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Teaching 

Cause-and-Effect Disasters

Interest Level: Grades 4–6

Reading Level: Grade 4

Lesson Standards
Common Core State Standards
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.1: Refer to details and examples in 

a text when explaining what the text says explicitly and 
when drawing inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.2: Determine the main idea of a text 
and explain how it is supported by key details; summarize 
the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.3: Explain events, procedures, ideas, 
or concepts in a historical, scientific, or technical text, 
including what happened and why, based on specific 
information in the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.4: Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specific words or phrases in a text 
relevant to a grade 4 topic or subject area.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.5: Describe the overall structure 
(e.g., chronology, comparison, cause/effect, problem/
solution) of events, ideas, concepts, or information in a 
text or part of a text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.7: Interpret information presented 
visually, orally, or quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs, 
diagrams, time lines, animations, or interactive elements on 
Web pages) and explain how the information contributes 
to an understanding of the text in which it appears.

Titles in this series:
Death in the Donner Party
Hurricane Katrina and the 

Flooding of New Orleans
The Children’s Blizzard of 1888
The Great Chicago Fire
The Irish Potato Famine
The Jamestown Colony Disaster

National Curriculum Standards for Social Studies 
Culture
Time, Continuity, and Change
People, Places, and Environments
Individuals, Groups, and Institutions
Production, Distribution, and Consumption
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Materials 
•	Books for each student
•	Whiteboard or chart paper
•	Paper
•	Pencils or pens
•	Donner Party Journal Entry handout 

(p. 3 of this guide)

Academic Vocabulary: cannibalism, emigrant, 
pass, pioneer, provisions, ration

Targeted Reading Strategy/Objective:
Inferring the motivations of historical figures using evidence from a text

Lesson Standards
•	 CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.1: Refer to details and examples 

in a text when explaining what the text says explicitly and when 
drawing inferences from the text.

•	 CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.3: Explain events, procedures, ideas, 
or concepts in a historical, scientific, or technical text, including 
what happened and why, based on specific information in the text.

Reading Level: Grade 4

Subject: Social Studies

Cause-and-Effect Disasters 

Death in the Donner Party

Before Reading
Building Background Knowledge
•	Ask students to discuss what they know about how pioneers traveled across the United States to settle the western 

territories in the 1800s. Ask them to give possible reasons for why families would want to move west. As a group, 
brainstorm a list of some of the possible challenges these settlers would have faced on their journey across the 
country. Once this list has been generated, inform students that they will be reading about the true story of the 
many hardships endured by a group of settlers moving west: the Donner Party.

•	Introduce students to the text by quickly skimming the book as a group. Identify the front cover, table of contents, 
glossary, index, notes, and bibliography. Ask students to identify how they will use these text features to help them 
read and understand the book. After students have had a chance to explore the text briefly, ask them to make 
predictions about what they expect to learn from the book.

Skill Introduction
•	Students will be working on inferring information about the motivations of the people they read about in the text. 

Remind students that inferring involves using information in a text alongside one’s own background knowledge 
to make an educated guess about something they read about, even when that information is not spelled out 
completely in the text. 

•	As a group, read Chapter 1 (“A Shortcut West”). After reading, ask students to briefly summarize the information in 
the section. Then, show the following statement on the board or on chart paper (have this prepared before starting 
the lesson):

–– As they traveled west, the Donner Party decided to take an untested shortcut to California.
•	Model how to infer information about characters’ motivations:

Think Aloud: We know that the Donner Party decided to take the shortcut at Fort Bridger, but what we’re trying 
to figure out is why they made this decision. We can use our own background knowledge along with information 
from the text to help us make a guess about what motivated this decision. I know that long trips can be pretty 
tiring, so I’m guessing that one reason the Donner Party chose to take the shortcut was because they were 
promised that their trip would be shorter. The author also mentioned something about how expensive it was for 
emigrants to travel to and settle in California. This evidence helps me infer that the people in the Donner Party 
might have thought that taking the shortcut would allow them to not only save time, but also save money. 
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Cause-and-Effect Disasters 

Death in the Donner Party
During Reading
Check for Understanding
•	Ask students to read Chapter 2 (“The Pass Closes”) independently. After all students have finished reading, display 

this statement on the board or on chart paper (have this prepared before starting the lesson):
–– The Donner Party chose to camp for six days in the Truckee Meadows before attempting to cross Fremont Pass.

