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Willie Mays
by Michael McGoldrick

Fountas-Pinnell Level J
Biography 
Selection Summary
As a child, Willie Mays loved playing baseball. He worked hard and 
became skilled enough to play on a professional team when he was 
still in high school. This great player, known for home runs and a still-
famous catch, became a member of the Baseball Hall of Fame.

Characteristics of the Text 
Genre • Biography

Text Structure • Introductory page addressed to reader, “you”
• Section heading on each page or spread
• Life events presented chronologically

Content • Main achievements of baseball great Willie Mays
• Sport of baseball

Themes and Ideas • A natural talent, along with hard work, made Willie Mays “the greatest” player.
• Hard work can bring great rewards.
• Mays helped young people get involved in sports.
• Being in the Baseball Hall of Fame is a high honor.

Language and 
Literary Features

• Enthusiasm conveyed with sentence structure and punctuation (Example: He was always 
trying to improve his skills. And he did!)

Sentence Complexity • Simple sentences, some with introductory phrases
• Some sentences with dependent clauses (Example: Willie got better and better at baseball 

because he practiced so much.)
• Statements, questions, and exclamations

Vocabulary • Baseball terms: professional league, World Series, batter, fl y ball, home runs
• Action verbs: smacked, slammed 

Words • Mostly one- and two-syllable words
• Words with endings, such as greatest, practiced, amazing 

Illustrations • Captioned drawings and/or photographs on every page
Book and Print Features • Nine pages of text, with one or two short paragraphs per page, along with illustration

• Captions support information in the text.
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Willie Mays by Michael McGoldrick

Build Background
Help students use their knowledge of baseball. Build interest by asking a question such as, 
How do children become interested in playing baseball? Read the title and author and talk 
about the cover photograph. Tell students that a true story about a person’s life is called a 
biography.

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: Tell students that this book is a biography of Willie Mays. 
Suggested language: Turn to page 2 of this book. I’ll read the fi rst two sentences: 
Have you heard of Willie Mays? People say Willie was the greatest baseball player 
ever. What do you think you will learn about Willie Mays? 

Pages 3: Read the section heading and caption to students. What do you notice in 
this picture? 

Page 4: Tell students that Willie played in a professional league. Explain that 
a league is a group of teams. A professional league pays the players. What 
professional baseball leagues have you heard about?

Pages 6-7: Turn to page 6. Find the word slammed. Let’s read that sentence: In 
the fi rst game, a batter for the other team slammed a high fl y ball. How hard would 
you hit a ball if you slammed it? 

Page 9: Have students read the section heading: A Hero Off the Field. What are 
some reasons why someone might be called a hero? What is Willie doing in this 
photo?

Now turn back to the beginning of the biography and read to fi nd out why Willie 
Mays is famous. 

fans – people who enjoy 
watching a certain activity

league  – a group of teams that 
play against one another, p. 4 

polish – to make something 
bright by rubbing

pronounced – said in a particular 
way

score  – v. to make or earn points 
in a game, p. 7

slammed – hit very hard, p. 6
stands – n. seats from which 

people watch a game

style – a person’s special way of 
doing something, p. 7

Target Vocabulary

2 Lesson 5: Willie MaysGrade 3
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Read
As students read, observe them carefully. Guide them as needed, using language that 
supports their problem solving ability. 

Remind students to use the Visualize Strategy  to use text details to 
picture what is not shown in the illustrations. 

Discuss and Revisit the Text 
Personal Response
Invite students to share their personal responses to the text. 
Suggested language: The author says that Willie Mays was the greatest player ever. Do 
you agree? Why or why not?

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

• Willie Mays showed an early 
talent for baseball and worked 
hard to improve his skills.

• He played on professional teams 
for 22 years, and was a great 
home-run hitter.

• He helped young people.

• He is in the Baseball Hall of 
Fame. 

• The goals Willie Mays set for 
himself helped him become a 
great baseball player.

• Baseball fans admire home-run 
hitters.

• People admire sports stars for 
how they help others.

• The author respects and admires 
Willie Mays.

• The author picked achievements 
that show why Willie Mays was 
special.

© 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 use punctuation to help them group words.

• 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 the word greatest, used several times 
in the biography, is made of the base word great and the ending -est. Explain that the 
ending -est adds the meaning “most.” List other words, and have students write them 
with the ending -est: fast, strong, high, big. Ask students to use the words to talk 
about baseball. 

3 Lesson 5: Willie MaysGrade 3
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Writing about Reading
Critical Thinking 
Have students complete the Critical Thinking questions on BLM 5.7. 

