Author: A True Story/ Helen Lester/ Created by Atlanta District

Unit 2/Week 5

Title: Author: A True Story
Suggested Time: 5 days (45 minutes per day)
Common Core ELA Standards: RL.3.1, RL.3.2, RL.3.3, RL.3.4, RL.3.7; W.3.2, W.3.4, W.3.7; SL.3.1, SL.3.2, L.3.1, L.3.2, L.3.4, L.3.5 
Teacher Instructions
Refer to the Introduction forfurther details.

Before Teaching
1. Read the Big Ideas and Key Understandings and theSynopsis.  Please do not read this to the students.  This is a description for teachers, about the big ideas and key understanding that students should take away after completing this task.

Big Ideas and Key Understandings

It may not be easy to achieve your dreams, but when you maintain a positive attitude and continue to persevere through the struggles, all things are possible.  

Synopsis
The author, Helen Lester, traces her writing career from the age of three to adulthood.  She shares her struggles with writing in elementary school and even later as a successful writer.  Helen’s story demonstrates that even the most challenging struggles can be overcome with persistence and a good sense of humor.  Her journey serves as a wonderful guide for young writers as well as an entertaining piece of literature.
2. Read entire main selection text, keeping in mind the Big Ideas and Key Understandings.
3. Re-read the main selection text while noting the stopping points for the Text Dependent Questions and teaching Vocabulary.

During Teaching

1. Students read the entire main selection text independently.
2. Teacher reads the main selection text aloud with students following along. (Depending on how complex the text is and the amount of support needed by students, the teacher may choose to reverse the order of steps 1 and 2.)
3. Students and teacher re-read the text while stopping to respond to and discussthe questions and returning to the text.  A variety of methods can be used to structure the reading and discussion (i.e.:  whole class discussion, think-pair-share, independent written response, group work, etc.)
Text Dependent Questions

	Text-dependent Questions
	Evidence-based Answers

	An autobiography is the story of a person’s life written by that person. Who is the story about? 
	The story is about Helen Lester.

	How old was Helen when she first became an author?  What did she write? 
	Helen first became an author when she was three years old.  She wrote grocery lists for her mother.

	Helen says that “the fun part of writing grocery lists was that she could turn the lists upside down and the words said the same thing.”  What does she mean?
	The words that she wrote in her grocery list were nonsense words, and they looked the same in any direction that someone looked at them.  The words she wrote were not readable.  Since Helen had not learned to write, she scribbled nonsense words on the “grocery lists”.  These illegible scribbles looked the same no matter which way you turned them because they didn’t say or mean anything. 

	Using the text, explain in your own words the term “mirror writer”.  


	When Helen went to school and learned to write letters, she wrote everything backwards in the wrong direction.  She started writing words on the page from right to left instead of from left to right.  Her teachers had to hold her work up to a mirror to understand what she wrote.  This is called mirror writing.

	After overcoming mirror writing, Helen continued to have a hard time with writing.  Why was writing stories so difficult for Helen? Why does the author write this paragraph as one long run-on sentence? 
	Writing stories was still hard for Helen because sometimes she couldn’t come up with a single idea, her stories got stuck in the middle, she couldn’t think of a title, she had trouble making the changes her teacher wanted, she lost her pencils, and she got very frustrated.  The author writes this paragraph as one longrun-on sentence to emphasize that she had many, many problems with writing.  So many that when she listed her problems, the list seemed to go on and on without stopping.

	When Helen’s friend suggested that Helen should write a children’s book she thought, “I spent ten years in second grade, so I know a child from a chicken”.  Explain in your own words what the author means by this statement.  
	When Helen thought “I spent ten years in second grade so I know a child from a chicken”, she meant that since she was a second grade teacher for ten years she knew a lot about children and therefore had the knowledge needed for writing a children’s book.

	Publishers are people or companies who buy stories from authors.  Publishers print the stories and make them ready to sell to the public.  When Helen sent her first story to a publisher, she referred to the publishers as “lucky people.”  What did she mean? 
	Helen considers the publishers “lucky people” because they get to read her very first book.  She is proud of her work and believes that the publishers are fortunate to have the opportunity to read her book.

	Based on the context clues, define the word rejection. 
	The illustration shows Helen covering her eyes with her arm, frowning, and throwing her book in the trash.  The words “no thank you” and “sent back” show that the publisher did not want to publish the author’s book. Rejection means to say no to something.