•	Ask students to find evidence from the text that helps them infer what led the Donner Party to decide to camp this 
long before crossing the pass. Students should try to find at least two pieces of evidence.

•	Have students read the remainder of the book independently, using what they know about inferring to help them 
understand as they read.

After Reading
Response to Text

•	After students have read the entire book, bring the group together to discuss what they have learned about the 
Donner Party. Use questions like the following to lead the discussion:

–– What were some of the factors that led to the hardships faced by the Donner Party?
–– Which factor do you think was the primary cause of the Donner Party disaster? Why?
–– If you could give one piece of advice to help the leaders of the Donner Party escape their disaster, what would it 

be?

Word Work
•	Word Ladders: Using words from the text, students should take turns changing one letter of the given word to make 

a new word. Students should try to create at least three new words. Example below: 
–– party (p. 5) à parts à parks à sparks

•	Allow students to work in pairs to build word ladders with other words from the text.

Extend the Reading
•	Pass out copies of the Donner Party Journal Entry handout (p. 3 of this guide), and have students complete the 

writing exercise.
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Name:

Cause-and-Effect Disasters 

Death in the Donner Party

Donner Party Journal Entry
Imagine that you are a member of  the Donner Party. The leaders of  your traveling 
party decided to take a shortcut route on the way to California, but it is becoming 
clear that this “shortcut” is not shortening your trip, and your journey is quickly 
becoming dangerous. Use the space below to create a journal entry explaining your 
perspective on the decisions made by the leaders of  your traveling party. Do you 
agree with their choices? Why or why not? What are you worried about as your 
party continues to travel?
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Reading Level: Grade 4

Subject: Social Studies

Cause-and-Effect Disasters 

Hurricane Katrina and the 
Flooding of New Orleans

Academic Vocabulary: canal, catastrophic, debris, 
levee, sea level

Targeted Reading Strategy/Objective:
Understanding the author’s organization of ideas

Lesson Standards
•	 CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.3: Explain events, procedures, ideas, 

or concepts in a historical, scientific, or technical text, including 
what happened and why, based on specific information in the text.

•	 CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.5: Describe the overall structure 
(e.g., chronology, comparison, cause/effect, problem/solution) of 
events, ideas, concepts, or information in a text or part of a text.

Materials 
•	Books for each student
•	Whiteboard or chart paper
•	Paper
•	Pencils or pens
•	Hurricane Katrina Writing Prompt 

handout (p. 3 of this guide)

Before Reading
Building Background Knowledge
•	Ask students to share any background knowledge they may have about hurricanes. Where do hurricanes happen? What 

kinds of damage are caused by hurricanes? Next, ask them to discuss what they know about Hurricane Katrina. After 
students have shared their background knowledge, inform them that they will be reading a book that explains the 
causes and effects of Hurricane Katrina, one of the worst storms to ever hit the United States. 

•	Introduce students to the text by quickly skimming the book as a group. Identify the front cover, table of contents, 
glossary, index, notes, and bibliography. Ask students to identify how they will use these text features to help them read 
and understand the book. After students have had a chance to explore the text briefly, ask them to make predictions 
about what they expect to learn from the book.

Skill Introduction
•	Inform students that they will be paying close attention to how the author of this text organizes her ideas. Explain 

that in order to make information as clear as possible to their readers, authors of informational texts often choose to 
organize their ideas in predictable ways, so that readers can follow information more easily. Explain that students will 
be paying attention to how the author of this book uses a chronological (or beginning-to-end) structure to organize 
her ideas. In order to help them pay attention to the way the author shares information in chronological order, lead 
students in creating a timeline of important events during Hurricane Katrina on the board or on chart paper.

