to activate prior knowledge 
that may help them understand what is happening, or what will happen, in the book.   
 
In this conference, I am imagining working with a student that understands, and is beginning to 
utilize, the concept of using personal knowledge and experience (prior knowledge) to inform 
their theories about characters in a story.  I can imagine that some students may have trouble 
figuring out how to recognize where the opportunities exist within the structure of the book to 
practice making connections between themselves and the characters. 
 
Teacher (T):  What are you doing today as a reader? 
 
Student (S), reading Ramona Quimby, Age 8:  I’m thinking about how I was a lot like Ramona 
when I was 8 years old. 
 
T:  Really?  Tell me more. 
 
Student explains to teacher how she did a lot of the same things that Ramona did when she was 8 
years old.  
 
T:  It sounds like you’re thinking deeply about how your own experiences relate to Ramona’s.  I 
heard you say that, like Ramona, you had a babysitter who made you play with younger children, 
even though you didn’t want to.  How are you making these connections between you and 
Ramona?  Could you tell me more about what you are thinking about or looking for when you 
bring your personal experiences into the story? 
 
S:  Ahh, I don’t know really.  I guess sometimes I hear a word and it makes me think of 
something.   
 
T:  Paying attention to what certain words make you think about is a good start.  I do the same 
thing when I’m reading.   I’d like to share with you a few other things I do to make connections 
between my life and what is happening in a book.  Let’s take the next few minutes to look at other 
places in the book that present opportunities to activate your prior knowledge.  
 
S:  Okay. 
 

Conference for Minilesson 1, Bend 2 
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T: When reading, you should know that each time you come across the title of the book, the 
chapter titles in the book, pictures and captions underneath the pictures (when they are present), 
and the front and back cover of a book, you are presented with an opportunity to use your prior 
knowledge to help you understand what is happening or what will happen in the book. 
 
S:  I don’t get it.   
 
T:  Let’s try an example.  Close your book and let’s take a look at the front cover. 
 
Student obliges. 
 
T:  There is a lot of stuff going on here.  Let’s look at the title first: Ramona Quimby, Age 8.  
Does the title make you think of anything? 
 
S:  Yeah, I think about what I did when I was 8. 
 
T:  Very good!  Can you give me some specific examples of what you did when you were 8? 
 
S:  You mean stuff that both Ramona and I did? 
 
T:  Not necessarily.  Forget for a moment about Ramona.  Close your eyes (if you want) and tell 
me what you did when you were 8. 
 
S:  Well, when I was 8 my dad lost his job, so I couldn’t get new clothes.  I had to wear my old 
ones or share my sisters. 
 
Student continues to talk about things she did. 
 
T:  Now, can you imagine another little girl the same age having similar experiences? 
 
S:  Of course. 
 
T:  Good.  What you just did was stop when you came across a major heading, in this case the 
title of the book, and thought about what that title meant and how it related to your own life.  You 
can do this with other headings in the book, for example chapter titles.  Let’s turn to Chapter 1, 
titled “The First Day of School”.  Ask yourself these kinds of questions: How do I feel about the 
first day of school?  How do I prepare?   What do I do on the first day of school?  Then, after 
you’ve finished thinking, tell me what that day is like. 
 
Student thinks about what I’ve said, then begins talking about her first day of school.  Teacher 
listens and takes notes. 
T:  I heard you say that you have trouble sleeping the night before because you’re nervous about 
meeting new people and you’re anxious to learn more about your new teacher.  I also heard you 
say that that morning, you are a little slow to get ready – perhaps you procrastinate a little.  
Wow!  Can you see all the things the chapter title made you think about?  By thinking about your 
own life, you’ve brought a lot more understanding to what may be happening to Ramona on her 
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first day of school.  You can use what you already know about Ramona (from reading other 
books about her) and combine that with your own experiences to come with a theory about what 
might happen to Ramona on her first day of school.  Remember, when you read, look for 
unexpected opportunities in the book (like chapter titles) to make connections to your own life 
and your prior knowledge and experiences. 
 