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 
Cause and Effect 

Target Comprehension Skill 
 Tell students that when they think about causes and 

effects, they think about what happens and why it happens. Model the skill, using a “Think 
Aloud” like the one below: 

Think Aloud

On page 5, the author says, “Willie got better and better at baseball 
because he practiced so much.” The word because is a clue that Willie’s 
practice is the cause, or reason. The effect is the result: Willie got better 
and better at baseball. Another effect was that the New York Giants 
picked Willie to play on their team.

Practice the Skill
Have students write a sentence using the word because to tell about something that 
happened in the life of Willie Mays and why it happened. 

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 book.

Assessment Prompts
• Tell one word that best describes Willie Mays. 

• Why was Willie Mays proud to be in the Hall of Fame?

• Complete this sentence in your own words: The author probably wrote this biography 
to 

________________________________________________________________.
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Critical Thinking
Read and answer the questions.

 1. Think within the text When Willie Mays was growing 
up, how did he like to spend his free time?

He spent most of his free time playing baseball and practicing his skills.

 2. Think within the text When did Willie Mays fi rst join a 
professional baseball team?

when he was still in high school

 3. Think beyond the text What are some things that 
Willie Mays did that made him a hero to others?

Responses will vary.

 4. Think about the text Why do you think Willie Mays 
made it into the Baseball Hall of Fame at the end of his 
playing career?

Responses will vary.

Making Connections Willie Mays worked very hard to become 
the best baseball player he could be.  Think of something you 
have tried hard to achieve.  What did you want to do?  Did you 
reach your goal?

Write your answer in your Reader’s Notebook.
Read directions to students.
Critical Thinking
© Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company. All rights reserved.
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First Pass

English Language Development
Reading Support Have partners read the captions and tell two facts they have learned 
from the book. Have them use the illustrations as support. 

Cultural Support For students coming from a culture where baseball is not played, 
provide a simple overview of the game, using terms from the book. Explain that baseball 
is one of the most popular spectator sports in the United States, and that the game has 
become popular in other countries, especially Mexico, Asia, and the Caribbean.

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: Who is in this picture?

Speaker 2: Willie Mays

Speaker 1: Why was Willie Mays called 
a great hitter?

Speaker 2: He hit 660 home runs.

Speaker 1: How did Willie Mays get to 
be a great player?

Speaker 2: He practiced hard.

Speaker 1: Why is Willie Mays in the 
Baseball Hall of Fame?

Speaker 2: He was one of the greatest 
players in baseball history.

Speaker 1: What are some of the skills 
that made Willie Mays so great?

Speaker 2: He could hit home runs. He 
could make amazing catches.

Speaker 1: What does the author 
admire about Willie Mays?

Speaker 2: The author admires his 
talent, his hard work, his skill at 
hitting and fi elding, and his work 
with children.

5 Lesson 5: Willie MaysGrade 3
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Willie Mays
Thinking Beyond the Text

Think about the questions below. Then write your answer in one paragraph.

Willie Mays set goals for himself and tried to reach them. Why are goals 
important? Why do you think it was important for Willie Mays to set a goal 
for himself? What difference do you think it made in his life? Use details 
from the book in your answer. 

Name  Date 
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Critical Thinking
Read and answer the questions.

 1. Think within the text When Willie Mays was growing 
up, how did he like to spend his free time?

 2. Think within the text When did Willie Mays fi rst join a 
professional baseball team?

 3. Think beyond the text What are some things that 
Willie Mays did that made him a hero to others?

 4. Think about the text Why do you think Willie Mays 
made it into the Baseball Hall of Fame at the end of his 
playing career?

Making Connections Willie Mays worked very hard to become 
the best baseball player he could be.  Think of something you 
have tried hard to achieve.  What did you want to do?  Did you 
reach your goal?

Write your answer in your Reader’s Notebook.
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Running Record Form

Willie Mays • 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

ˆcat 1

Word told T
cat 1

page Selection Text Errors Self-Corrections

4

5

6

7

In 1947, Willie started to play on a team in a professional 

baseball league. He was still in high school!

Willie got better and better at baseball because he practiced so 

much. Soon he was playing for the New York Giants. The 

Giants became one of the best teams in baseball.

In 1954, New York played in the World Series. In the first 

game, a batter for the other team slammed a high fly ball. The 

ball went so far that no one thought Willie could catch it.

Willie caught the ball with terrific style. The other team didn’t 

score!

Comments: Accuracy Rate 
(# words read 
correctly/100 × 

100)

 %

Self-Correction 
Rate 

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

1: 
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