•	Before reading Chapter 1 (“A Storm Out at Sea”) as a group, instruct students to pay close attention to the order of 
important events in the story. After reading the chapter, model how to pick out important events for the timeline with 
a think-aloud: 

Think Aloud: To create our timeline, we need to highlight events from the story of the Hurricane Katrina disaster 
in the order they happened. Luckily, the author has structured her text in a way that tells this story from beginning 
to end. In each chapter, we’ll look for two to three important events that show how the disaster developed. We 
don’t want to include every detail from each chapter on our timeline; instead, we want to pick out only the most 
important facts that help us to tell the story in order. Here are the details from Chapter 1 I’m choosing to include 
on our timeline: on August 28, 2005, a Category Four hurricane in the Gulf of Mexico turned north to head for the 
city of New Orleans, and on the same day, the mayor of New Orleans ordered the evacuation of the city.
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Cause-and-Effect Disasters 

Hurricane Katrina and the 
Flooding of New Orleans
During Reading
Check for Understanding
•	Ask students to read Chapter 2 (“The Storm Strikes”) independently. Inform students that as they are reading, they 

should record two to three chronological events they think should be included on the timeline on their own sheets 
of paper.

•	When all students have finished reading the chapter, ask for volunteers to share their ideas for events to include on 
the class timeline. Students should be able to explain their choices. 

•	As students read the remainder of the book independently, repeat this process at the end of each chapter, until the 
class timeline is complete.

After Reading
Response to Text
•	After students have read the entire book, bring the group together to discuss what they have learned about 

Hurricane Katrina. Use questions like the following to lead the discussion:
–– What were some of the factors that made Hurricane Katrina so catastrophic?
–– What could have been done to make the Katrina less damaging?
–– Based on what you read, who do you think was affected most by the Hurricane Katrina disaster?

Word Work
•	Write the word hurricane on the board or on chart paper. Split the class into two teams. Ask each team to make as 

many words as they can, using only the letters in hurricane. The team with the most correctly-spelled words wins.

Extend the Reading
•	Pass out copies of the Hurricane Katrina Writing Prompt handout (p. 3 of this guide), and have students complete 

the writing exercise.
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Name:

Hurricane Katrina Writing Prompt
You have just finished reading about the disaster caused by Hurricane Katrina. In 
addition to the strong winds and heavy rains caused by the hurricane, you read 
about many factors that made the disaster even more damaging to the city of  New 
Orleans. In your opinion, which of  these factors played the biggest role in how the 
disaster unfolded? In your answer, include examples from the text as evidence to 
support your ideas.

Cause-and-Effect Disasters 

Hurricane Katrina and the 
Flooding of New Orleans
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Reading Level: Grade 4

Subject: Social Studies

Materials 
•	Books for each student
•	Whiteboard or chart paper
•	Paper
•	Pencils or pens
•	Visualization Worksheet handout 

(p. 3 of this guide)
Targeted Reading Strategy/Objective:

Using visualization to understand informational text

Lesson Standards
•	 CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.4: Determine the meaning of general 

academic and domain-specific words or phrases in a text relevant to a grade 
4 topic or subject area.

•	 CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.7: Interpret information presented visually, 
orally, or quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs, diagrams, time lines, 
animations, or interactive elements on Web pages) and explain how the 
information contributes to an understanding of the text in which it appears.

Cause-and-Effect Disasters 

The Children’s Blizzard of 1888

Before Reading
Building Background Knowledge
•	Ask students to share any background knowledge they may have about blizzards. Where can blizzards happen? Have 

any of them experienced a blizzard? What was it like? After students have shared their background knowledge, inform 
them that they will be reading a book that explains the causes and effects of a famous American blizzard: the Children’s 
Blizzard of 1888. 

•	Introduce students to the text by quickly skimming the book as a group. Identify the front cover, table of contents, 
glossary, index, notes, and bibliography. Ask students to identify how they will use these text features to help them read 
and understand the book. After students have had a chance to explore the text briefly, ask them to make predictions 
about what they expect to learn from the book.

Skill Introduction
•	Inform students that they will be working on visualizing information to help them understand concepts in nonfiction 

texts. Remind students that good readers build mental pictures of the events they read about. Authors help readers 
do this by writing about ideas and events using descriptive words, and books often include illustrations, pictures, and 
graphics to make information more visual. This helps especially when readers are facing new information that may be 
difficult to understand. 

•	Give each student a copy of the Visualizing Worksheet (p. 3 of this guide). As a group, read Chapter 1 (“Life on the 
Prairie”). Use a think-aloud to guide students in finding descriptive language that helps them visualize the information 
in the text. 