 
------ 
Minilesson 2: Notice if a Character is like or Unlike You 
Readers also use personal experience to develop theories about a character by thinking about 
the ways a character is like them or unlike them.  Readers do this by first thinking about their 
knowledge of a character.  Readers then compare that knowledge with how they would respond 
if put in a similar situation.   
 
 

“Readers, we’re doing a great job using our personal knowledge and experiences to make 
theories about characters.  Isn’t it amazing how much of our own lives can be found in stories!  
We’re going to continue developing theories today by paying attention to how much we’re like 
or unlike the characters in our books.  I’ll explain by using my friend Brian as a real-life 
example.  Remember Brian? 
 

“When I first met Brian, I thought about the ways he was like me and unlike me.  I did 
this by paying attention to his actions, emotions, ideas, and interactions with others - anything he 
did that taught me something about him.  Then I compared the things he did to what I would do 
if I were in his shoes (meaning if I were in a similar situation).  In my mind, I started making a 
mental filing system to help me organize the ways I thought Brian was like me and unlike me.  I 
put the things only Brian would do in one mental file, then the things only I would do in another, 
then the things both Brian and I would do in a third file, then all the things neither of us would do 
in final file. Thinking about ways Brian was like and unlike me helped me come up with some 
theories about him. 

 
“Readers do the same thing when they are reading.  Today I’m going to teach you that 

readers develop theories about a character by thinking about the ways a character is like them 
or unlike them.  Readers do this by first thinking about their knowledge of a character.  Readers 
then compare that knowledge with how they would respond if put in a similar situation.” 

 
 

 
 
“When I was reading My Name is Maria Isabel, I kept thinking about how Maria Isabel 

was like and unlike me.  Remember in Chapter 2 (page 8) when Maria Isabel’s teacher said, “We 
already have two Marias in this class.  Why don’t we call you Mary instead?”  Maria Isabel 
didn’t protest or say anything to her teacher, she just “quietly headed to her seat.”  Later (I’m on 
page 9 now), Maria Isabel stared at the name her teacher had written on her book: Mary Lopez 
and thought about how strange it looked.  She starts remembering the times when her mother sat 
at the kitchen table, writing Maria Isabel’s name in a new textbook and explaining to her what 

Connection 
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her name meant: ‘Maria is for your grandmother Maria, who you never knew but would have 
loved you so; Isabel is for your grandmother Chabela, who loves you so dearly; Salazar is for 
your father and, of course, for your grandfather Antonio; Lopez is for me and your grandfather 
Manuel.’ 

PART A 
“ Maria Isabel didn’t say anything about how important her name was to her teacher that 

day – or for many days later.  I put myself in Maria Isabel’s shoes and started thinking about 
what I would have done and how Maria Isabel and I were similar and different.  I would have 
been very mad that the teacher didn’t call me by my real name.  I would have told the teacher 
that I wanted to be called by my real name.  In this way, I am unlike Maria Isabel. 

 
“Readers, do you see how I picked out a big moment for Maria Isabel in Chapter 2, 

considered what I would do in her situation, and thought about the ways my actions would be 
unlike hers?  Listen as I do one more thing – I am going to tell you how I  came up with a theory 
about Maria Isabel.  

 
PART B 
“I stand up for myself and think of myself as a brave person.  Because of this, I think I 

would have told the teacher that I wanted to be called by my real name.  I am noticing that I am 
different than Maria Isabel in this way.  I know!  I can come up with a theory about Maria Isabel 
by thinking about how she is different than me!  My theory about Maria Isabel is that she is 
afraid and doesn’t stand up for herself.  I think this because she a) “quietly headed to her seat.” 
and b) stared at the name her teacher had written on her book Mary Lopez and thought about how 
strange it looked.  These ideas are right here, on page 8 and 9 in the book. 

 
“Readers, did you notice that I thought about why I was unlike Maria Isabel (remember, I 

thought I was brave)?  Then I used the way Maria Isabel and I were different to come up with a 
theory about Maria Isabel (she is afraid).”  

