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Rome Is Burning
by Judy Cooper

Fountas-Pinnell Level Y
Informational Text
Selection Summary
The Great Fire of Rome was an ancient disaster that burned the 
heart of the Roman Empire in the year 64 C.E. Romans (and many 
historians) blamed the emperor, Nero, for the fi re. He, in turn, 
attempted to place the blame on the Christians.
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Characteristics of the Text 
Genre • Informational text

Text Structure • Third-person narrative organized in seven short chapters.
Content • The Great Fire of Rome

• Emperor Nero’s unpopularity and possible guilt
• Persecution of Christians

Themes and Ideas • Unexpected events can bring about changes.
• Unjustly blaming others can backfi re.
• Historians can speculate about ancient events, but cannot always prove their theories.

Language and 
Literary Features

• History comes alive through interesting text.
• The text ends with a direct address to the reader.

Sentence Complexity • A mixture of short and complex sentences
• Commas in series

Vocabulary • Words related to the historical era: chariots, Circus Maximus
Words • Some challenging multisyllable words, such as luxurious, salvage, disastrous

Illustrations • Color photographs and an illustration with captions
• Map depicts the Roman Empire

Book and Print Features • Thirteen pages of text with photographs on several pages
• Chapter headings, table of contents, sidebars, map
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Target Vocabulary

dormant – quiet and inactive for a 
time, p. 4

imprints – impressions of 
objects’ shapes

luxurious – costly and designed 
for pleasure, p. 5

meager – too small or not 
enough

opulent – decorated in a grand, 
expensive, showy style, p. 8

outlying – far from the center of 
a city or town

salvage – to save from being lost 
or destroyed, p. 5 

subjected – made or forced to 
tolerate or undergo something, 
p. 10

tremors – underground 
rumblings that cause the 
ground to shake

unaffected – unchanged or 
unbothered

Rome Is Burning by Judy Cooper

Build Background
Help students use their knowledge about natural disasters and ancient Rome to visualize 
the text. Build interest by asking questions such as the following: What disasters have 
you heard about? How could a natural disaster change an entire city? Read the title and 
author’s name and talk about the cover photograph. Note the seven chapter heads. Tell 
students that this book is an informational text so it will give facts and examples about 
a topic.

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

Page 5: Explain that this is a book about a fi re in ancient Rome. Point out the 
heading: “The Fire’s Fury.” Suggested language: Crowds of people fl ed while 
gangs of looters roamed the city. Ask: Why do you think the looters chased away 
people who were attempting to put out the fi re?

Page 5: Direct students to the highlighted word salvage. Ask: If a fi re threatened 
your home, what would you try to salvage?

Page 6: Point out the sidebar, “Rome’s Firefi ghters,” which explains that Rome 
required a force of 7,000 fi refi ghters to patrol the streets day and night. Ask: What 
does this tell you about the ancient city? Why did they need so many fi refi ghters?

Page 8: Nero envisioned building an opulent new Rome. Ask: What would an 
opulent city look like?

Now turn back to the beginning of the book and read to fi nd out how the Great Fire 
might have started and how it changed Rome.
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Read
Have students read silently while you listen to individual students read aloud. Support their 
understanding of the text as needed. 

Remind students to use the Visualize Strategy  as they read. Tell them 
to use text details to form pictures in their minds of what they are reading.

Discuss and Revisit the Text
Personal Response
Invite students to share their personal responses to the selection.
Suggested language: Do you think Nero was a good emperor? 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

• The powerful ancient city of 
Rome was destroyed by a fi re.

• When citizens blamed Nero, he 
feared an uprising against him.

• Nero’s plan to scapegoat the 
Christians backfi red.

• A tragedy can spur changes for 
the better.

• Causes of events in ancient 
times are diffi cult to verify.

• Color photographs and an 
illustration offer additional 
insight into the text.

• Sidebars describe ancient 
Roman fi refi ghters and the new 
palace.

• The author includes a map that 
shows the extent of the Roman 
Empire in 64 C.E.

© 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 demonstrate phrased 

fl uent reading. Ask them to read the text with appropriate emotion, stressing the 
seriousness of the situation.

• 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 learning common suffi xes found 
in words and seeing how the word is used in the selection can help them discern 
the meaning of the new word. For example, the suffi xes –er and –est are added to 
adjectives to compare things. The suffi x –er is used when comparing two things. The 
suffi x –est is used when comparing more than two things. Words used in the selection 
with these suffi xes include stronger, safer, and biggest.
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Writing about Reading
Critical Thinking
Have students complete the Critical Thinking questions on BLM 20.7.

Responding
Have students complete the activities at the back of the book, using their Reader’s 
Notebook. Use the instruction below as needed to reinforce or extend understanding 
of the comprehension skill.

Target Comprehension Skill
Main Ideas and Details 

Target Comprehension Skill
 Have students identify details that support 

the topic’s important ideas. Model how to add details to the Graphic Organizer, using 
a “Think Aloud” like the one below:

Think Aloud

Add to the diagram another detail supporting the idea that Nero may 
have started the Great Fire. Write: He had become unpopular and people 
started rumors about him.

