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Thanksgiving: High Beginning Level Reading 

Circle the letter of the best statements of the main idea or         
most important points of PART ONE: The History of Thanksgiving.  

a. The Puritans live in England in the 1600s. Then they sail to Holland.    
They don’t have good lives there. They don’t want to lose their money.              
So they leave their homes again. They come to America to find work.  

b. According to history books, Puritans become Pilgrims when they leave 
England for religious freedom. They travel by ship to Plymouth (now in 
Massachusetts). They suffer a hard winter. In the fall of 1621, they                    
have a day of Thanksgiving to God and Indians for their good harvest. 

c. The Indians know more about the land in America than new settlers       
from Europe.  They know how to hunt animals.  They know how to plant 
crops. They have good harvests. They live well, even in cold winters.   

PART ONE: The History of Thanksgiving 

W hat do American history books for children say about the 
history of Thanksgiving? Here are the most common beliefs:  

In England in the 1600s live some people called Puritans.  
In September of 1620 some of the Puritans travel to 
Holland and then America.  Why are they called Pilgrims? 
Because they are leaving home for religious reasons. 

The Pilgrims travel on a crowded ship called the  Mayflower.  
The trip is very difficult. Many get sick. On December 21, 
they arrive in (what is now) Massachusetts.   

The Pilgrims name this place  Plymouth. Their first winter                                 
in the wilderness is terrible. They suffer from poor food,                           
hard work, and very cold weather. Almost half of them die. 

In the spring of 1621, some Indians come to Plymouth.  
They teach the Pilgrims to hunt and plant. They teach 
them about the land. That year the settlers have a 
good harvest. They announce a day of Thanksgiving.          
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Circle the letter of the best statements of the main idea or        
most important points of PART TWO: The First Thanksgiving.  

a. American artists and historians do research. We can learn truths       
about the history of holidays from their pictures and words.                              
The details are very accurate. For these reasons, we can easily                       
imagine the people and places of long ago.   

b. The first Thanksgiving is a religious time of prayer and thankfulness. 
Together, all the people in Plymouth go to church and read the Bible. 
There are Pilgrims and Indians. There are men, women, and children. 
They all follow the same Puritan (Christian) religion.  

c. According to American painters and writers, the men                  
do the hunting and fishing. The women and girls cook.                          
Then the Pilgrims sit down at long tables outdoors                       
with their Indian guests. They have a first Thanksgiving.  

Thanksgiving: High Beginning Level Reading 

PART TWO: The First Thanksgiving  
W hat image do most Americans have about the first Thanksgiving? 

Many paintings and books about Thanksgiving give this picture:   
Pilgrim men go hunting and fishing. They come back 

with wild animals and birds and fish.  
Pilgrim women and girls prepare delicious dishes                                      

from corn and cranberries and squash and pumpkin. 
They bring these foods to long, wooden tables in their 
village.  The feast celebration is outdoors.  

The Pilgrims are healthy and well-dressed. Men and 
boys wear black suits with white collars and cuffs.                                 
They have buckles on their shoes and tall black hats.                                 
Women and girls wear aprons and caps with long dresses. 

The Pilgrims sit next to their Indian guests.  The Indians                               
have feathers in the bands around their heads.  

The celebration lasts for days. The Pilgrims and Indians 
have races and other sports games. They stay friends.  
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Circle the letter of the best statements of the main idea or         
most important points of PART THREE: An Official National Holiday.  

a. Between 1621 and the end of the Civil War in 1865, there                   
are thanksgiving celebrations at different times of year for 
different reasons. Finally President Abraham Lincoln makes 
the last Thursday in November an official national holiday.                    
Thanksgiving has been on this day since that time.  

b. Since “the First Thanksgiving,” American families have given thanks with 
a celebration feast at the same time every year. This has been                         
the law and custom in all the colonies and states for over 400 years.  

c. The Presidents of the United States make announcements about holidays. 
President Washington announces the first official Thanksgiving Day, but 
many other presidents change the date.  Watching football on TV and 
shopping become customary—but not in uncertain or difficult times.  

Thanksgiving: High Beginning Level Reading 

PART THREE: An Official National Holiday  
H ow does “the First Thanksgiving” become an official holiday                         

in the United States? Historians tell us this:   
There is no Thanksgiving feast in 1622. The spring and summer of 

1623 are too dry But finally rain saves the harvest. So the governor 
of the Pilgrim settlement makes November 29 a day of thanksgiving.  

In the years after that, settlers in the colonies and other parts of 
America have thanksgiving celebrations for special occasions. 
There is no official date for the holiday. 