 
 
 
“Now it’s your turn to try.  First, find another big moment for Maria Isabel in Chapter 2 

and think for a moment about the ways you are like and unlike her.  Page 12, when Maria’s 
teacher calls her Mary Lopez and she doesn’t say a word, is a good place to start.  What would 
you have done?  Would you have said anything to the teacher about how you were feeling?  
Think about how your reactions would be like and unlike Maria’s.  Then turn and talk to your 
partner about it.  Together, come up with some theories about Maria Isabel based on the way you 
are like or unlike her.” 
 
 

“So readers, today we’re going to use our personal experience to develop theories about a 
character.  When we’re reading, we’re going to jot our thoughts about the ways a character is 
like or unlike us on a post-it.  When your similarities or differences make you have a theory 
about the character, jot that down as well.” 

 
 

Active Engagement 

Link 
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------ 
Minilesson 3: Predict Future Events  
Readers also use personal knowledge and experience to develop theories about a character. 
 
Readers develop theories about characters by predicting how a character will react in a given 
situation.  Readers do this by using their prior knowledge and experiences, thinking about how 
he or she would react in the situation, and looking for specific evidence in the story that supports 
his or her theory. 
 
 
----- 
Minilesson 4: Find Supporting Evidence 
 Good readers test the likelihood of their theories by going back in the text and finding specific 
evidence to support each theory they have about a character. 
 
 
 
 

“Readers, can you remember back to the very first lesson we learned about characters?  
Remember we learned that good readers are always on the lookout for clues that tell them 
something about the characters in their books?  Ever since then, I have been so proud of the way 
you have all stayed on the lookout for clues about your characters, jotting down new information 
on a post-it or pausing to think about what that clue may reveal.   

 
“Today we’re going continue paying attention to clues, but we’re also going to use the 

clues we have in a new way, a way that helps us test the theories we have about our characters.    
Today I’m going to teach that good readers go back in their stories and find specific evidence to 
support each theory they have about a character.  Readers may already have this evidence on a 
post-it containing clues about their characters.  And when they don’t, readers go back and re-read 
sections of their book to find whatever evidence they need to support their theories.” 
 
 
 
 
 “After I read Chapter 6 in My Name is Maria Isabel – the chapter about Thanksgiving – I 
came up with a theory about Maria Isabel.  My theory was that Maria Isabel’s family was very 
important to her.  I thought my theory made a lot of sense, but I wanted to make sure that if 
anyone asked me to explain my theory, I could support it with specific examples from the book. 
 
 “So, I first went to the page where I had the idea that her family was important to her.  
That was page 37.  See, I marked my post-it it with an exclamation point and the words theory = 
family important to Maria Isabel.  Now I need to see what evidence I have to support that theory.   
 
 “Well, I can retell the chapter to make sure I understand the big ideas in it.  The chapter 
was about Thanksgiving.  Maria Isabel and her ate dinner together (hmm . . . that tells me 
spending time together as a family is important them), and then the whole family visited friends 
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in their old neighborhood (this might mean friends are also really important – kind of in the same 
way as family).  Maria Isabel played happily with her friend Clara and Clara’s cousin, then on 
the way home, in the very last paragraph I read: ‘Maria Isabel saw that her mother was smiling 
too, and then she knew that there were really good reasons to be thankful on this Thanksgiving’.  
This sounds to me like family was one of the reasons to be thankful, which means family must 
be important to Maria Isabel.  That’s not enough evidence to support my theory, though.  I’ll 
have to go back in the text and look for more clues. 
 
