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T he Point of True 
Stories (the News,  
Real Experiences, 

Biographies)   
“Truth is stranger than fiction.”  
This sentence is an old saying. It means that strange 
things happen. Some real events seem unbelievable. 
Sometimes they even seem like fiction or legends.  
True stories can be serious or scary or sad. They can also 
be funny. Usually, true stories are interesting to hear or 
read. Where can we find true stories from real life?  
 Most current event stories are in newspaper articles. 

Many of these news stories are local happenings. 
Other stories are national or international events. 
Often, stories about the same events appear in a lot                         
of different print or online newspapers. At the same 
time people also hear about them on TV and radio. 
Most often, current events are “bad news.”   

 Magazines and newspapers contain true stories about real 
experiences. These stories are not always current media 
events. Not everyone hears about them. They are accounts 
of interesting or unusual events in “regular” people’s 
lives. Some are “hero” or “survival” adventure stories.  

 Famous people’s “real life stories” are in reference 
books and other reading materials. Another word for 
someone’s life story is biography. A biography can be                         
a book or web page with many true events and details.                          
Or it can be a short description with a clear point or 
message or moral lesson.    

Not all “true stories” are completely true. Writers or story 
tellers may base their accounts on real events but change 
some of the parts. They may leave out some of the facts.  
They may add some untrue details. More often, they 
“interpret” reality in their own ways. The interpretation                 
can change with every writing or retelling.  
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True Stories 
from the News 

Most printed news stories appear  
in daily or weekly newspapers and 
online. They appear soon after the 
events happened. On the following pages are 
some news articles about real events and situations.   
1. For each story from the news, read the headline or title.    

Remember—headlines are usually short and unusual. 
For this reason, they can be difficult to understand at 
first. Try to explain the meaning of the headline 
(heading, lead). Notice the place and date of the story.  

2. Read the news story for meaning (main ideas).  
3. After each story is a list of the important events.  

Number them in time order. (Begin with 1; end with 5.)  
4. Answer the questions about the story. Put your 

answers together into sentences. Tell the most 
significant information first. Leave out irrelevant or 
unnecessary details. Your answers will be a short 
“retelling” of the news. You can compare your ideas                    
with those on WTP? Answer Key pages 42 to 44.   

5. Again, explain the meaning of the headline. Does it 
make more sense or seem more relevant now? 

6. Does the story have a point or a message or a life 
lesson? What is it? Explain your reaction.  

In a current local or national paper or newsletter or 
online, read another short true story or news article. 
Retell the important events and information in time 
order.  Be sure to answer the questions “Who?” 
“What?” “Where &  when?” “How or why?” Explain 
your interpretation to others. Clarify the point or 
message. Tell your opinions.  
Read and talk about other current or strange 
or funny or interesting true stories in print 
or online. Make it a habit to see, hear, think 
about, and learn from “the news”—or read 
the Article 6 Sidebar for another opinion.  

 

INSTRUCTIONS for 

EXERCISE 5-A 
At least in the past, most 
news stories were based 

on the truth. Events     
really happened.  News 
reporters told or wrote  

about them. But reporters 
didn’t usually experience 

the events.  To get 
information, they relied                    
on news sources. They 

interviewed people—
witnesses and others                 

with something to say.  

Was all of this 
information accurate 
(careful and exact)?                    

Not always. In interviews, 
people may forget or 

change or add details. 
And of course, most 

news is “open to 
interpretation.” 

Some news turned into 
modern “folk tales” or 

“legends.” This kind of 
news creates good 

stories. People enjoy 
accounts of terrible or 

scary or strange or funny 
events. They tell them to 

friends and family.  

Their listeners “believed” 
every word. With their 

own interpretation and in 
their own words, they 

retold  the stories.  

The retellings traveled on 
and on and on—like 

gossip (talk or writing 
about other people’s 

private lives). “Truth” 
became “stranger                    

than fiction.”  

READING 
ABOUT 

READING:   

All news is “the 
truth!” Isn’t it? 
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Put the events of the news story in time 
order. Write 1 before the first event,                   

2 before the second, and so on—up to 7. 

___ Workers at a pet 
superstore warehouse 
see that an animal is 
living near the food.  

___ For over a year, no one 
knows where he is.  

___ They borrow a trap from 
a rescue center.   

  1    A cat named Clive goes 
missing in England.  

___ From microchip info,  
they find his owner. 

___ After a week, they                  
catch  him in the trap.  

  7    She comes to get her                 
fat and happy pet.   

                Answer these questions. 
Put your answers together in 
a short retelling of the story. 

1. Who or what is the news 
story about?  

2. What happened to this 
animal/these people? 

3. Where and when did  
these events happen? 

4. Why did they happen? 
5. What’s the point? How 

could you “interpret”                
the narrative? What 
might we learn from it? 

6. Do you know any news 
stories with a similar 
message?                                           
Can you                                        
retell one? 

News Story 1: CLIVE THE CAT, MISSING FOR A YEAR,     
FOUND FAT AND HAPPY—IN PET FOOD WAREHOUSE  

From an Article by ALEX JOHNSON 

Stapleford, England (February 4, 2016) 

A cat missing for more than a year in Toton, England, was 
finally found this week. He was living and dining royally 
inside a pet food warehouse.  

Workers at the Kennelgate Pet Superstores warehouse had 
been trying to catch him for a week after noticing evidence 
of an animal living among the stacked food packaging.               
He was finally captured in a trap from Nottingham Rescue.  

"Where has he been for the past 14 months? It’s a mystery,” 
the company said. “But he ended up in the perfect place!  
He had all the free pet food he could ever dream of!”  

They located his owner through info on Clive’s microchip.                   
"I can't believe he's so porky," she said. “And so happy.”  

Kennelgate said the incident "really does prove the 
importance of micro-chipping your pet." 

Most news articles 
are about past 
events, so most of 
their verbs are in past 
tenses.  Of course, 
sentences with 
present or future 
facts and info contain 
other time forms.    
And the exact words 
of speakers between 
“quotation marks” 
can be in any tense.    

News writers usually 
narrate past events   
in past time. Story 
tellers often use past 
forms, too, but not 
always. A very short 
story can seem more 
exciting with present  
forms. Beginning 
listeners or readers 
may understand them 
more easily.  

The narrative (past 
happenings of a 
story) should be in 
one time frame only. 
The story teller 
should use either 
past or present tense 
verbs for the events—
not a mixture of both.      

READING 
ABOUT 
READING:   

What about  
verb tenses 
in news stories? 

A cat lived fat and happy 
among packaging in                

a pet food warehouse. 

6 
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Put the events of the news story in 
time order. Write 1 before the first 

event, 2 before the second—to 5.  

___ People and local 
businesses give the 
family necessities.   

___ Others disapprove,  
but most follow the 
family in the news.    

___ Considered adults, 
they’re all making 
plans for their futures.  

___ Today they turn 18.  
___ Bobbi McCaughey 

gives birth to seven 
live, healthy infants.  

                          Answer these questions. 
Put your responses together to  

summarize and react to the story. 

1. Who is the story about?  
2. What happened to these 

people?  
3. Where and when did these 

events happen? 
4. Why did they happen? 
5. What’s the point? What do  

you think of the narrative? 
What can we learn from it? 

