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The Tallest Tower
by Blaise Terrapin

Fountas-Pinnell Level J
Historical Fiction 
Selection Summary
It is the 1970s, and a young girl and her mother visit the father’s 
workplace. He is part of the work crew constructing the Sears Tower 
in Chicago, which will be the tallest building in the world. At fi rst, a 
cloud of fog obscures the highest fl oors where he is working. It’s only 
when the sun burns away the fog that she sees him balancing on a 
high beam. 

Characteristics of the Text 
Genre • Historical fi ction

Text Structure • First-person narrative
• Organized chronologically

Content • Fictional events taking place in historically accurate past
• Concepts related to constructing the tallest building at the time

Themes and Ideas • It takes a long time and many workers to construct a skyscraper.
• Challenge of working at a great height
• Pride in a father’s bravery and skill

Language and 
Literary Features

• Conversational language, with many contractions
• First-person narrator
• Use of rhetorical question: And guess who is building it?

Sentence Complexity • Compound and complex sentences with phrases: The newspaper says it will be called the 
Sears Tower, and it will soar 1,454 feet into the sky!

• Many examples of exclamations to convey excitement
Vocabulary • Words used metaphorically. Example: Today I am bursting with excitement. 

• Content words about construction: tower, stories, crew, beam, boss
Words • Some challenging multisyllabic words such as excitement, newspaper, important, 

balancing, suddenly
Illustrations • Realistic illustrations of a building under construction and when complete

• Map supports the text 
Book and Print Features • Seven pages of text 
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The Tallest Tower by Blaise Terrapin

Build Background
Help students recall buildings they have seen under construction. To build interest, ask 
What kinds of things were the workers doing? Were any of them working high up? Read 
the title and author’s name and talk about the cover illustration. Tell students that this story 
is historical fi ction, about a time in the past. The characters aren’t real, but the story is 
about a real building called the Sears Tower in Chicago, Illinois.

Introduce the Text
Guide students through the text, noting important ideas, and helping with unfamiliar 
language and vocabulary so that they can read the text successfully. Here are some 
suggestions:

Page 2: Explain that this is a story about a girl whose father is helping to build a 
very tall building. 
Suggested language: Turn to page 2 of this book. Here is a picture of a girl and 
her mother. What kind of mood do they seem to be in? Read the fi rst sentence: 
Today I am bursting with excitement. What do you suppose she is so excited 
about? 

Page 3: Explain that the girl in the story tells the reader many important facts 
about the building in the picture. The girl tells you how many stories, or fl oors, it 
will have after her dad has fi nished building it. How many stories does our school 
have?

Page 4: Point out the highlighted word crew in the fi rst paragraph. Draw attention 
to the illustration on the page. The girl’s father works with a crew or team of 
workers. Why would it be important for the workers to be part of a crew?

Pages 6-7: Where is the girl’s father? How do you think he is balancing up there? 
How does he keep steady? Find the highlighted word balancing. Why is balancing 
hard? What do you do when you need to keep your balance? 

Now turn back to the beginning of the story and read to fi nd out how the girl feels 
about her father’s job on the tallest tower.

balancing – keeping steady, p. 6
cling – to stick to or hang on 

tightly
crew – a group of people doing 

work, p. 4 

disappears –passes from sight
excitement –a feeling of great 

happiness, p. 2

foggy – a thick mist or low 
clouds, p. 4

stretch – to extend or spread out
tide – the rise and fall of the sea

Target Vocabulary
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Read
As the students read, observe them carefully. Guide them as needed, using language that 
supports their problem-solving ability. 

Remind students to use the Infer/Predict strategy  to fi nd clues to help 
them fi gure out more about the selection. 

Discuss and Revisit the Text 
Personal Response
Invite students to share their personal responses to the book. 
Suggested language: How did you feel when the girl described seeing her father 
balancing on a high beam? Did you agree with her about preferring to work on 
the ground?

Ways of Thinking
As you discuss the text, help students understand these points: 

Thinking Within the Text Thinking Beyond the Text Thinking About the Text

• The girl is very excited about 
seeing where her father works.

• It is important to the girl that her 
father is working on what will 
become the tallest building in 
the world at the time—the Sears 
Tower in Chicago.

• The girl thinks that she would 
rather work on the ground than 
balance high up on a beam.

• You can admire what someone 
else does but not want to do the 
same kind of work.

• Every time the girl sees the 
completed Sears Tower, she will 
remember that her father had a 
part in building it.

• Brave people work on making tall 
buildings.

• The natural way the girl speaks 
makes it seem as though she is 
talking to us.

• Many exclamations show the 
narrator‘s excitement, and that 
makes the story exciting for us, 
too.

• The author includes true facts 
about the building that make the 
story more interesting.

© 2006. Fountas, I.C. & Pinnell, G.S. Teaching for Comprehending and Fluency, Heinemann, Portsmouth, N.H.

Choices For Further Support
• Fluency Invite students to choose a passage from the text to read aloud. Remind 

them to read with expression to show how the girl might sound as she tells the story 
to a friend.

• Comprehension Based on your observations of the students’ reading and discussion, 
revisit parts of the text to clarify or extend comprehension. Remind students to go 
back to the text to support their ideas.