 “Readers, did you notice how I kept picking out moments that seemed important to my 
theory?  Can you see how the moments I picked out are a good start, but not enough?  You 
know, I can recall some other big moments that may have evidence to support my theory that 
family is important to Maria Isabel.  I remember in Chapter 4 how Maria Isabel helped her 
family when they were struggling.  Remember the night that she made dinner all by herself so 
that her mom, who was out all day looking for a job, and her dad, who was also out all day 
working, could rest when they returned home?  Listen for clues while I re-read pages 26 and 27:” 
 
READ ALOUD PART OF PAGES 26 AND 27, BEGINNING WITH Mrs. Salazar was 
exhausted when she got home.  She plopped down into a chair and took off her shoes.  She 
smiled when she saw the food on the table. AND ENDING WITH Maria Isabel wanted to smile 
and he happy.  She liked pleasing her parents and she knew she had done a good job making 
dinner. 
 

“Well, the fact that she made dinner, that her mom was happy and smiled – see, it says it 
right on page 26 – and that Maria Isabel liked pleasing her parents (p. 27) supports my theory 
that family is important to her.  I still want at least one more piece of evidence, though.  I 
remember in Chapter 3 that when Maria Isabel was jumping rope at recess, she started thinking 
about how the rhythm of the rope reminded her of her grandmother and grandfather and times 
she spent with them at their home in Puerto Rico.  I can read this on pages 14 and 15.” 
 
GO BACK AND READ EXCERPT BEGINNING the rhythm of the jump rope as it . . . AND 
ENDING . . . beneath the hot sun ON PAGE 16. 
 
 “Yet another piece of evidence was way back in Chapter 1 when Maria Isabel was 
thinking that she was proud of being named after her two grandmothers.  I even have a post-it 
marking the page and how I thought that was an important clue that helped me get to know 
Maria Isabel.” 
 
READ SUPPORTING EVIDENCE FROM TEXT PAGES 10 AND 11. 
 
 “Wow!  I found four pieces of evidence that supported my theory!  Readers, notice how, 
after I had a theory, I thought back to places in the book that could have information to support 
my theory.  I tested my theory by looking for post-its that I thought had important supporting 
evidence and by re-reading sections of the text to make sure I had enough evidence.” 
 
 
 Active Engagement 
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 “Now let’s test another theory.  After reading Chapter 7, I had another theory about 
Maria Isabel.  My theory was that Maria Isabel liked to sing about Hanukkah.   Partners, would 
you test my theory with each other?  Look for supporting evidence in Chapter 7.”  
 
 
 

“You did a great job of testing the theory about Maria Isabel.  Readers, test your own 
theories while you are reading today.  Remember to go back in your story and find specific 
evidence to support each theory you have about a character.  Also remember that you may 
already have this evidence on a post-it.  And don’t worry if you don’t, just practice going back 
and re-reading sections of your book to find whatever evidence you need to support your 
theories.” 
 
 
 
 
Strategy Lesson: Maintaining the Big Picture 
 
As readers, we have all had times where we’ve been bogged down by the details of a story and 
have forgotten the big picture.  Students are particularly prone to this, particularly after they’ve 
spent time looking for evidence to support their theories about a character. 
 
In this strategy lesson, I will teach students how to maintain an understanding of the big picture 
by summarizing each chapter of the book they are reading.  This will give student practice 
moving between a more detailed approach to looking at stories (the kind that is useful when 
finding evidence for a theory) and a broader, more generalized approach (the kind that is useful 
when thinking about the overall theme or idea of a story). 
 
I will teach by showing students what I do at the end of each chapter in a book.  I read carefully, 
and then spend a few minutes at the end of the chapter making notes about the overall idea.  
Sometimes, I am unsure what the overall idea is, so I go back and re-read particularly confusing 
sections of the chapter.  I repeat this process after each chapter that I read, and then I look back at 
all my end-of-chapter notes and think about the connections between them.  Then I come up with 
a theory and look for supporting evidence throughout the text. 
 
Active involvement in this strategy lesson might be partner talk about how they can incorporate 
this strategy into their own reading life.  Partners can also talk about any ideas that I taught that 
seem confusing. 
 