6. Do you know any news stories 
with a comparable message? 
Can you retell one of them? 

READING 
ABOUT 

READING:   

How can we  
understand 

headlines? 

The headlines of news 
articles are like story 

titles. Their purpose is 
to get attention from 

readers. For this 
reason, they’re in large 

print. They may be in                 
all capital letters.  

To attract attention,                   
a headline tells some-
thing important (big), 
amazing, amusing, or 

surprising about a 
news story. It must be 
short. But it must also 
get readers interested 
in the narrative. It may  

contain unusual or 
humorous words.  

A headline contains 
present time verb 

forms. It leaves out 
unnecessary words. 
There are no words 
unimportant  to the 

meaning—like a or the 
or has or is. Usually, a 
headline answers the 
questions “who” and 

“what” about the news.  
It doesn’t give details.    

Most of the McCaughey 
family in 1997 and 2015 

News Story 2: SEPTUPLETS TURN 18 TODAY 
Des Moines, Iowa (November 19,  2015) 

In 1997 twenty-nine-year-old Bobbi McCaughey set an 
amazing record. She gave birth to septuplets.  All seven 
healthy infants were born in six minutes. McCaughey’s 
husband, a 27-year-old office clerk, said, “Wow!” 

Soon gifts arrived. Free of charge, the family got money, 
baby food, strollers, car seats, and diapers. People and 
businesses in their hometown built them a new house.                  
The babies even received college scholarships (money                 
for higher education). The story was everywhere in the news.  

Everyone was amazed at the successful arrivals, but not 
everyone approved. McCaughey had so many babies at 
one time because of fertility drugs. Usually, large multiple 
births produce unhealthy newborns of low birth weight. 
Many die. There are huge medical costs. To some people,  
such an event seems unnatural. In their opinions, mothers 
shouldn’t have more than one or two babies at a time.  

Today, the McCaughey septuplets turn 18, the legal age of 
adulthood. (Their 19-year-old older sister is already married.)                
The two with cerebral palsy are doing well. And all seven 
are making plans for life on their own after graduation.    
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Put the events of the news story in time 
order. Write 1 before the first event,                    

2 before the second event, and so on. 

___ The court awarded the 
family damages of €90,000 
+ adoption costs.   

___ Doris Gruenwald was raised 
by people who weren’t her 
biological parents.   

___ After a routine blood test at 
age 22, she found out she 
wasn’t the person she 
thought she was.   

___ To find out the truth, the 
clinic may give more DNA 
tests to daughters born 
there at that time.   

___ In 1990, two newborn girls 
are switched. They’re   
given to the wrong mothers 
in a Graz, Austria, hospital.     

             Answer these questions. 
Put your answers together in a 

short retelling of the story. 

1. Who is the story about?  
2. What happened to these 

—and other— people? 
3. Where and when did 

these events happen? 
4. Why did the court get 

involved? What did it 
decide? What did it do? 

5. What’s the point? How 
might you “interpret”         
the story? What can                
we learn from it? 

6. Can you recall and 
retell any news stories 
with a comparable                                                          
lesson or message?   

News Story 3: AUSTRIAN HOSPITAL FINED €90,000 
OVER BABY MIXUP—REAL MOTHER UNIDENTIFIED    

From irishtimes.com/news/world/europe/austrian-hospital-fined 

A hospital in Graz, Austria, had to pay €90,000 in damages 
for mixing up two babies over 30 years ago. 

Doris Gruenwald was born in 1990. After a routine blood 
test at age 22, it was discovered she wasn’t biologically 
related to either of her parents. The court said the mistake 
happened when the mother, recovering from a cesarean 
section, was given the wrong child in her hospital room.                  
It ruled “gross negligence.” In addition to damages, the 
Grünwalds were awarded the costs of adopting Doris.   

Doris Gruenwald still does not know who her biological 
parents are. The other victim is unaware that she was 
brought up by the wrong people.  

Last year the clinic offered free DNA tests to the 200 
women born there around the same time and their 
mothers. So far, only about 30 have accepted the offer.               
No matches have been found. The search goes on.  

News writers don’t 
always start telling 
their stories at                                   
the beginning. That’s 
because the first event 
is not always the most 
important. It’s usually 
part of the background 
info of the account.  

Newspaper readers 
look at headlines first. 
If a headline is 
interesting, they notice  
the place and time. 
Then they read the first 
paragraph. Why is the 
story in the news?                    
The first paragraph 
gives that information. 
In a few sentences, it 
tells what is terrible,  
unusual, funny, or 
notable about it.  

Is the story still 
interesting? Then 
readers want more 
information. The other 
paragraphs give the 
details of the narrative. 
Most importantly, they 
answer the questions 
“how” or “why.” 

READING 
ABOUT 
READING:  

Why don’t 
news stories  
always or often start 
at the beginning?  
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Put the events of the news story in time order. 
Write 1 before the first event, 2 before                           

the second event, and so on. 

___ After a while, he saw odd  
photos on his new phone—
mostly of a guy with trees 
and fireworks behind him.   

___ Scared, Matt deleted his  
iPhone from the ICloud.                 
He also posted his story.  

___ The two guys met and 
traveled around China as 
celebrities. They became 
new best friends.  

___ There were millions of tweets. 
Told by his nephew about   
his fame, Li Hongjun came 
forward. He was nicknamed 
“Brother Orange.”   

___  In 2014, Matt Stopera lost                    
his iphone in a NYC bar.  

             Answer these questions. 
Put your answers together in a 

short retelling of the story. 

1. Who is the story about?  
2. What happened to 

these two people? 
3. Where and when did 

these events happen? 
4. What did others do?

(How did the story 
become so popular?)  

5. What’s the point? How 
might you “interpret”         
the story? What can we 
learn from it? 

6. Can you recall and 
retell any news stories 
with a comparable                         
lesson or message?   

News Story 4: MAN FINDS STOLEN CELL PHONE 
8000 MILES AWAY; BECOMES FAMOUS IN CHINA 

From dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3026494 

A man who lost his phone in the U.S. found it on the other 
side of the world. He also became a minor celebrity, had 
some major adventures, and made a new friend for life.  

In early 2014, Matt Stopera’s iPhone was stolen from a New 
York City bar. A year later, he began seeing strange pictures 
on his new phone—selfies of someone in front of an orange 
tree and fireworks. He and his friends got scared. So Matt 
went to the iStore to delete his phone info from the iCloud. 
Whoever had his old phone couldn’t use it anymore.    

Matt posted his story on Buzzfeed.  It was translated into 
Chinese. Netizens sent out millions of tweets. They tracked 
down “Brother Orange” in WuHua County. Li Hongjun had 
gotten the phone as a gift (with its contents still in it).  

The story went viral. After 75 million clicks, the pair actually 
met! They traveled around China as celebrities, bonding like 
“brothers.” Their lives have been “crazy” every since.  

The news contains new 
or difficult vocabulary   
because it tells about 

new situations, events,    
or developments.                    

The words may come 
from history, geography, 

culture, technology, 
science, politics, or other 

areas of interest.   

In current news stories or 
articles, people hear and 

read some new or 
unfamiliar words over 

and over.  Then they 
become common. Many 

people learn to use them.   

Here are some words 
from New Stories 1-5. 

Some are now part of the 
vocabulary for current 
news stories. What do 

they mean?   