In 1789 George Washington becomes the first President                              
of the United States. He makes November 26 of that year a 
day of thanksgiving. Americans celebrate their new nation.  

Many New England states celebrate Thanksgiving every fall, but 
there is no official date for a national holiday. Finally, at the end of 
the American Civil War, President Abraham Lincoln makes the last 
Thursday of November Thanksgiving Day for the whole country. 

Since that time, families celebrate Thanksgiving Day on the same day in 
all the states. Except in uncertain times, they add customs and activities.     
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Circle the letter of the best statements of the main idea or        
most important points of PART FOUR: Thanksgiving Today.  

a. Thanksgiving is a major family holiday in the U.S. In “regular years” 
without pandemics (dangerous contagious disease), people get  
together with relatives and friends. They enjoy cooking and watching 
parades and football.  Usually, they have traditional foods for dinner.   

b. Thanksgiving Day in modern times is not much different from before                
the Civil War. People live near their relatives, so they have big feasts 
outside. Or they see each other on computer screens and cell phones.   

c. The most important part of Thanksgiving is restaurant leftovers.                    
People make many delicious dishes out of ham and other traditional 
foods. Relatives come to visit, but friends don’t. Everyone wears masks.   

Thanksgiving: High Beginning Level Reading 

PART FOUR: Thanksgiving Today  
T oday in the United States, Thanksgiving Day is a major family 

holiday. What happens during the fourth week of November?  
The day before Thanksgiving is the busiest travel day of the year. 

To be with family, many people travel long and short distances.  
On Thanksgiving day, baking and cooking smells fill the house. 

Sometimes relatives or friends help, or they bring dishes with them. 
During the day, many people watch a 

Thanksgiving Day parade on television. 
There is usually a football game on, too.    

Someone carves a turkey. Someone makes gravy.                                         
Someone serves potatoes and vegetables—like     
corn, green beans, squash, and salad. There are 
usually  dishes of stuffing and cranberry sauce. 
Pumpkin pie is the most traditional dessert.  

Everyone eats and drinks too much. They have dinner talks and 
arguments.  Often, relatives take home leftovers.  They feast on 
these foods for days and make new dishes with them.   

At least, these are the customs in years without pandemics.  But now, 
“social distancing” is the rule, so people don’t get together physically.   
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PART ONE: The “Thanksgiving Story” 

M ost Americans are familiar with the “Thanksgiving Story.” 
They learned it from their grade school teachers.  They read    

it in their history textbooks and in children’s books                     
about holidays. When they became teachers or                   
parents, they taught or told the story to their kids.                           
In this way, the “Story of Thanksgiving” has become                       
a kind of “myth” or legend from American history and                                 
culture.  It explains one view of the origin of some                                
important holiday traditions and attitudes.  

The Thanksgiving story that most people know comes from 
educators and writers of the late 19th and early 20th centuries.                   
At that time, the United States was trying to pull together people of 
many cultures into one great “melting pot.” Public education was 
important for social unity. Stories, including myths, made history 
teaching and learning more interesting.  

Of course, there  is historical fact in the popular “Story of 
Thanksgiving.” But there are also untruths and misleading half-
truths. Interpretations of history often depend on people’s cultural  
identity. For example, descendants of the Pilgrims probably see the 
story differently from American Indians. In a time of “critical 
thinking” in education, the Thanksgiving story is most interesting if 
we examine it from various points of view.  

Thanksgiving: Intermediate-Level Reading 

To summarize the information in PART ONE:         
the “Thanksgiving Story, fill in the blanks.  

1. The story of Thanksgiving that most Americans are familiar with 
probably comes from _____________________________________ 
________________________________________________________.  

2. Most likely, the story is a mixture of historical facts and ________ 
______________________ and  _____________________________. 

3. To learn from history, it’s best to view it from ______________ 
________________________________________________________. 
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To summarize the information in PART TWO:         
The Pilgrims in America, fill in the blanks.  

1. As the story goes, Thanksgiving began with a group of people 
called “_____________________,” who came to America because 
________________________________________________________. 

2. To get to the New World, the Pilgrims ________________________  
________________________________________________________.  

3. During the first winter, they  ________________________________ 
________________________________________________________.  

PART TWO: The Pilgrims in America 

A ccording to “popular wisdom,” Thanksgiving in America began 
with the Pilgrims. In England in the 1600s, there was a group 

of people called “Puritans” because they were trying to “purify” the 
practices and traditions of the Church of England. Some Puritans 
wanted to separate from the Church of England and form their own 
church. Because of religious and political persecution, they left their 
homeland and went to Holland.  After some years,  a small group of 
these Separatists signed up for a voyage to America. Because they 
were traveling a long distance in search of freedom, these people 
got the name “Pilgrims.”  They also sought economic opportunity.  