 
------ 
Minilesson 5: Think about Hopes and Fears 
Good readers think deeply about the character’s hopes and fears to develop theories about the 
character. 
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------- 
Minilesson 6: Think about Inner Feelings Needed to Overcome Obstacles 
Readers also develop theories about a character in relation to the obstacles that character faces 
and develop theories about what the character is feeling inside that can help him overcome – or 
fail to overcome - the obstacles in his path. 
 
 
------- 
Minilesson 7: Link Hopes and Fears to Obstacles 
Good readers link the character’s main motivation to the obstacles that character must 
overcome to get what he wants.  Readers then develop theories about how the character will 
overcome – or fail to overcome – the obstacles that stand in his way. 
 
 
 
Strategy Lesson: Making Inferences  
(Adapted from When Kids Can’t Read What Teachers Can Do, Kylene Beers, 2003, pp. 69-71) 
 
This strategy lesson may need to be taught once, after Bend 2, Minilesson 5 (character 
motivation “hopes and fears”), then followed-up on two successive days, after Bend 2, 
Minilesson 6 (overcoming obstacles), and Bend 2, Minilesson 7 (linking motivation with 
obstacles) so that struggling students really get the hang of making inferences.    
 
Before the day I teach this strategy lesson, I would create, on posterboard, a list of the types of 
inferences good readers make and hang it somewhere very visible in the classroom.  The idea 
behind this is to turn the word inference into something concrete that students can refer to when 
they become confused. 
 
On the day I beginning the strategy lesson, I would read aloud a short text (in this case, I would 
stick with the general teaching text, My Name is Maria Isabel, because student are already 
familiar with it).  I would pause when appropriate to think aloud the inferences I make.  As I 
think aloud, I would have students decide what type of inference I’m making, then share their 
ideas.  As a follow-up reference, I make give students a copy of the passage I read aloud and 
with the inferences I made marked.  
 
 
------- 
Minilesson 8: Understand Actions 
Good readers understand why a character did something.  Often, readers show that they’ve 
understood what happened by retelling the character’s timeline of main events in the story.  
 
 
 
Strategy Lesson: Finding Your Ah-Ha Moments 
 

Strategy Lesson to Support Minilessons 5, 6, and 7, Bend 2 

Strategy Lesson to Support Bend 2, Minilesson 8 
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As readers, we have all, at some point in almost every story that we read, come across a word, or 
sentence, or paragraph that makes us understand everything.  It’s as if a giant light bulb suddenly 
goes off in our head and illuminates every doubt and theory we have about a character.  It is 
critical for young readers to recognize those moments and know how to make the most of them 
when they occur.   
 
In Bend 2, Minilesson 8, I teach students one way to understand the actions of a character is by 
retelling the character’s timeline, keeping in mind the major events as they occur.  Although this 
may not come naturally for many students, having an Ah-Ha moment does.  In this strategy 
lesson, I will teach students what to do when they have an Ah-Ha moment. 
 
In teaching the strategy, I would demonstrate that when I have an Ah-Ha moment, I immediately 
post-it the spot where it occurred.  Then, I look for the parts of my book where I had been 
previously confused and go back and re-read them.  Usually, I’ll have some system (post-its, 
notetaking) whereby those sections are already marked (this is a critical time saver and a strategy 
lesson was devoted to notetaking earlier in this Unit) and I can find them easily.  As I re-read, I 
look for evidence that supports the idea I had during the Ah-Ha moment.  I note that evidence 
and whether it supports or refutes my idea.   
 
After I teach this, I would give students an opportunity to turn to their own books and see if they 
can find some of those moments.  This may actually work better if the students have all 
previously read a short story and that short story was readily available.  Students work in pairs. 
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BEND 3:  Revising Theories about a Character 
 
Minilesson 1: Understand that a Character Changes 
When reading, good readers keep an open-mind and understand that characters change 
throughout the story.  Often when the character changes, readers’ theories about the character 
must be revised to accurately match the new information. 
 
 
------- 
Minilesson 2: Return to Key Events in the Character’s Timeline  
Good readers revise their theories about a character by going back to key moments or events in 
the character’s timeline and thinking about how the character has changed throughout the book.  
 