1. captured, microchip; 
trap, rescue 

2. septuplets, fertility 
drugs, cerebral palsy  

3. fined, cesarean 
section, victims, gross 

negligence, awarded, 
biological parents, 

DNA testing 

4. iPhone, iStore, delete, 
iCloud; posted; selfies, 
tweets, clicks, tracked; 

netizens; went viral  

5. macabre, terror, 
hanged, gallows, 

notorious, abducted, 
predicted, spiked, 

cyanide, tassel, skunk 

READING 
ABOUT 

READING:  

Why do 
articles 

contain so many 
new or hard words? 
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READING 
ABOUT 
READING:   

Why is “the 
news” so 
often scary, shocking, 
or terrible—and so 
seldom in time order?  

According to the years when they happened, 
put these Halloween (October 31) events 

from the article in time order 1-5.  

___ A couple was executed in 
their home—like a convict in 
prison had predicted earlier.  

___ For two years in a row, young 
children were abducted 
from their locked rooms and 
found dead in refrigerators.   

___ A teenager accidentally 
hanged himself decorating 
a haunted house.  

___ A child was poisoned with 
spiked candy by his father. 

___ A relative shot a 9-year-old 
who “looked like a skunk.” 

             Answer these questions. Put 
your answers together in a 

summary or account of the article. 

1. What’s the article about?  
2. What happened to what 

kinds of people? 
3. Do their real names and 

places matter to the 
point of the article?    
Why or why not?  

4. How might you 
“interpret” the story?  

5. Can you recall and retell 
any news with the same 
lesson or message?   

News Article 5: MACABRE HALLOWEEN HAPPENINGS 
THAT WERE REAL-LIFE TERROR 

From metro.co.uk/2017/10/27/halloween-facts-9-bad-things-that-actually- 

Most scary Halloween stories are fiction. Even so, some  
horrifying things that happened on Halloween night were 
most definitely real-life terror. Here are known examples: 

On October 31, 1990, 15-year-old William Anthony Odem 
accidentally hanged himself while he was staging a 
gallows scene in the basement of his “haunted house.”  

On the same date in1981, a couple was beaten and 
executed (shot in the head) at their home in Manhattan.                  
A notorious criminal in a maximum security prison had 
predicted the murders weeks earlier. The crime is unsolved.  

In 1977 a one-year-old was abducted from her locked 
room. She was found dead in an abandoned refrigerator. 
The previous year, the same thing happened to three-year-
old twins. The babysitter was suspected, but not convicted.  

In 1974, Timothy O-Brien died from candy spiked with 
cyanide—put there by his father to collect his life insurance. 

In 2012 a nine-year-old wearing a black-and-white dress 
and hat with a tassel was shot outside her home. A relative 
at a party thought she was a skunk.  

Many good things 
happen every day. But to 
some audiences,  good 
news can seem boring.                           
Bad news seems more 
exciting or interesting. 
Television networks 
compete for viewers; 
radio stations compete 
for listeners.  
Newspapers and online 
sources try to get more 
readers. So to attract 
attention, many writers or 
reporters look for news 
about bad people or 
outrageous things that 
have happened.    

Why do people like to 
hear about crime,  
violence, or disasters? 
Perhaps because they 
get to tell others this 
terrible or exciting or 
scary news. Perhaps 
because then they feel 
better about their own 
experiences or lives.   

But fewer and fewer 
“news articles” these 
days are narratives—
stories with stages of 
real occurrences—and 
maybe their significance 
in history.  

Instead, they’re listings                   
of information that can 
prove a point. These  
may or may not be 
related or even relevant 
to one another.  
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Put the supposed events of the news 
story in time order: 1 before the first 

event, 2 before the second, and so on. 
Write T(rue) after what really happened. 

Write F(alse) after the fake assertions.  

___ Young people sold their 
bodies to a new restaurant 
for €30,000 ($35,799). ____   

___ An Argentinean tourist said 
it was like eating pork. ____  

___ News of the 2017 restaurant 
opening spread. ____ 

___ The Japanese government 
legalized cannibalism. ____  

___ “Edible Brother” cooked 
and served human flesh. __ 

___ The reports were debunked 
as fake news. ____ 

                   Answer these questions. 
Put your answers together in a 

summary or account of the article. 

1. What kind of article is this?   
2. What two things from the 

article really happened?  
3. What were some possible 

sources of the fake news? 
4. What did the 2017 false 

reports say?  
5. How might you “interpret” 

or learn from the story?  
6. Can you recall and retell 

any other articles about 
fake news stories?    

possible steps in the U.S. 
naturalization process 

Because “the news” 
has changed so much 
in past decades, some 
writers advise against 

constantly reading,  
watching, or hearing it. 

Here are the main 
reasons put forth by  
Rolf Dobelli, German 

author of The Art of 
Thinking Clearly (2012).  

 News misleads by  
focusing on the 

sensational while 
neglecting what’s 

important.  

 News is irrelevant 
because it doesn’t 

help us decide what 
to do in our own lives 

or to help the world.  

 News doesn’t explain 
or teach, In fact, the 
more trivial facts we 

consume, the less  
we’ll understand                 
the big picture. .  

 News is toxic to the 
body. It releases 

cortisol, which 
impairs digestion, 

reduces immunity, 
and builds stress.  

 News inhibits 
thinking. It disrupts  

concentration, 
destroys memory, 

wastes valuable time, 
and increases 

cognitive errors.   

 News works like a 
drug by getting 

consumers addicted 
to seeing/hearing it.    

READING 
ABOUT 

READING:   

News is bad                  
for you! The 

solution? Give it up!                

News Article 6: DID TOKYO OPEN THE FIRST HUMAN 
MEAT RESTAURANT? From snopes.com/tokyo-human-meat-restaurant/ 
Reports that a new restaurant recently opened in Japan is 
the first in the world to legally offer human meat to diners 
are fake news. Here’s an adapted summary of the article: 

“In 2017 an expensive new restaurant opened its doors to the 
Japanese public and customers from all over the world. 

Translated into English, its name means “Edible Brother.” It offers 
a menu where prices vary from100 to 1000 euros ($1175). 

News sources have reported that a tourist from Argentina was 
the first to eat human flesh there. He said, “It’s like eating pork; 

they cook the meat with spices, so the taste goes unnoticed.”                  
In 2014 Japan legalized the consumption of human flesh—                  

as long as rules about sanitation and its origin were followed.  

Where do they get the meat? Before dying, young people can 
sign a contract selling their bodies to the restaurant for about 30 

thousand euros ($35,799), which is to be left to their families. 
They agree to eat a special diet for the rest of their lives.”    

Sources include a spoof in a Spanish-language satirical 
publication, an April Fools’ joke about a noodle shop, and 
props for a zombie video game.  A representative of the 
Embassy of Japan in Mexico, unaware that this rumor was 
circulating, called it “completely absurd.” He also denied 
that Japanese legislation allows cannibalism.  
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Truth or Fiction? 
Though they’re becoming less 
common, some printed news 
stories or articles accurately tell 
what happened at exact times in the past. 
Other pieces of writing about current events 
are partially true. And still other “reports” are not 
about real occurrences at all. Instead, they’re based 
on rumors or gossip. Some are intended as satire or   
parody. More and more are intentional “fake news.” 
Whatever their intents or purposes, they’re not 
designed to inform the public of valuable truths.                   