In September of 1620, about 100 Pilgrims sailed from 
Holland in a small ship called the “Mayflower.” It was                      
the worst time of year for a long ocean voyage. There were 
storms. The trip was very rough. Many people died on the 
crowded ship. After 65 days, the Mayflower finally arrived at 
Cape Cod, Massachusetts. The Pilgrims settled across the bay. 
They called the place “Plymouth,” after a port town in England. 

Their first winter in their new land was even worse than their voyage 
on the Mayflower. The Pilgrims weren’t prepared for life in the 
wilderness. They had poor food and little of it. The weather was 
bitterly cold. Almost half the settlers died.   

Thanksgiving: Intermediate-Level Reading 
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To summarize the information in PART THREE:      
The History of Thanksgiving, fill in the blanks.  

1. After a miserable voyage and first winter in Plymouth, (now in 
Massachu-setts), the Pilgrims were thankful for _________________ 
_________________________________________________________. 

2. To celebrate their abundant harvest, the settlers ________________ 
_________________________________________________________. 

3. At the first Thanksgiving, the Pilgrims and their Indian guests 
_________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________. 

PART THREE: The “First Thanksgiving” 

A fter a difficult voyage and a winter of hunger, cold, 
and suffering, in the spring the remaining settlers 

were glad to welcome two Indian visitors to Plymouth 
village. Later these Wampanoug Indians brought their 
chief, Massasoit. He made a peace treaty with the Pilgrims. 

The Indians gave the Pilgrims corn, beans, and squash to plant.       
One Indian taught the settlers how to hunt, fish, and grow crops. 
Because of their help, the settlers had an abundant harvest.                          
In October 1621, they held their first Thanksgiving celebration.                     
They invited their Indian friends to join them in a celebration.  

The Wampanougs sent them five deer. The Pilgrim men went 
hunting and returned with wild turkey and other game. The women 
of Plymouth prepared dishes of corn, cranberries, squash, and 
pumpkins. Chief Massasoit showed up with ninety of his tribesmen. 

At long tables, the Pilgrims and their Indian guests sat down 
to the first Thanksgiving feast. The festivities lasted three 
days. In addition to eating and drinking, there were races and 
other games. Everyone sang and danced and had a good time.  

The Europeans and Native Americans lived in peace for about ten 
more years—until many more Englishmen arrived—with a plague.  

Thanksgiving: Intermediate-Level Reading 
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To summarize the information in PART FOUR:        
Thanksgiving in the United States, fill in the blanks.  

1. For 243 years after the first Thanksgiving, settlers in the New 
World ___________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________. 

2. In 1863, President Abraham Lincoln _________________________ 
_________________________________________________________. 

3. At a typical Thanksgiving celebration before today, _____________ 
_________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________.  

PART FOUR: Thanksgiving in the U.S. 

T he years passed, and many other settlers in early America had 
celebrations of thanksgiving. However, people in the thirteen 

colonies gave thanks at different times and for different reasons.                 

In 1783 the first President of the United States, George 
Washington, announced a day of Thanksgiving.                       
But  the occasion did not become an official national 
holiday until 1863, when President Abraham Lincoln set 
aside the last Thursday in November as Thanksgiving Day. 

Since that time, people in the United States have celebrated 
the Thanksgiving holiday in much the same way—with a 
feast of traditional foods and drink. Most often, families—
and sometimes friends—gather on Thanksgiving Day to 
cook and eat. The most common dishes are roast turkey 
with stuffing (dressing) and gravy. Side dishes usually include 
sweet potatoes or mashed potatoes, fall vegetables, and 
cranberry sauce—with pumpkin pie and other desserts. 

In the last century, other traditions arose. There was a famous 
Thanksgiving parade in New York that many viewers watched on TV.  
Football teams played games on the holiday. Then people started 
their Christmas shopping.  But during a pandemic or an emergency, 
they weren’t able to get together to observe their customs as usual.   

Thanksgiving: Intermediate-Level Reading 
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Getting the Point (the Main Idea) 
Except in play-acting, pronunciation, or listening activities, 
most informational material can be read and understood 

silently.  Individually and as quickly as they can, learners read each 
piece of information for meaning. At least on the first reading,                      
every reader’s primary purpose is to understand the main idea.  
Adapted (or unsimplified) holiday readings can be used to teach,   
learn, and practice the essential reading skill of getting the point.  

STEP 1.  Either use available printed information about the holiday or 
rewrite the material to adapt it to the language proficiency level of learners 
and the time available for reading. If you choose to rework available 
information, be sure to reorganize each section so that learners will readily 
recognize the one main point. You may want to include a clear “topic 
sentence”—one statement that gives the general idea of the selection.                 
The other sentences should give details relevant only to that main point. 