Practice the Skill
Encourage students to share their examples of another book that uses Main Ideas and 
Details to describe a disaster that took place long ago.

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 their personal knowledge to reach new understandings.

Assessment Prompts
• The author probably wrote this selection to

________________________________________________________________.

• What is the meaning of dormant on page 4?

• From information presented on page 12, the reader can conclude that

________________________________________________________________.
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Critical Thinking
Read and answer the questions.

 1. Think within the text List two details that support the idea that 

people blamed Nero for the fi re.

 

 

 2. Think within the text Why did Nero use Christians as scapegoats?

 

 

 3. Think beyond the text What do you think would have happened if 

Rome had never burned? 

 

 

 

 4. Think about the text Even though we now know Nero was not in 

Rome during the fi re, why does legend often describe him playing his 

fi ddle while the city burned?

 

 

 

Making Connections Disasters can have a great impact on a society.  Think 
of a modern-day disaster that has had a great impact on a city.  Compare and 
contrast that disaster with the fire of Rome.

Write your answer in your Reader’s Notebook.

Name  Date 

Critical Thinking
© Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company. All rights reserved.
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Rome Is Burning
Critical Thinking

Grade 6, Unit 4: Treasures of the Ancient World9

Nero wanted to rebuild Rome to his liking. The Senate would not 

let him.

They did not believe in the Roman gods and had predicted a � re.

Despite the dangerous � re, Rome was a safer city after it was 

rebuilt. If Rome had never burned, important changes might not 

have been made. It might have become a more dangerous city.

People wanted to believe that he was responsible. It might have 

been a rumor to make people angry with Nero and to blame him 

for the event.

Possible responses shown.

20.07_6_246260RNLEAN_Crtl Thk.in9   9 12/17/09   7:44:34 AM

First Pass

English Language Development
Reading Support Pair advanced and intermediate readers to read the selection softly, 
or have students listen to the audio or online recordings. Remind them that a massive fi re 
destroyed the city of Rome in 64 C.E.

Figurative Language The selection uses fi gurative language to describe the fi re. 
Page 5 describes how “the hungry fi re gobbled up” buildings (personifi cation) and 
compares the fi re to “an angry, fi re-breathing dragon” (simile).

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: In what month did the fi re 
start?

Speaker 2: July

Speaker 1: Where was Nero when the 
fi re started?

Speaker 2: at his summer palace

Speaker 1: In what stadium were 
Christians attacked by lions?

Speaker 2: Circus Maximus

Speaker 1: Why were Christians 
unpopular with the Romans?

Speaker 2: They didn’t respect the same 
gods and did not worship Nero or 
serve in his army.

Speaker 1: What evidence shows that 
the fi re did not discriminate among the 
Romans?

Speaker 2: It devoured both the stone 
houses of the wealthy and the wooden 
apartments of the poor.

Speaker 1: What are two reasons 
why looters might have torched 
buildings?

Speaker 2: Nero might have 
ordered them to throw the 
torches, or they might have 
wanted to use the fi re as 
a distraction so they could 
continue looting.
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Name  Date 

Rome Is Burning
Thinking Beyond the Text

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

Remember that when you think beyond the text, you use your personal 
knowledge to reach new understandings. 

On page 7, the author describes several vicious rumors that people spread 
about Nero. Do you think that any of these rumors had a grain of truth to 
them? Why do you think these rumors were so quickly accepted as fact? 
Support your response with details from the text and with your own 
experience.
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Critical Thinking
Read and answer the questions.

 1. Think within the text List two details that support the idea that 

people blamed Nero for the fi re.

 

 

 2. Think within the text Why did Nero use Christians as scapegoats?

 

 

 3. Think beyond the text What do you think would have happened if 

Rome had never burned? 

 

 

 

 4. Think about the text Even though we now know Nero was not in 

Rome during the fi re, why does legend often describe him playing his 

fi ddle while the city burned?

 

 

 

Making Connections Disasters can have a great impact on a society.  Think 
of a modern-day disaster that has had a great impact on a city.  Compare and 
contrast that disaster with the fire of Rome.

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

Rome Is Burning • LEVEL Y

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

8 After the fire, Nero grew more and more unpopular. People 

were angry. They had lost everything, and they said it was all 

Nero’s fault.

Nero began to worry. He feared that there might be an uprising 

against him. He and his advisors agreed that something had to 

be done. To stop the rumors, someone else had to be blamed 

for the fire. 

What they needed was a scapegoat. It could be a person, or it 

could be a group. It didn’t matter. Most importantly, they 

needed a scapegoat that was believable and one that they 

could easily overpower. 

Nero finally decided on a scapegoat. It was a small group of 

religious people called Christians.

Comments: Accuracy Rate 
(# words read 

correctly/114 × 100)

 %

Total Self- 
Corrections 
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