One person tells a phony “news story” to another; 
that person repeats it to many others, perhaps with 
changes. Or a political or commercial interest or 
“bot” (“web robot”) invents a claim. No matter                   
what the original source, eventually it goes online. 
After a while, millions have seen and/or heard it. 
They may or may not “believe in it,” but it spreads.  
1. Here are some headlines from both real (true, well 

researched) stories or articles versus modern “folk 
tales,” “legends,” satire, or fake news. Read each 
phrase or sentence. Think about what it means.  
 Do you think it’s the headline of a true story  

from the news? Then write T (for true) in the box.    
 Or does it seem like the title of content that’s  

made-up? Then write F (for fake or false fiction).   
2. Tell the reasons for your opinions. Can you think                     

of possible events of each (true or fictional) story? 
Compare your ideas with others’. You can check 
your suspicions on WTP? Answer Key page 45. Page 
46 gives researched background information.    

INSTRUCTIONS for 

EXERCISE 5-B 

First Restaurant 
to Legally Serve 

Human Meat 
Opens in Tokyo 

November 2017 1. F 

Rich Baby 
Switched At Birth, 
Endures Life Of 

Poverty November 2013 

2. T 

Our Addiction To 
Cell Phones Is 
Costing Lives. 
Here’s How We 
Can Stop It. 
             6-09-15 3.  

She staged a 
viral story. You 
fell for her hoax. 
She thinks that’s 
beautiful.  

12-14-16 4.  

Journalism faces                
a crisis worldwide – 
we might be entering 
a new dark age 

14 April 2017 5.  

Zookeeper 
Arrested for          
Trying to Molest 
500-Pound 
Male Gorilla 8.  

World's Most-Pierced 
Person Dies Going 
Through Airport 
Metal Detectors 7.  

Queen Elizabeth 
Removes  Obamas   
from Royal Wedding 
Guest List 6.  



82 WHAT’S THE POINT?  A Reading Skills Worktext. BOOK ONE—Beginning to Read for Meaning  

Truth or Fiction? (Exercise 4-B continued) 
3. Play the “Truth or Fiction” Game.   

 On cards or paper strips, copy some real headlines 
from news articles in local newspapers or online. 
Put titles for made-up stories on other cards.  
(Have you heard modern myths, rumors, or fake 
news? If so, write headlines for them. If not, make 
up lines for imaginary “news stories.”) 

 Read aloud your “headlines.” For each of your 
phrases or sentences, listener guess “truth” or 
“fiction.” Score a point for every correct guess. 

 Listen to other players’ headlines. Make a guess   
(T or F) for each phrase or sentence. Add one point 
for every correct hunch. Subtract one point from 
your score for every wrong answer.  

It’s easy to find advice on 
how to recognize harmful 

or useless verbiage.                       
But how can we also decide 

what information is worth 
paying attention to?   

 Recognize and accept 
sensory and emotional 

distractions, which may 
be self-centered, negative, 

and exhausting. Then let 
them pass, meditate, or  
do something physical.    

 Make conscious decisions 
about what you want to 

know, learn, and make use 
of by recognizing the 

reasons for your interests    

 Get used to enjoying the 
effort it takes to focus on 

what’s valuable to you. 
Then lose yourself in                     

what you take pleasure in.    
The term “Fake News” was used so often in 2017 that it was named                     
the “most important word of the year” by some sources. Advice like                    

the above on how to distinguish it from what’s true was also plentiful.  

9.  

READING ABOUT 
READING:   

What kinds of 
information is  
best to spend 

time or energy on? 
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Real-Life 
Experiences 

Not all true stories become major 
news events. Even so, people’s real-life 
experiences often make sad or scary or exciting 
or funny dramas. Some of the people in these stories are 
heroes. They saved others and/or themselves unselfishly.  
Other people are survivors who lived through a disaster     
or another terrible event. Others are just “ordinary       
people” with interesting true tales to tell.  Their stories 
have value no matter when they happened.   
Stories of real experiences often appear in magazines, 
newspapers, and books. Following are some old but true 
tales about long-past events from ordinary people’s lives.  
1. Read each title. It tells the topic or subject of the story. 

What kind of events do you expect to read about? Why?                    
2. Read each story for meaning. Make sure you understand 

the main events and their importance or meaning, if any.  
3. After each story is a short summary (retelling in other 

words) of the main events. The summary has blanks.                   
Try to write the missing words from memory. Then look 
back at the story to check your answers. 

4. Answer the questions about the story. Put your 
responses together in sentences. Tell all the important 
info but leave out the unnecessary details. Your 
responses will be another summary or retelling.  You                 
can check them with those on Answer Key pages 46-47.   

5. In print or online, read another short story about 
someone’s real experience. Retell the important                
events and information in time order.  Be sure to 
answer the questions “Who?” “What?”  “Where &  
when?” “How or why?” Tell the point or message.                  
Tell and explain your reaction to the story.   

Which stories interest you the most? Why? By typing 
important names and dates into a search engine, you 
may be able to get background information about their 
circumstances. And you’ll find other good stories, too.  

INSTRUCTIONS for 

EXERCISE 5-C 

 

Just an online chess  
game? Or a tool for 

saving a life? 

a lost diamond ring 

Chemotherapy can 
cause hair to fall out. 

In the 1940s, dancing 
was a sin in a small 

southern town. 

How did a T-shirt get a 
student suspended 

from school?  

the scene of                                   
a daring rescue 
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Real Experience 1: RESCUE ON THE INTERNET  
Andy McFarland lives in Owensboro, Kentucky. One 
Saturday morning he checked for electronic messages                     
on his computer. There were none. So he typed in one                    
of his favorite Internet addresses: www.chessclub.com.                    
The computer chess club came to the screen. But instead     
of a chess game, there was a call for help.  

The words were from a quadriplegic named Charles Drafts. 
How did someone without the use of his arms and legs 
manage to type on the computer keyboard? He used a 
mouthstick. In the same way, he typed in his address. 

McFarland typed in an answer: “I will take care of this.” 
Quickly he called emergency services in Boston, 
Massachusetts. In less than five minutes, help arrived at 
Drafts’ apartment. His life was saved. Now he is recovering 
in a hospital. Soon he can play computer chess again,                   
with his friends from all over the world.  

        Write the missing words in the blanks. 
Then read the story summary.  

There were no E-mail messages on 
Andy McFarland’s computer one 
morning, so he went to (a) ________ 
_________________ on the Internet. 
But instead of a chess game, he 
saw (b) _________________________. 
The words were typed by (c) _____ 
___________________________ with 
(d) __________________. McFarland 
typed in the answer, (e) “_________ 
________________________________.” 
He called (f) ____________________. 
In a short time, (g) _______________ 
____________ at Drafts’ apartment. 
As a result of his Internet friend’s 
fast action, (h) __________________ 
________________________________.  

Answer these questions.                   
Put Answers 1-3 together in 
a short retelling of the story. 

1. What are the main 
events in the story?  

2. What other info is 
important to 
understanding of 
its meaning?   

3. What’s the point? 
Does the story send 
a message or teach 
a lesson about life?  
What can we learn 
from it?  

4. Do you know 
another story of                      
a real experience 
with a similar 
message? Can             
you retell it?  