	Helen says she wrote seven books before she finally received an acceptance letter from a publisher.  What does this tell you about Helen’s character? 
	 Even though Helen’s books were rejected time after time, she continued to follow her dream of becoming a writer.  She didn’t get discouraged and was determined to succeed.

	Even though writing is hard for Helen, sometimes she thinks it is fun.  What makes writing fun for Helen? 
	Helen thinks writing is fun because ideas for writing are always popping up in her mind.  She explains that the ideas come so fast and often that she has to write them down so she doesn’t forget them, even in the middle of the night!

	If someone autographs something, they sign their name on it.  Sometimes authors set up tables and autograph their books for people who buy them. This is called an autographing session. Helen says she “didn’t always like autographing books” during autographing sessions.  Explain in your own words what she meant by this.  
	Helen didn’t always like autographing books when she first became an author.  The first time Helen went to an autographing session her table was next to a very famous author.  Many people were lined up for the very famous author’s signature while Helen had no one lined up at her table for her signature.  This made her feel badly.  

	At the end of the story the author writes, “I’m glad I didn’t join the circus.”  Explain in your own words what she means by this statement.  
	Helen means that she is glad she didn’t give up on writing and do something else.


Vocabulary

	
	KEY WORDS ESSENTIAL TO UNDERSTANDING

	WORDS WORTH KNOWING 

General teaching suggestions are provided in the Introduction 

	TEACHER PROVIDES DEFINITION 

not enough contextual clues provided in the text
	Autobiography

Publisher

autographing session


	imagination

illustrated

illustrator

editor



	STUDENTS FIGURE OUT THE MEANING

sufficient context clues are provided in the text


	proper

single

frustrated

rejection

acceptance

talented

hatching

fizzle

	exactly

useful

often

excitement




Culminating Task
· Re-Read, Think, Discuss, Write
· Helen Lester’s autobiography traces her journey of becoming an author.  Using at least 3 examples from the text, write a paragraph describing Helen’s difficulties during her journey and how she pushed through to become a successful author.

Answer: Helen Lester became an author at three years old.  She wrote imaginary grocery lists for her mother.  When Helen went to school she learned to write, but she wrote everything backwards. She was a mirror writer. With a lot of help, Helen learned to write in the proper direction, but this didn’t solve her problem. Sometimes when she tried to write, she couldn’t think of things to write about. Even if she could think of something to write about, she got stuck in the middle of the story. Helen had to write seven books before publishers sent her an acceptance letter. Although she had many struggles, Helen continued to push through and became a successful writer.
Additional Tasks
· Have the students write their own autobiographies, highlighting what they have done up until the present.  Students may write about a time when they struggled with a hobby or interest but finally succeeded.

Answer:  The students will develop a brief autobiography, focusing on a hobby or interest that was challenging at first but in which they eventually succeeded.

· Reread the last paragraph on p.268.  Now reread the last paragraph on p.264.  Compare these paragraphs and their importance to the story.
Answer: The author wrote this paragraph to show her frustration with writing in school. The author wrote this paragraph to show her frustration with writing as a published author.  She uses the same words in both paragraphs to show that the situations are similar, but that no matter how frustrated she became, she was able to overcome the challenges and find success in writing.

· The author places emphasis on being able to write “anytime”, ”anything” and “anywhere.” How do the illustrations on this page connect to these statements?

Answer: The illustrations show examples of how the author could write anywhere, anytime, and anything. It shows the most unlikely places, such as the shower, the car, and in her sleep, that the author was writing, therefore connecting the concepts. 

· Students may be interested in researching “mirror writing” or dyslexia.  Students could also “mirror write” and use a mirror to demonstrate what Helen’s teachers had to do to understand her work during a presentation to the class. 
Answer: Students may develop a research project about mirror writing or dyslexia.  
Note to Teacher
· “Author: A True Story” is a wonderful story to discuss during Writer’s Workshop.  This story helps students understand that writing takes work and at times can be difficult even for professional authors.  Helen Lester is a great model for young writers.
· This story lends itself to a good discussion of author’s purpose. Many students will say this story is informational since it is an autobiography and tells a true story about Helen Lester’s life. Others may view it as an entertaining piece of literature since the author used funny anecdotes about her personal life. The story was both informational and entertaining.