 
------ 
Minilesson 3: Stop and Think about New Information 
Good readers stop when they learn something surprising about a character and think: is this 
new information or did the character do something we didn’t expect.  If the information tells us 
something we didn’t expect, we probably need to revise our theories about the character.   
 
 
 
 “Readers, you’ve been doing a great job of revising your theories about the characters in 
your books.  So far, you’ve revised theories by remembering to keep and open mind about the 
ways a character may change.  You’ve also learned to look back at your timelines and pay 
attention to changes in your character that may affect the theories you have about the character. 
 
 “Today I want to teach you another thing good readers do to help them revise their 
theories about a character.  Good readers stop when they learn something surprising about a 
character and think: is this new information or did the character do something we didn’t expect.  
If the character did something we didn’t expect, we may need to revise our theories about the 
character.”  
 
 
 
 “I had some theories about who Maria Isabel was after reading the first few chapters in 
My Name is Maria Isabel.  Remember when we were learning to notice how characters are like 
and unlike us?  At that time, I had a theory that Maria Isabel was afraid because she didn’t stand 
up for herself when her teacher called her Mary Lopez.  Another theory that I had was that Maria 
Isabel was shy and didn’t make friends easily.  I thought this because she was so worried about 
going to her new school and when she arrived, she didn’t really talk to anyone.  Well, something 
happened in Chapter 3 that surprised me about Maria Isabel.   
 
 “On page 14, we read that Maria Isabel is at recess, standing in the corner and watching 
all the other children play.  Because I had a theory that Maria Isabel was shy, I thought she 
would just stay in the corner all recess long.  When Marta Perez, the little girl who sat next to 
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Maria Isabel in class asked her to jump rope, I thought Maria Isabel would say no because she 
was shy.  I continued reading: ‘Come on, let’s go jump rope, Marta said, tugging on Maria 
Isabel’s arm.  Maria Isabel hesitated, and Marta tugged again.  Come on, she urged.’ 
 
 “Well, it looks like I’m right.  It doesn’t seem like Maria Isabel is going to go.  Why?  
Well, it says Marta was tugging on her arm, which shows that Maria Isabel wasn’t very eager to 
go.  I also read that Maria Isabel hesitated - I guess she really is shy and afraid to make friends.  
Let’s read on to see if I’m right. 
 

“Wow!  The very next sentence says that ‘Maria Isabel followed Marta to the middle of 
the yard where she held one end of jump rope as a girl in plaid jumped up and down.’  I better 
stop and think about this new piece of information.  It tells me that Maria played with new girls 
on her very first day at a new school.  Someone who is really shy wouldn’t do that, would they?  
Maybe Maria Isabel isn’t as shy as I thought she was.  I think I’m going to have to go back and 
revise this theory that I have about Maria Isabel.   

 
“Readers, did you see what I did?  I had a theory about Maria Isabel and stopped reading 

when I got to a place in the book where Maria Isabel did something that I didn’t think she would 
do.  I stopped when she did something that surprised me.  Then, I asked myself some questions: 
How does this change what I think about Maria Isabel?  How does it fit in with what I already 
know? 
 
 
  
 “Now it’s your turn to practice stopping when you get to something in the story that 
surprises you.  Look over your post-its in Chapter 4 of My Name is Maria Isabel.  Find a page 
where you read something that surprised you.  Perhaps it’s on page 19 when Maria visits the 
library or on page 20 when Maria is asked by her teacher to explain who pilgrims are.  Partners, 
turn and talk about that surprising moment and how the information you learned in that moment 
made you revise a theory you had about Maria.” 
 
 
 
 

“As you read today, think about the strategies you’ve learned thus far about revising 
theories about your characters.  Go back and look over your post-its on the characters in your 
book and check if you missed any surprising moments.  Look for the post-its with exclamation 
points or question marks and consider whether those parts tell you something about your 
character that may make you change a theory you currently have.”  
 