A summary is a short 
retelling of a story in 

other or somewhat 
different words. The     

best recap is short but 
complete. But it’s not                   

an exact copy of a story. 
To summarize, we retell 

the main ideas in our 
own words.  

Summarizing is a very 
useful learning activity. 

It helps us understand 
the meaning of a story.  

It shows us what info      
we didn’t quite get fully.  

When we reread the 
original narrative, we 
can better appreciate 
what’s most relevant.    

Recapping helps us 
incorporate important 
events into our long-

term memory. It helps  
us get main points or   

messages. And with a 
summary, we can retell 
an interesting story to 

other people. 

READING 
ABOUT 

READING:  

What are some 
advantages of 

summarizing?  
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Real Experience 2: A GEM OF AN REWARD  
Greg Tucker is a supermarket worker in Manhattan Beach, 
California. One day he was sweeping the floor in the meat 
section. He saw something shiny. It was a diamond ring.       
He gave it to his boss. 

The next day, the store manager called Tucker to his office. 
The 50-year-old grocery bagger was worried at first, but he 
soon got a pleasant surprise. There was a customer in the 
office. His name was Carl Terreno. Terreno handed Tucker                   
a check. It was for $1000! 

The day before, Terreno’s wife had lost her wedding                         
ring  in the market. It was very expensive and valuable.                     
The 73-year-old woman didn’t expect to ever see it again.    
But she was most upset because the couple’s 50th wedding 
anniversary was coming up. The ring meant a lot to her. 

A few years ago, the ring was stolen from the Terrenos’ home. 
But the police got it back! Now it has returned to its owners 
again. Tucker was just doing his job. He doesn’t think he 
deserves a reward for his honesty. But others disagree.  

  Write the missing words in the blanks. 
Then read the story summary.  

One day in the supermarket, a 
customer lost (a) _____________. 
She was upset because it was 
very valuable and (b) ________  
______________________. There 
are so many dishonest people 
that she didn’t expect (c) _____  
____________________. Later that 
day, a grocery bagger named 
Tucker found  (d) ___________. 
He gave it to (e) ______________. 
The next day, a customer gave 
Tucker (f) _____________________. 
It was an _______ unexpected 
reward for (g) ________________. 

Answer these questions.                          
Put Answers 1-3 together in                     
a short retelling of the story. 

1. What are the main 
events in the story?  

2. What other infor-
mation is important     
to the story meaning?     

3. What’s the point? 
Does the story send                  
a message or teach a 
lesson about life?  
What is it? What can 
we learn from it?  

4. Can you retell other 
stories of real 
experiences with 
similar messages?  

READING 
ABOUT 
READING:  

What are the 
most common 
topics of “personal 
experience” stories? 

The saddest stories are 
about the effects of crime 
or serious accidents or 
natural disasters. But 
some of these stories 
have happy endings                   
because people                  
survive (live through                     
the experiences).  

Sometimes, they’re  
exciting adventure 
stories. They remind us  
of crime dramas or action 
movies or popular novels 
that are (mostly) fiction.  

 Most stories make a 
point about human 
nature—the actions of 
bad or foolish or heroic or 
helpful people.  

Some remind us of events 
in our own lives. They 
may have even more 
significance—to us or 
others—than even our 
(unforgettable) memories.             

A grocery bagger found                       
a diamond ring in the meat 

section of the market.  
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For non-fiction “real 
experience” stories, we 

can watch TV “news 
magazines” and talk 

shows. Often, everyday 
heroes and survivors 

appear on these shows. 
So do some criminals.  

Some tales of this kind 
appear in newpapers.    

There are “true-to-life-
experience” stories                      

in  some magazines.      
The shortest are in 

sections with titles like 
“Heroes & Survivors”    

or “Personal Accounts.” 
Others are articles of a 

few pages. Some are 
pieces (excerpts) of non-

fiction books about 
folks’ real experiences.  

Some people tell “their 
stories” (over and over) 
in person—at meetings 
and gatherings. And of 

course, there are many, 
many stories to read on 
the Internet. You may or 

may not want to check 
the facts or background.  

Real Experience 3: UN-POP-ULAR  
Mike Cameron was suspended from his high school in 
Evans, Georgia. For a day, he wasn’t allowed to attend 
classes. A suspension can be a serious punishment.                     
What did the 19-year-old do to deserve it? 

It was “Coke in Education” day at Greenbriar High School. 
The Coca-Cola Company was running a contest with a 
local prize of $500 and a national prize of $10,000. 
Greenbriar wanted to win this money.  

Coca-Cola’s world headquarters are in Atlanta, Georgia, 
not far from Evans. Officials of the company were giving 
speeches at the high school that day. A photographer                 
was taking pictures of the officials with the students.                       
Just before the photos, Cameron took off his outer shirt. 
Under it was a shirt with a small Pepsi symbol. The student 
was playing a joke. 

The visitors did not see the shirt. The school punished 
Cameron anyway.  But the Pepsi-Cola Company is going        
to give the boy a reward—new Pepsi shirts.   

Write the missing words in the blanks.                    
Then read the story summary.  

It was (a) ____________________ 
day at Greenbriar High School. 
The school wanted to (b) 
_____________________________. 
Some company officials from 
Coke headquarters visited the 
school. For photos, a student 
named Mike Cameron took off 
his outer shirt. As a joke, he was 
wearing (c) ___________________.  
School officials didn’t like the 
joke, so they (d) ______________ 
_______________________. But the 
(e) _________________ Company 
thought the joke was great. 
They’ll give Mike (f) ____________. 

Answer these questions.                      
Put Answers 1-3 together in                     
a short retelling of the story. 

1. What are the main 
events in the story?  

2. What other infor-
mation matters in 
getting its meaning?   

3. What’s the point? 
Does the story send                 
a message or teach                 
a lesson about life?  
What can we learn 
from it?   

4. Do you know a real-
life story with a 
similar message?     
Can you retell the 
important events?  

READING 
ABOUT 

READING:  

Where can we 
find more such 

true-life stories?  

Was this a good reason      
for a high school 

suspension? 
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Real Experience 4: FIFTH GRADE HEROISM  
Ten-year-old Ian O’Gorman has cancer. Doctors removed                  
a tumor, and Ian needed chemotherapy to fight the disease. 
This cancer treatment causes patients’ hair to fall out, so                 
the barber shaved Ian’s head. Now he is bald. His 
classmates and teacher, Mr. Alter, are bald too. That’s 
because they also went to the barber. They have shaved 
heads to show support for their friend. Everyone looks                 
alike, so Ian doesn’t feel so uncomfortable at school.  

The show of support was the idea of one of the boys in the 
class. He got the idea from the 1992 Olympic Games. U.S. 
volleyball players shaved their heads for a bald teammate.  

Mr. Alter said, “Ian’s illness has been one of the most 
important lessons for the class.” The class has learned     
about different kinds of cancer and cancer treatments.                    
The teacher calls the boys his “little bald eagles.”  

It has been a hard time for the sick boy, but he doesn’t talk 
much about the pain. At this stage of the disease, he has a 
very high chance of survival. Now he just wants to get back 
to his favorite sports (baseball and basketball) with his 
supportive friends.  

Write the missing words in the blanks. Then 
read the story summary.  