Think Aloud: As I’m reading, I’m looking for descriptive language that helps me visualize the ideas the author is 
talking about. On pages 8 and 9, the author describes two different types of houses built by prairie settlers: dugout 
houses and sod houses. The author uses very clear language that helps me to build a mental picture of how people 
lived on the prairie. I’m going to draw pictures of these two types of houses on my Visualizing Worksheet. On page 
11, the author describes the weather on the prairie using some descriptive adjectives. The author describes “blinding 
dust storms,” “vicious winds,” and “bitter cold.” All of this language is helping me build a clear mental picture of 
some of the dangerous weather conditions people experienced on the prairie. I’ll include these descriptions on my 
Visualization Worksheet.

•	After the think-aloud, demonstrate filling out both columns on the Visualization Worksheet by either drawing a picture 
or writing a short descriptive sentence on how the author’s description helped you understand the concept in the text.

Academic Vocabulary: forecasting, frostbite, telegraph
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Cause-and-Effect Disasters 

The Children’s Blizzard of 1888
During Reading
Check for Understanding
•	Ask students to read Chapter 2 (“The Frigid Warning”) independently. Instruct them that they should be looking for 

at least one descriptive passage that they can include in their Visualization Worksheet. While students are reading, 
circulate the room and give help when needed.

•	When all students have finished reading the chapter, ask for volunteers to share their visualizations with the class. 
Volunteers should share what images they included on their Visualization Worksheets as well as a short description of 
how this visualization helped them better understand the ideas from the chapter. 

•	Have students read the remainder of the book independently, using what they know about visualization to help 
them understand as they read.

After Reading
Response to Text
•	After students have read the entire book, bring the group together to discuss what they have learned about the 

Children’s Blizzard. Use questions like the following to lead the discussion:
–– What were some of the factors that made the Children’s Blizzard so catastrophic?
–– What could have been done to make the blizzard less damaging?
–– How would events be different if a storm like the Children’s Blizzard happened in modern times?

Word Work
•	Inform students that they will be looking for examples of adjectives throughout The Children’s Blizzard of 1888. As 

they find adjectives in the book, they should also be able to indicate what word is being described by each adjective 
they find. As examples, write these adjective/noun pairs on the board or on chart paper, and discuss them with the 
class.

–– fresh start (p. 5)
–– thin branches (p. 9)
–– sturdy schoolhouses (p. 10)

•	Give students time to find other adjective/noun pairs.

Extend the Reading
•	List the following weather conditions on the board or on chart paper:

–– fog
–– rain
–– wind
–– sunshine

•	Split the class into groups, and assign each group a weather condition. In their groups, students should work together 
to create at least three highly descriptive sentences that demonstrate how their weather condition looks, sounds, and 
feels. When groups are finished, they should share their descriptive sentences with the class.
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Name:

Cause-and-Effect Disasters 

The Children’s Blizzard of 1888 

Visualization Worksheet
Use the table below to keep track of  the things you visualize as you read. In the first 
column, draw or describe an image that you built in your mind while you read. In the 
second column, write a short explanation of  how this picture or description helps you 
better understand what you’ve read.

Drawing or Description Explanation
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Reading Level: Grade 4

Subject: Social Studies

Materials 
•	Books for each student
•	Whiteboard or chart paper
•	Paper
•	Pencils or pens
•	KWL Chart handout (p. 3 of this guide)

Academic Vocabulary: code, ember, firebreak, 
immigrant, industrial, inferno

Targeted Reading Strategy/Objective:
Asking questions before, during, and after reading

Lesson Standards
•	 CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.1: Refer to details and examples 

in a text when explaining what the text says explicitly and when 
drawing inferences from the text.

•	 CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.3: Explain events, procedures, ideas, 
or concepts in a historical, scientific, or technical text, including 
what happened and why, based on specific information in the text.

Cause-and-Effect Disasters 

The Great Chicago Fire

Before Reading
Building Background Knowledge
•	Ask students to share any background knowledge they may have about the city of Chicago. Have any of them visited 

the city? What is the city like? After students have shared their background knowledge, ask them if any of them 
knew that in 1871, a large portion of the city of Chicago burned in a massive fire. Are they surprised that a city that 
is as large as Chicago was almost destroyed? Explain that they will be reading a book that explains the causes and 
effects of this fire. 