 
------ 
Minilesson 4: Pay Attention to Tension 
Readers pay attention to areas in the story where tension is present and think deeply about how 
a character may be changing.   
 

Active Engagement 
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Assessing Student Understanding of Characters:  
Rubric for Bend 1, Getting to Know a Character  

 
A reading assessment should be administered at the end of a Bend 1: Getting to Know a 

Character.  The purpose of the assessment is to measure students understanding of strategies 
proficient readers use to get to know the characters in a book.  This is a summative assessment 
and may be administered to fourth and fifth grade students only after sufficient instructional time 
and practice has been given to them.    

I would assess students individually during independent reading time, during the time I 
would normally use to confer with students.  Students may use whatever book they are currently 
reading or choose a book that they have recently read and have kept adequate notes (post-its).  I 
would prepare students for this assessment ahead of time and give them a few days to prepare.   

I have included a holistic rubric for assessing student understanding of Bend 1.  The 
scoring scheme is a rating-scale and I would have a second chart developed that has the name of 
the student, book they are reading, date of assessment, and a checklist next to each bullet on the 
rubric that I can tick off as I determine how well the student understood the lessons in Bend 1.  I 
would leave a small space for comments, should I need to remind myself of something. 
Additional rubrics should be developed to assess the other two bends in the road. 

 

 

 
Characteristics of Bend 1  
 

Factual Knowledge Application Complex Procedural Skills 

4 3 2 1 
• Demonstrates mastery in 

the identification of basic 
elements of a character 
(name, actions, emotions, 
interactions, etc) with 
little to no error. 

• Demonstrates extensive 
knowledge of strategies 
for getting to know a 
character and uses them 
appropriately with little to 
no error. 

• Consistently makes 
accurate connections 
between characters. 

• Demonstrates superior 
ability to probe for clues 
that lead to deep 
understanding.  

• Demonstrates adequate  
identification of basic 
elements of a character 
(name, actions, emotions, 
interactions, etc) without 
significant error. 
• Demonstrates 

knowledge of strategies 
for getting to know a 
character and uses them 
appropriately without 
significant error. 

• Generally makes 
accurate connections 
between characters. 

• Demonstrates ability to 
probe for clues that lead 
to deep understanding. 

• Demonstrates vague 
identification of basic 
elements of a character 
(name, actions, 
emotions, interactions, 
etc) that result in a 
number of errors. 

• Demonstrates below 
standard knowledge of 
strategies for getting to 
know a character. 

• Occasionally makes 
accurate connections 
between characters. 

• Occasionally 
demonstrates ability to 
probe for clues that lead 
to deep understanding.  

 

• Demonstrates poor 
identification of basic 
elements of a 
character (name, 
actions, emotions, 
interactions, etc), 
resulting in critical 
errors performing 
skills. 

• Demonstrates little 
knowledge of 
strategies for getting 
to know a character. 

•  Rarely makes 
accurate connections 
between characters. 

• Rarely demonstrates 
ability to probe for 
clues that lead to 
deep understanding. 

0 (No Evidence of Competency) 
• Has not read any book or has been absent repeatedly from class  
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• Identify names of characters in 
book 

• Describes character’s actions 
• Describe character’s emotions 
• Identifies similarities and 

differences between characters 
• Retell main events in a 

character timeline 
• Identify when characters 

interact with each other by 
pointing out clues (quotation 
marks, etc) 

• Distinguish difference between 
character internal thoughts and 
spoken thoughts 

• Uses a variety of strategies to get to 
know a character   

• Uses appropriate strategies to learn 
more about character when reading  

• Demonstrates increased skill in 
using strategies to get to know 
characters 

• Applies strategies in a meaningful 
and deliberate way in work 

• Demonstrates strong 
understanding of connections 
between characters 

• Demonstrates ability to probe for 
clues in a story to: 

o Help clarify confusion 
o Reveal deeper identity of 

character 
o Think deeply about 

character 
• Demonstrates awareness of 

complexity of character / 
character traits 
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