Ian O’Gorman is (a) ________ 
_____________________________. 
He didn’t want his hair to fall out 
from chemotherapy treatments, 
so (b) ________________________. 

To support him, (c) ____________ 
_________________ did the same.   
Now all the boys in the class 
look (d) _____________________, 
so Ian feels (e) ______________. 
The teacher and his class are 
happy about (f) ______________ 
_____________________________. 

Answer these questions.                           
Put Answers 1-3 together in                     
a short retelling of the story. 

1. What are the main 
events in the story?  

2. What other infor-
mation matters in 
getting its meaning? 

3. What’s the point? 
Does the story send                    
a message or teach                    
a lesson about life?  
What can we learn 
from it?  

4. Do you know a real-
life story with a 
similar message? Can 
you summarize it? 

One way to show  
understanding of a 
narrative (a story)—
fiction, the news, or                    
a real experience—is                  
to summarize its 
events in time order.  

Another way to 
demonstrate reading 
comprehension is to 
interpret story 
meaning—to tell what 
lesson it teaches or 
what message it gives. 

A third way is to tell   
our opinions of its  
significance.   

To get the most 
learning value of a 
story,  here are three 
questions to answer: 

What does it say? 

What does it mean? 

What do you think of it?      

READING 
ABOUT 
READING:  

What comes 
after a story 
summary?  

Ian’s classmates and 
teacher got their heads 
shaved to look like him.  

Is this how they all looked 
after that? 
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Write the missing words in the blanks. Then 
read the story summary.  

Arthur Bell left home at an early 
age because (a) _________________ 
_______________. During his 
career, he (b) __________________. 
But then hard times came. His 
family (c)  _____________________. 
Finally he (d) __________________ 
sick and homeless on the streets of 
New York. His family found out 
about him from (e) _____________. 
Everyone is happy about the family 
reunion after so many years.  

Answer these questions.                      
Put Answers 1-3 together inr in 

a short retelling of the story. 

1. What are the main 
events in the story?  

2. What other info is 
important?    

3. What’s the point? 
Does the story send a 
message? What lesson 
is there for us to learn 
from it?  

4. Can you summarize                    
a real-life story with       
a similar meaning or 
significance?  

READING 
ABOUT 

READING:  

Here’s a little 
background 
knowledge for Real 

Experiences 1-5.     

Real Experience 1:  
Instead of a digital phone, 

home-bound people                     
may still go online via a 

desktop or laptop 
computer.  Whatever the 

means, communication is 
super-fast in today’s world.  

Real Experience 2:                    
In crowded areas of big 

cities, people may never 
get back lost things, 

especially if their monetary 
value is high. If someone 

finds and returns one,                 
he/she may get a reward.  

Real Experience 3: 
Public schools will accept 
(or try to get) money from 

anybody—even 
commercial firms  and 

advertisers.  

Real Experience 4: 
Chemotherapy makes 

patients lose their hair. 
Most schoolchildren want 
to look like everyone else.  

Those that are different 
may feel left out.  

Real Experience 5:                   
It’s easy to lose contact 

with people—even family 
members. They change 

names and addresses 
without changing official 

records. Because few 
homeless people ever get 

named in the news, Mr. 
Bell’s story is unique.  

Resurrection  means 
“bringing back to life.”                 

It’s a common word and 
idea around Easter time.  

Real Experience 5: RESURRECTION 
Arthur Bell wanted only to dance. But for Arthur’s minister 
father in their tiny Florida town, dancing was a sin (against 
religious law). And people thought the boy was gay. They 

laughed at him. So in the 1940s the young black man left                    
his home and family. He went to New York and London                     
and Paris. He took lessons from famous dancers. He                   
danced with ballet companies.   

But after the age of forty, he had to give up his career.                       
He didn’t do well at other kinds of jobs, and his family lost 
contact with him. His father died. So did one of his brothers 
and his mother. Everyone in the family was looking for the 
former dancer, but no one could find him.   

A short time before Easter, the 71-year-old Bell was found                   
on the street in New York. He was homeless and confused. 
His feet were almost frozen. The newspaper wrote an article 
about him. A church official in Tampa, Florida, read the                   
news story. He told Bell’s sister about the article. She told                
her four sisters and other two brothers.  

Arthur Bell is recovering from illness in a nursing home.                 
He’s learning to walk again. He’s happy about those things. 
But he will be even happier to see his family again. For his 
family, it feels like the Resurrection (the rising of Christ).    
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Real Experience 6: THE BRAVERY OF STRANGERS 
During a sudden storm, Marcia Buono’s car slid on a bridge in 
Fort Lauderdale, Florida. Out of control, the car broke the side 
of the bridge and fell thirty feet. It hit the water and sank.  

For protection from the rain, a couple was sitting on their boat 
under the bridge. They were horrified at the accident. The 
woman, Linda Gardner, got the cellular phone to call 9-1-1 
(emergency help). The man, Larry Leffel, dived off the boat.  

Twelve feet under the surface of the bay, water was filling 
Buono’s car. She was alive but choking. “I’m going to die,”                  
she thought. “I’ll never see my family again.”  

Leffel found the car. He yelled, “I need something to break    
the window!” Another boater threw him a heavy metal anchor. 
It was hard to swing the anchor with force under-water. But on 
the fourth try he succeeded. Through the broken window, he 
pulled Buono’s body out the car. He kicked up to the surface. 
She wasn’t breathing. He and the other boater held her, and 
Gardner did CPR (cardiopulmonary resus-citation). It worked! 
Suddenly, Buono began to cough and spit up water.  

Buono is alive today because of the kindness and bravery of 
strangers—now good friends.   

Write the missing words in the blanks.                          
Then read the story summary.  

Marcia Buono was driving on a 
bridge in a sudden storm. She had                 
a horrible (a) ___________________. 
In her car, she (b) _______________. 
She couldn’t escape. Larry Leffel      
(c) ____________________________. 
With an anchor from another 
boater, he (d) ___________________ 
_______________________________. 
He pulled Buono out of the car and 
the water. Linda Gardner (e) 
_______________________________. 
Together, the three strangers (f) 
_______________________________.  

Answer these questions.                          
Put Answers 1-3 together inr in 

a short retelling of the story. 

1. What are the main 
events in the story?  

2. What other 
information is 
important?    

3. What’s the point? 
Does the story send a 
message or teach a 
lesson about life?  
What is it?   

4. Do you know another 
real-life story  with a 
similar message?  
Can you summarize 
the important events?   

Unless they invent their 
stories, exaggerate 
greatly, or simply lie to 
attract attention, most 
people’s accounts of 
their own personal 
experiences have at 
least some basis in 
reality. They may get 
some details wrong or 
even arrange things 
differently to make the 
story more readable or 
engaging, but they’re 
generally the truth.     
And most real events 
can be “collaborated” 
by other participants               
or observers.    

Daily news pieces, in 
contrast, used to be 
written by journalists 
whose main purpose 
was to inform the public 
without bias. These 
reporters hadn’t 
experienced what 
happened firsthand, so  
their perception and/or 
interpretation often 
played a role.  

Gradually, the values of 
neutrality or objectivity 
gave way to  the 
sensationalism of 
“tabloid journalism” 
and the propaganda of 
political or economic 
interests. “The news” 
came to mean whatever 
attracted the most 
readers or viewers—or 
whatever sold the best.    

