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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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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.  
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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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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.  