•	Introduce students to the text by quickly skimming the book as a group. Identify the front cover, table of contents, 
glossary, index, notes, and bibliography. Ask students to identify how they will use these text features to help them 
read and understand the book. After students have had a chance to explore the text briefly, ask them to make 
predictions about what they expect to learn from the book.

Skill Introduction
•	Students will be working on forming questions about their reading. Remind students that asking and answering 

questions helps strong readers focus their attention on what they’re reading. Good readers ask questions before, 
during, and after they read. Give each student a copy of the KWL Chart handout (p. 3 of this guide) to help them in 
the process of asking and answering questions as they read. Ask students to fill out the first column of the chart with 
any information the class discussed during “Building Background Knowledge.”

•	Prepare to read Chapter 1 (“Chicago Before the Fire”) as a group. First, model forming questions before reading with 
a think-aloud, and record the questions in a KWL chart on the board or on chart paper. Instruct students to fill in 
their charts along with you:

Think Aloud: As I skim through this chapter, looking at the chapter heading, graphs, and pictures, I’m already 
forming a couple of questions to help me focus as I start to read. I’m going to put these questions into the second 
column of my KWL chart. My three questions are: What was Chicago like before the fire? Why was the population 
of Chicago so large? Which parts of Chicago were affected by the fire? 

•	Read through the chapter with students and note when the text addresses the questions you asked in the think-
aloud. Record these answers in the third column in the KWL chart. Reinforce that answers may not always be obvious 
and that students might need to use context clues to help them answer questions.

•	Model forming additional questions while reading. Remind students that their answers may not always be answered 
in the text. When you finish reading, model forming questions that help students reflect further on what they have 
finished reading.
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Cause-and-Effect Disasters 

The Great Chicago Fire
During Reading
Check for Understanding
•	Ask students to read Chapter 2 (“A Wooden City”) independently. Before they start to read, have them skim the 

chapter and generate one or two focusing questions based on the section headings and pictures. They should record 
their questions on their KWL charts. 

•	As students begin to read this chapter, remind them that they should be looking for answers to their questions in the 
text and that they should also be trying to generate new questions. Encourage them to continue to record questions 
and answers on their KWL charts. Circulate the room and give assistance when needed. 

•	When all students have finished reading, have them generate at least one more question to guide further thought and 
reflection. Ask some students to share some of the answers they found to their questions while reading.

•	Have students read the remainder of the book independently, using what they know about asking questions to help 
them understand as they read.

After Reading
Response to Text
•	After students have read the entire book, bring the group together to discuss what they have learned about the Great 

Chicago Fire. Use questions like the following to lead the discussion:
–– What were some of the factors that made the Great Chicago Fire so catastrophic?
–– What could have been done to make the fire less damaging?
–– How do you think events would be different if a fire like this broke out in a modern major city?

Word Work
•	Explain that students will be looking for examples of three-, four-, and five-syllable words in the book they just read. 

As examples, show these words on the board, broken up by syllable, having students say them out loud together:
–– sky-scrap-ers (p. 4)
–– pop-u-la-tion (p. 5)
–– man-u-fac-tur-ing (p. 6)

•	Give students time to find and share other three-, four-, and five-syllable words from the book.

Extend the Reading
•	Ask students to respond to the following prompt in writing:

–– For many years after the Great Chicago Fire, many people blamed Mrs. O’Leary’s cow for starting the blaze by 
knocking over an oil lamp. We now know that this is probably not the true cause of the fire. Instead, we have just 
finished reading about the many factors that played a role in causing the Great Chicago Fire. Which factor do you 
think played the largest role in making the fire so destructive? Use evidence from the text to support your answer.
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Name:

Cause-and-Effect Disasters 

The Great Chicago Fire

The Great Chicago Fire KWL Chart
What do you already KNOW about 

the Great Chicago Fire?
What do you WANT to know about 

the Great Chicago Fire?
What have you LEARNED about the 

Great Chicago Fire?
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Reading Level: Grade 4

Subject: Social Studies

Materials 
•	Books for each student
•	Whiteboard or chart paper
•	Paper
•	Pencils or pens
•	Summary Practice handout (p. 3 of 

this guide)

Academic Vocabulary: blight, famine, landlord, 
prejudice, scurvy, tariffs

Targeted Reading Strategy/Objective:
Summarizing a text’s main ideas throughout the reading process

Lesson Standards
•	 CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.2: Determine the main idea of a text 

and explain how it is supported by key details; summarize the text.
•	 CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.7: Interpret information presented 

visually, orally, or quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs, diagrams, 
time lines, animations, or interactive elements on Web pages) and 
explain how the information contributes to an understanding of 
the text in which it appears.