READING 
ABOUT 
READING:  

What’s the 
difference 
between people’s 
true-to-life stories 
and the daily news?      
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Real-Life 
Experiences of 

“Regular People”  
Even “ordinary people” can have uplifting, terrible, 
tragic, surprising, exciting, scary, funny, or extraordinary 
life experiences. These sad or happy or “just interesting” 
events can make good narratives.   
1. Do any of the stories in this section remind you of 

events in your own or other people’s lives? Or can                   
you remember another experience to tell about? 

2. Narrate your story to another person. Include all                  
the important events in time order, but leave out 
unimportant or irrelevant details. Make the point                      
or message of your narrative easy to understand.                            
Help your listener answer these questions: 
 How did the story begin? What happened in it?                    

Where, when, how, and/or why? How did it end?  

 What is the moral or the lesson of the story?                  
What can people learn? Why do you think so? 

3. Your listener will retell your story to someone else.                 
Is his or her summary correct and understandable?                     
Or did the story change—as gossip often does?                
Help him/her retell the story accurately to someone else. 
This third person will retell the story to your group of 
three. Help with his/her retelling too.   

4. The other two people in your group have good stories     
to tell, too. Participate in Steps 2-3 for their stories. 
Retell all stories accurately. You don’t want to spread                   
any untrue rumors, modern legends, or fake news! 

5. Can you jot (write) down a story about a memorable                      
experience? Include answers to the questions from                     
Step 2, but don’t put too much. Make sure the message               
or life lesson is clear. The people in your group can   
read your story, and you can read theirs. Talk about               
the point or moral or message of each story.   

INSTRUCTIONS for 

EXERCISE 5-D 

A tornado (twister) can                    
cause a “natural disaster.” 

Were paramedics, an 
ambulance, or emergency 

help part of your story? 

Did your experience 
include warnings of 

danger?  

Or was it one frustrating 
event after another? 

Was it a strange or a 
supernatural experience? 

Did your real experience      
involve the police?  
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Short Biographies 
Often, a biography is a long story 
about the life of a well-known or 
important person. It describes one                    
life event after another. It could be                       
an article, a chapter, or a whole book. 
But a biography can also be short. A short biographical 
description gets right to the point. Why is this person 
famous or important? The answer to this question is                  
the message or meaning or point of the biography.  
Following are some short, short biographies of people 
famous toward the end of the twentieth century (1900s).  
The first part of each life story tells the reasons for                 
that person’s fame or importance. The second part                   
tells a few more important facts about that person’s life.     
1. Read the title of each biography—the person’s name.           

(His/ her year of birth—and death if it occurred—                                   
are in parentheses.)  Read the biographical article for  
meaning. Make sure you get the point or message.  

2. After each story are questions about the major 
information. Answer in your own words. Compare your 
ideas with suggestions on Answer Key pages 47-48.  

3. Work with others. Each person tells his/her answers                 
to the questions about a different biography.   

Can you write your own short life story—or a very                               
brief biography of someone else in your group?      
Follow the model of the biographical readings in 
Exercise 5-E. Be sure to answer these questions:  

 What’s most important , unusual, memorable, instructive, or                                        
interesting about this person’s life so far? Why? 

 What can we learn from his/her story? 

Include only the most important events and facts in your 
life story or biography.   
Read your writing to other people. Listen to or read      
their life stories too. Make sure everyone gets the point 
or message or relevant advice. Retell important 
information. Ask questions and talk about the stories.  

 

INSTRUCTIONS for 

EXERCISE 5-E 

Can you name the 
famous people in 
these pictures?     

What do you know 
about them already? 
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Biography 2:  (SIR) PAUL MCCARTNEY (1942 - ) 
In the 1960s the Beatles were a rock music group—very 
influential in the history of popular music. They performed                
all over the world, recorded many songs, and made movies.  
Paul McCartney was a member of the original band. He 
wrote well-known songs like “Hello, Goodbye,” “Let It Be,” 
and “Yesterday.” Later he had his own band—called Wings. 
Now he is a successful solo singer, active in many areas.  

His long and happy first marriage was unusual in the music 
business, but Linda McCartney died of cancer in 1998.                    
He has married two more times and has five (step) children.  

Paul McCartney is from Liverpool, England. He can’t read 
music, so he learned to play piano and guitar by ear.                        
He has been knighted (given title) by the Queen of England.  

Answer these questions in your own words. Include only the important infomation.  

1. Why is Paul McCartney well-known around the world? 
2. What facts about his life are most memorable? Why? 
3. What message or lesson is there to learn from his life?  

Biography 1: MAGIC JOHNSON (1959 - ) 
Earvin “Magic” Johnson was a popular and successful 
basketball player. He made a lot of money.  Why did he  
retire from the sport at age 32? Because he is “HIV positive.” 
This means he has the virus that can cause AIDS (Acquired 
Immunodeficiency Syndrome). Now he talks about it with 
young people. He wants them to stay safe and healthy. 

Johnson is from Michigan, a state in the northern part of                   
the United States. He is one of ten children in his family.                   
He played basketball in high school and college. As a 
professional, he played for twelve years with the Los                 
Angeles Lakers. Now he is married with children.  He co-
owned many businesses, including sports teams, and still 
does. He tries to help the black community with investments.   

Answer these questions in your own words. Include only important information.   

1. Why was and is Magic Johnson famous in the U.S.? 
2. What facts about his life will you remember? Why? 
3. Are there messages or lessons to learn from his life? 

What are they?  
Is Johnson more       

famous as an athlete                   
or as a businessman? 

The original Beatles were 
John Lennon,                           

George Harrison, Paul 
McCartney, Ringo Starr 

McCartney continues his 
artistic musical career.  
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Biography 3: FRANK SINATRA (1915—1998) 
Francis “Frank” Albert Sinatra was a “crooner.” For over 50 years 
he sang popular songs in sentimental ways. He performed in 
night clubs. He made records. Everyone knew his songs about 
love and the sadness of life. Young girls “went crazy” over his 
singing. Others tried to imitate his style.  Sinatra was also a movie 
actor. He had part ownership of hotels and casinos (gambling 
houses) in Las Vegas. And he got involved in politics—perhaps 
even the “Mob” (organized crime). 

Born in Hoboken, New Jersey, Sinatra often joked about his 
background. He began his show business career on radio.                  
Then he joined a famous “swing” band. In the time of rock and 
roll (Elvis Presley, the Beatles), he started to make fun of                     
“modern music.” He never changed his unique style.   

Answer these questions in your own words. Include only the important information.  

1. What was Frank Sinatra best-known for during his life? 
2. What facts about him will you remember? Why? 
3. What might people today learn from his life and career?  

Biography 4: OPRAH WINFREY  (1954 - ) 
Oprah Gail Winfrey is “worth” over three billion dollars. She                 
has owned or still owns several media (radio, TV, video, print) 
companies. As an actress, she starred in important movies.                   
But she was most influential as a television talk show host. 
Millions of people watched “Oprah” every day for 25 years.                 
Her show became famous for its emotional confessional style, 
focus on self help, support of human rights, and controversy.                         
Now she runs the Oprah Winfrey Network (OWN).  She calls it 
“mindful television.” She is still an activist and a philanthropist.    