• Phonics/Word Work Provide practice as needed with words and word parts, using 
examples from the text. Remind students that contractions leave out letters to make 
two words into one word. An apostrophe shows where letters are left out. Help 
students locate contractions in the text. Examples: that’s, isn’t, it’s, don’t, he’s, I’d. 
Guide them to use the context to fi gure out which letters were left out. 
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Writing about Reading
Critical Thinking 
Have students complete the Critical Thinking questions on BLM 4.7. 

Responding
Have students complete the activities at the back of the book. Use the instruction below as 
needed to reinforce or extend understanding of the comprehension skill. 

Target Comprehension Skill 
Compare and Contrast 

Target Comprehension Skill 
 Remind students that recognizing how one 

character is alike or different from another will help them to understand why those 
characters think or behave as they do. Model the skill, using a “Think Aloud” like the one 
below: 

Think Aloud

Look at the Venn diagram on page 11 of your book. The father and the 
girl both like the new building, so that fact is written in the middle of the 
diagram. That shows how the two characters are alike. The father likes 
working up high so I can write that in the right circle. That is a way he is 
different from the girl. The girl hates to balance up high. I’ll put that in the 
left circle because that’s one way she and her dad are not alike.

Practice the Skill
Ask students to recall another story in which they were able to compare and contrast the 
way two characters think and behave. 

Writing Prompt: Thinking Beyond the Text
Have students write a response to the prompt on page 6. Remind them that when they 
think beyond the text, they use what they know and their own experience to think about 
what happens in the story.

Assessment Prompts
• In the fi rst sentence on page 2, the girl says she is “bursting with excitement.” What 

does she mean by that?

• Tell one word that best describes the girl’s mood the day of the story.

• On page 10, what are the two paragraphs mainly about?
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Read directions to students.

Critical Thinking
Read and answer the questions.

 1. Think within the text How will the Sears Tower be 

special?

It will be the tallest tower in the world.

 2. Think within the text In what year was the Sears 

Tower fi nished?

1973

 3. Think about the text How is the girl different from her 

father?  How are they alike?

Possible response: The girl would rather stay on the ground than be up high. 

But both she and her father want to help build tall buildings.

 4. Think beyond the text How does the girl feel about 

her dad?  How do you know?

Possible response: She is proud of him and the work he does. She says that he is 

“the most important worker of all.”

Making Connections Would you like to stand on top of the tallest 
building in the world?  Why or why not?

Write your answer in your Reader’s Notebook.

Critical Thinking
© Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company. All rights reserved.
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English Language Development
Reading Support Make sure the text matches the student’s reading level. Language 
and content should be accessible with regular teaching support.

Idioms Explain the following idiom on page 3: “and it will soar 1,454 feet into the sky.” 
Talk about how this idiom helps readers form a mental image of the building. A bird can 
soar up in the sky. A building goes up in the sky. It seems to soar like a bird.

Oral Language Development
Check student comprehension, using a dialogue that best matches your students’ 
English profi ciency level. Speaker 1 is the teacher, Speaker 2 is the student.

Beginning/Early Intermediate Intermediate Early Advanced/ Advanced

Speaker 1: Where does the girl’s father 
work?

Speaker 2: on a very tall building

Speaker 1: Where is there a picture of 
the fi nished building?

Speaker 2: on page 3 and on the cover

Speaker 1: Who is working on the 
building?

Speaker 2: the girl’s father and a crew 

Speaker 1: Where are the girl and her 
mother going?

Speaker 2: to see the girl’s father at 
work

Speaker 1: Why can’t they see the father 
right away?

Speaker 2: because it’s so foggy

 

Speaker 1: Who does the girl think 
is the most important worker of 
all?

Speaker 2: Her father is the most 
important worker.

Speaker 1: What is the father 
doing when the girl sees him?

Speaker 2: He is balancing on one 
of the tower’s beams.
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The Tallest Tower
Thinking Beyond the Text

Think about the questions below. Then write your answer in one or two 
paragraphs:

On page 8, the girl’s dad is high up on a beam. He looks happy. Describe 
some reasons why you think the girl’s father might like his job. 

Name  Date 
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Critical Thinking
Read and answer the questions.

 1. Think within the text How will the Sears Tower be 

special?

 2. Think within the text In what year was the Sears 

Tower fi nished?

 3. Think about the text How is the girl different from her 

father? How are they alike?

 4. Think beyond the text How does the girl feel about 

her dad? How do you know?

Making Connections Would you like to stand on top of the tallest 
building in the world? Why or why not?

Write your answer in your Reader’s Notebook.

Name  Date 
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Running Record Form

The Tallest Tower • LEVEL J

Behavior Code Error

Read word correctly ✓
cat 0

Repeated word, 
sentence, or phrase

®
cat

0

Omission —cat 1

Behavior Code Error

Substitution cut
cat 1

Self-corrects cut sc
cat 0

Insertion the

cat 1

Word told T
cat 1

page Selection Text Errors Self-Corrections

2

3

4

Today I am bursting with excitement. I’m going to visit the 

tallest tower in the whole world!

Well, it will be the tallest tower, someday. The newspaper says 

it will be called the Sears Tower, and it will soar 1,454 feet into 

the sky. It will be 110 stories high!

And guess who is building it? My dad, that’s who!

Well, Dad isn’t building it alone. He works with a big crew. 

But to me, Dad is the most important worker of all.

Where is Dad, anyway? Mom and I can’t see him because it’s 

so foggy out!

Comments: Accuracy Rate 
(# words read 

correctly/98× 100)

 %

Self-Correction 
Rate 

(# errors + # 
Self-Corrections/ 
Self-Corrections)

1: 
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