Cause-and-Effect Disasters 

The Irish Potato Famine

Before Reading
Building Background Knowledge
•	Write the word famine on the board or on chart paper. Ask students if they are familiar with this word. What does 

it mean? What does it make them think of? Have they learned about famines on the news, or in books? After 
this discussion, explain the meaning of famine to the class, and inform students that they will be reading a book 
explaining the causes and effects of one of the worst famines in history: the Irish Potato Famine.

•	Introduce students to the text by quickly skimming the book as a group. Identify the front cover, table of contents, 
glossary, index, notes, and bibliography. Ask students to identify how they will use these text features to help them 
read and understand the book. After students have had a chance to explore the text briefly, ask them to make 
predictions about what they expect to learn from the book.

Skill Introduction
•	Inform students that in this lesson, they will practice summarizing the main ideas of the text as they read. Remind 

them that summarizing involves explaining just the important points from a book or a section of a book. Summarizing 
helps good readers understand the main idea of a text without getting bogged down in details. Remind students that 
informational text often includes text features that help focus readers’ attention on a text’s big ideas.

•	Read Chapter 1 (“The Coming Storm”) as a group. Model going through the process of summarizing information 
using a think-aloud:

Think Aloud: If I want to summarize this chapter, I’m not going to just repeat everything I read in it. I’ll only 
talk about the biggest, most important ideas; I don’t need to focus on smaller supporting details. To help me 
summarize, I’m going to look at the chapter title and the images included in this chapter, since these will give 
me clues about what the author thinks are the important points for the reader to pay attention to. I’m going to 
look for pieces of information that have to do with these text features, and I think that will help me build my 
summary.

•	Continue with the think-aloud to arrive at a one- or two-sentence summary of the chapter. Write your summary on 
the board or on chart paper.
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Cause-and-Effect Disasters 

The Irish Potato Famine
During Reading
Check for Understanding
•	Ask students to read Chapter 2 (“The Potato Blight”) independently. 
•	Pass out copies of the Summary Practice handout (p. 3 of this guide), and have students complete the exercise to 

practice summarizing information. Circulate the room and address questions as needed.
•	Have students finish reading the remainder of the book independently.

After Reading
Response to Text
•	After students have read the entire book, bring the group together to discuss what they have learned about the Irish 

Potato Famine. Use questions like the following to lead the discussion:
–– What were some of the factors that made the Irish Potato Famine so catastrophic?
–– What could have been done to make the famine less damaging?
–– Which factor do you think played the largest role in making the Irish Potato Famine so destructive?

Word Work
•	Explain that students will be thinking of examples of adjectives ending in an -ish suffix. As examples, show these 

words on the board, and discuss their meaning with students:
–– Irish
–– English 
–– childish
–– reddish

•	Give students time to think of and share other adjectives ending in an -ish suffix.

Extend the Reading
•	Ask students to respond to the following prompt in writing:

–– Imagine you are part of a poor Irish farming family during the Irish Potato Famine. Write a journal entry explaining 
how the famine has affected you and your family. 
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Name:

Cause-and-Effect Disasters 

The Irish Potato Famine

Summary Practice
Summarizing is a helpful skill. It allows you to use the important ideas in a long text 
without getting lost in the text’s smaller details. Your goal is to create a short, one- or 
two-sentence summary of  the chapter you’re reading. Answer the questions below to 
help you create your summary.

1.	 What is the title of  this chapter? 

2.	 What are some of  the images and graphics included in this chapter? List them 
here.

3.	 What do these text features tell you about what the author wants us to pay 
attention to in this chapter?

4.	 Use the sentence starter below to build your summary of  the chapter. Try to keep 
your summary short—only one or two sentences!