Winfrey was born in the southern U.S. state of Mississippi.                    
Her  Bible name, Orpah, was mispelled on her birth certificate. 
She grew up poor in a place of racial discrimination. She had                   
a troubled youth. She learned to read, began her speaking career 
in church, and had TV news jobs in different cities.    

Answer these questions in your own words. Include only the important information.  

1. What has Oprah Winfrey become most famous for? 
2. What facts about her life are most memorable? Why? 
3. What’s most important to know about her life and work? 

interview on the 
Chicago-based 
Oprah Winfrey 
Show (2000) 

Oprah in the movie 
The Color Purple 

Winfrey in 2016 

Sinatra in the film 
From Here to 

Eternity (1953) 

FAS with JFK                     
in 1962 

an older “Old Blue 
Eyes” “crooning” 
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Biography 7: Stephen Hawking (1942 - 2018) 

Physics is the study of matter and natural forces (light,                   
heat,  movement).  Stephen William Hawking was a brilliant 
physicist. His main interests were theories of relativity, origins  
of the universe, and black holes (results of the collapse of            
giant stars).  His book A Brief History of Time was a best seller 
and movie. Hawking was even better known for his disability 
(amyotrophic lateral scelerosis, or  ALS). He couldn’t write and 
could hardly speak. As a scientist and role model, he kept 
working, lecturing, and appearing in media (popular culture).  

Stephen William Hawking is from England. He studied 
astronomy (the sun, planets, and moon) and cosmology (the 
universe) at the most famous universities. He taught 
mathematics and physics. He married twice.   

Answer these questions in your own words. Include only the important information.  

1. Why is Stephen Hawking famous in the world? 
2. What facts about his life will you remember? Why? 
3. What message or lesson is there to learn from his life?   

Biography 8: LOUIS FARRAKHAN (1933 - ) 

Louis Farrakhan was well-known as a religious leader in                  
the United States. Since 1977, he has been head of the 
“Nation of Islam” (NOI) in the U.S. Here are some of his 
teachings: Blacks should separate from the white nation and 
culture. They should live without economic help from others.                    
They should take responsibility for their lives, families,                    
and people. They should follow strict religious principles.   

Born in New York, he was named Louis Eugene Walcott.                  
As a young man, he was a violinist and a singer. In 1955                
he became a Muslim and changed his name.  After the 
deaths of some other black Muslim leaders, Farrakhan 
became powerful. He led the 1985 “Million Man March”                   
on Washington D.C.  He supports Dianetics. But his speaking 
style and theories have offended many (groups of) people.    

Answer these questions in your own words. Include only the important information.  

1. Why is Louis Farrakhan famous? 
2. What facts about his life will you remember? Why? 
3. Is there a main point to learn from his life? What is it?  

some roles Farrakhan 
has played = Black 
Muslim, minister,  
political speaker 

2014 British biographical 
romantic drama about 

Stephen & Jane Hawking  

  a 2007 zero 
gravity flight 

2012 episode of the TV  
comedy Big Bang Theory   
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Biography 9: FIDEL CASTRO (1926 - 2016) 

Since the 1950s Fidel Alejandro Castro Ruz was a symbol  
of revolution. He was one of the last supporters and                
leaders of old-style Communism. He was President of               
Cuba from 1976 to 2008. His brother Raúl replaced him.  

As a boy, Fidel Castro worked in his family’s sugar fields.                     
As a lawyer in Havana, he helped the poor and people in 
political trouble. He and his brother attacked the Cuban  
army.  The government put them in prison. Later they                 
led a successful guerilla war against the dictator Batista.                
But then Castro’s Communist government became a 
dictatorship. There have been major political conflicts 
between Cuba and the U.S. but relations are “normalizing.”  

Answer these questions in your own words. Include only important information.  

1. Why was Fidel Castro most famous for? 
2. What facts about his life will you remember? Why? 
3.  What’s his most important message or lesson?   

Biography 10: MOTHER TERESA (1911-1997) 

Many people saw Mother Teresa as a “living saint.” How               
did she spend her life? Helping the poor. She started a 
group called “the Missionaries of Charity.” She opened 
homes for the poor and sick and for orphans (children 
without parents).  She traveled all over the world. She got 
the support of famous and powerful people and won 
awards for her work. Today some still follow her teachings. 

Mother Teresa’s real name was Agnes Gonxha Bojaxhiu.               
She was born in Albania and had Indian citizenship but said 
she belonged to the world.  At an early age, she became                
a Catholic nun and taught school in Calcutta. But after a 
serious illness, she decided on a simple life. Her mission was 
to serve victims of poverty and disease and disaster. Some 
people criticized Mother Teresa because she wasn’t political.   

Answer these questions in your own words. Include only important information.   

1. Why is Mother Teresa still famous around the world? 
2. What facts about her life are most important to you?  
3. What message or lesson from her life is most 

memorable to you? Why?  

Castro was Party Head,  
and Prime Minister and 

President of Cuba. 

with U.S. President 
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the First Lady, 1985 

revolutionary leader   
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Fidel Castro in 1961  

Castro, old, with Pope 
Benedict XVI in 2012   

Mother Teresa in her 
work with mothers and 

children in Calcutta 

 Anjezë Gonxhe Bojaxhiu 
was beatified in 2003 and 

made a saint in 2016.   
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Biography 5: BART SIMPSON (1987- ) 

Bartholomew JoJo “Bart”Simpson was ten years old in 1987, 
and he’s still ten years old today! How is this possible? Bart is a 
TV cartoon character. With his family, the Simpsons, Bart makes 
fun of values and behavior in modern society. The animated 
show gives  funny “lessons” in life. For a time, Bart was a kind of 
“folk hero” for young people. His image was everywhere.   

Matt Groenig was the creator of the Simpsons. The imaginative  
cartoonist wanted to be a writer, so he put his stories in cartoon 
form. He created a “typical” family. Homer Simpson, the father, 
works at a terrible job and often does stupid things. The three 
kids have problems too. The mother is often tired and frustrated 
with the family because they’re always getting into trouble.                    
TV viewers watch and laugh at the Simpsons again and again.  

Answer these questions in your own words. Include only the important information.  

1. Why do so many people know (about) Bart Simpson? 
2. What facts about his life will you remember? Why? 
3. What’s are some lessons to learn from or about him?   

Biography 6: BILL GATES (1955 - ) 

William Henry "Bill" Gates III is an American business leader,  
entrepreneur, philanthropist, investor, and programmer.  
In 1975, he co-founded Microsoft.  It became the world's 
largest PC (personal computer) software company. He was 
chairman, CEO (Chief Executive Officer),  lead designer of 
operating systems and software, and the biggest shareholder.   

A billionaire by age 31, Gates is one of the richest people alive.  
His conflicts with competitors and government were often in  
the news. Now he’s better known for trying to improve the 
world (health, education, population) through his foundation.   

Bill Gates was born in Seattle, Washington, now the location                 
of Microsoft. He began programming as a teen. He attended               
a university for only a short time and soon got to work.    

Answer these questions in your own words. Include only the important information.  

1. Why is Bill Gates most famous for? How do you know? 
2. What facts about his life might you remember? Why? 
3. What can or should be learned from his life story so far?  

Bart’s slingshot   

a “Bartmania” shirt 

4th-grader Bart with 
his parents Homer +  

Marge Simpson—  
and his sisters                  