For a small group, there should be as many different reading selections or 
sections of approximately equal length as there are students—at least four 
readings but no more than twelve. In larger classes, make duplicates of all 
the pieces so that students can work in groups. (Each group should receive       
a full set of readings.)  Paste up each section on a separate index card or 
piece of card stock—of various holiday colors if you prefer.  

Reading Skills   
Activities 

On the previous eight pages are reading selections on the North 
American celebration of Thanksgiving.  The readings are on              

two different levels of difficulty—-high beginning and intermediate.          
Each piece contains a topic sentence or a clear main idea—              

with supporting detail  (examples, reasons, etc.) for that point.             
Sections may be read onscreen, (printed and) used as is, pasted up         
on reading cards, or adapted in some other way for your purposes .  
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Here are suggested steps to follow in making use of the reading 
selections on pages 7 to 14—or any other holiday reading material.   

STEP 2.  Divide the whole class into  groups of  four or fewer.  Each group 
gets a complete set of “reading cards” without duplicates—all sections of 
the available holiday information at the appropriate level of difficulty for 
their reading level. Working cooperatively or individually, participants read 
for the main idea or point of each section of material. On paper, they write 
the answers to the “main-idea questions.” (For samples of two different 
formats for “main-idea questions,” see the beginning-level multiple- 
choice statements on pages 7 to 10 and the intermediate-level summary 
statements to complete on pages 11 to 14.) After finishing a card, each 
learner passes it on to the next person.  

STEP 3.  Collect the reading cards. Reconvene the class. Go over the 
answers to the “main-idea questions” participants wrote on their papers. 
Giving “cues” (oral “blanks” for students to “fill in”), help them to 
“summarize” the important information from each reading in their own 
words. Discuss unclear or especially interesting information or ideas.  

The “Expert Game” 
 A lively alternative or addition to Reading Activity A                  
(pages 15-16) is the “Expert Game”—a generic 

instructional technique to be used with any body of information 
divided into approximately equal parts. The “Expert Game” 
integrates several language strategies: reading for meaning, getting 
the point, organizing information, speaking (communicating orally), 
listening comprehension (taking responsibility for understanding), 
note-taking, and perhaps even writing.  It’s useful for cooperative 
learning.  By taking responsibility not only for themselves but also 
for coaching or helping others, students learn to learn together.  

STEP 1. Divide the class into groups—each with about the same number of 
participants—preferably equal to the number of sections of available 
reading material.  Each group member gets an excerpt with a different part 
of the whole reading selection. Everyone studies their readings and takes 
notes on the main points and important supporting information.  
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STEP 2.  In turn, participants of each group communicate their information 
to the others. Preferably, they “teach” the group their material by talking 
from memory or their notes and by paraphrasing the important facts and 
ideas—not by reading aloud their portions of the selection. Listeners can 
ask for clarification, discuss the info, and even take notes of their own. 

While students are working, write a list of “Main-Idea Questions” on a 
board or project them onto screen—at least one for the info in each 
reading. Here are some sample main-idea questions based on the holiday 
information on pages 7 through 10 and 11 through 14 of this booklet.   

Remember—the answer to a good “main-idea question” should be a brief 
but complete summary of all the important information of the reading. 

PART  Beginning Level Intermediate Level 

1 What do school texts or children’s 
books say about the history of                    
the Thanksgiving holiday?  

Where did the “Thanksgiving Story” 
that most people are familiar with 
come from? Is it all true? (Explain.) 

2 What image do most North 
Americans have of the first 
Thanksgiving feast? 

Who were the Puritans or Pilgrims? 
Which parts of their history played               
a role in the first Thanksgiving? 

3 How did the Pilgrim’s “first 
Thanksgiving” become an                   
official national holiday? 

What was the purpose of the 
Thanksgiving feast of 1621? 
Describe the celebration.  

4 What usually happens in                            
the United States during                              
the fourth week of November? 

How did Thanksgiving become an 
official U.S. holiday? What did or do  
people do on that day? 

STEP 3.  After a time limit, collect the reading cards. If cooperation is             
being stressed, allow learners to compile a list of answers to the main-idea 
questions together. When their papers are corrected, each participant gets 
the same score as all the other people in his or her group.  

If grades are important or if individual achievement is stressed over 
collaboration, students write their own answers to 
the listed questions.  Allow them to correct their                   
own work as the class goes over the answers.  
Alternatively, you can collect the papers and                          
give each answer a score based on its correctness,  
completeness, and/or relevance to today’s world.  