This chapter is about
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Reading Level: Grade 4

Subject: Social Studies

Academic Vocabulary: colony, confederacy, 
drought, hostile, negotiation

Materials 
•	Books for each student
•	Whiteboard or chart paper
•	Paper
•	Pencils or pens
•	First I Thought/Now I Know handout 

(p. 3 of this guide)

Targeted Reading Strategy/Objective:
Connecting to background knowledge

Lesson Standards
•	 CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.1: Refer to details and examples 

in a text when explaining what the text says explicitly and when 
drawing inferences from the text.

Cause-and-Effect Disasters 

Jamestown Colony Disaster

Before Reading
Building Background Knowledge
•	Ask students to share what they know about the early American colonies. Where did people settle when they first 

sailed to North America? Why did people come to North America? What was life like for them when they arrived? 
How did they treat the Native American groups they met? Ask students if any of them know anything specific about 
the Jamestown colony in present-day Virginia. After this discussion, inform students that they will be reading a book 
that goes into detail about the many problems faced by the people who set up the Jamestown colony.

•	Introduce students to the text by quickly skimming the book as a group. Identify the front cover, table of contents, 
glossary, index, notes, and bibliography. Ask students to identify how they will use these text features to help them 
read and understand the book. After students have had a chance to explore the text briefly, ask them to make 
predictions about what they expect to learn from the book.

Skill Introduction
•	Inform students that they will be practicing how to connect what they read with their own background knowledge. 

Remind students that a person’s background knowledge comes in many forms. It comes from personal experiences, 
memories, and feelings, and it also grows out of what a person has already learned, read, or listened to. Ask students 
to share ideas about why connecting a text to background knowledge helps in the reading process.

•	Read Chapter 1 (“A New Start”) as a group. Choose a short passage of this excerpt to read with the group that will 
allow you to perform a think-aloud demonstrating how to connect a text to your background knowledge. After 
reading this section, model how to make connections to several different kinds of background knowledge (personal 
experiences, memories and feelings, previously learned/read information, etc.). Use sentence starters like the 
following for modeling:

–– “This reminds me of .”
–– “This makes sense to me because .”
––  “I’ve learned something about this subject before. Here’s what I already know: .”
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Cause-and-Effect Disasters 

Jamestown Colony Disaster
During Reading
Check for Understanding
•	Ask students to read Chapter 2 (“Poor Neighbors”) independently. Students should try to find at least two places in 

this section that they can connect to their own background knowledge. Students may use sentence starters like the 
above to help them make their connections. Students should record their connections on a sheet of paper. Circulate 
the room while students are reading, re-teaching the skill when necessary.

•	When all students have finished, ask for volunteers to share some of the connections they made. After students share, 
ask the class how making connections helps them understand what they’re reading. 

•	Have students read the remainder of the book independently, using the skill of connecting the text to their 
background knowledge to help them understand as they read.

After Reading
Response to Text

•	After students have read the entire book, bring the group together to discuss what they have learned about the 
Jamestown colony disaster. Use questions like the following to lead the discussion:

–– What were some of the factors that made the early years in the Jamestown colony so catastrophic?
–– What could have been done to make the colony more successful?
–– Which factor do you think played the largest role in making the colony so unsuccessful for so many years?

Word Work
•	Explain that students will be working on making new words from base words. As an example, show how new words 

can be made by changing letters and adding prefixes and suffixes to the base word colony. 
–– colony: colonial, colonist, colonies, colonize, colonizer, colonized

•	Find other base words in the text, or allow students to suggest their own base words. Give students time to make new 
words out of these base words.

Extend the Reading
•	Pass out copies of the First I Thought/Now I Know handout (p. 3 of this guide), and have students complete the 

exercise.
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Name:

Cause-and-Effect Disasters 

Jamestown Colony Disaster

First I Thought/Now I Know
In the first column of the table below, record some facts from your background knowledge 
about the early American colonies. Then, after you have finished reading "The Jamestown 
Colony Disaster," use the second column of the table to add new information to your 
pieces of background knowledge, based on what you read in the text.

At first I thought . . .

What is your background 
knowledge about early 

American colonies?

Now I know . . .

What new information from the text did you learn 
that you can add to your background knowledge 

about early American colonies?
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