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Shirley Chisholm 
by Barbara Tillman

Fountas-Pinnell Level S
Biography
Selection Summary
Shirley Chisholm, the fi rst African-American woman to be elected to 
the U.S. Congress, started her career as a teacher. When she entered 
politics, she worked to improve schools and conditions for the 
underprivileged. She was elected to Congress and became the fi rst 
Black woman to run for U.S. President. 
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Characteristics of the Text 
Genre • Biography

Text Structure • Third-person narrative nonfi ction organized in ten short chapters
• After a short introduction that describes Chisolm’s fi rst day in Congress, chapters 

progress chronologically through her life.
Content • Shirley Chisholm’s path to the U.S. Congress

• Her hard work and determination
Themes and Ideas • The importance of fi ghting for what you believe in

• The need to stand up for those who are being treated unfairly
• People of all cultures and races deserve equal treatment.

Language and 
Literary Features

• Descriptive language
• Conversational language

Sentence Complexity • A variety of sentence lengths with some long and complex sentences.
Vocabulary • Many terms associated with politics, some of which might not be familiar to English 

language learners, such as Assemblywoman and district. Cultural references such as 
National Organization for Women (NOW) p. 12.

Words • Multisyllable target vocabulary: amendment, candidates, legislature
Illustrations • Photographs on most pages

• Captions provide additional information
Book and Print Features • Twelve pages of text with chapter headings; table of contents.

• Italics used for emphasis.
• Sidebars provide additional information on topics in the biography. An important dates 

sidebar at the end of the book summarizes some key events from the biography.
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Target Vocabulary

amendment – a change made to 
correct or add something, p.14

approve – to like and agree with 
something, p. 6

candidates – people who are 
hoping to be chosen for a job 
or to win an election, p. 7

denied – not allowed to have 
something, p. 7

disorderly – behaving in a way 
that is out of control or against 
the rules, p. 3

informed – to have information 
or knowledge, p. 4

intelligent – the ability to learn, 
think, and understand, p. 4

legislature – a group of people 
who make laws for a state or 
country, p. 8

politics – the work of forming 
and running governments, p. 5

polls – the places where people 
go to vote in an election, p. 7

Shirley Chisholm by Barbara Tillman

Build Background
Build interest by asking a question such as the following: Have you ever felt something 
was unfair and wanted to change it? Read the title and author and talk about the cover 
photograph. Tell students that this selection is a biography so it tells about events in a 
person’s life, as written by another person. 

Frontload Vocabulary
Some everyday words may be unfamiliar to English learners. Before reading, check 
understanding of the following words: neighborhood, polls, charming, unfriendly.

Introduce the Text
Guide students through the text, reading the captions, noting important ideas, and helping 
with unfamiliar language and vocabulary so they can read the text successfully. Call their 
attention to any important labels. Here are some suggestions:

Page 4: Read the caption. Draw attention to the chapter heading on page 4. Read 
the fi rst paragraph. Explain that Shirley Chisholm and her sisters were raised by 
their highly intelligent grandmother in Barbados and then came back to Brooklyn. 
Ask: What do you think it was like for Chisholm to have been like to have been 
raised away from her parents in another country? 

Page 6: Set the stage for Chisholm’s later accomplishments by telling the students 
that she was interested in education. Suggested language: Shirley Chisholm 
did not approve of unfair treatment and lack of money in schools. Read the fi rst 
sentence on the page 6: Chisholm was still interested in politics but chose to teach 
school instead. Ask: Why do you think that people become teachers? 

Page 12: Read the caption under the illustration. Cultural Support: Explain the 
National Organization for Women (NOW).

Now turn back to the beginning of the biography to read and fi nd out what Shirley 
Chisholm did to cause change.

2 Lesson 22: Shirley ChisholmGrade 4
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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 Infer/Predict Strategy  and to use text clues 
to fi gure out what isn’t directly stated.

Discuss and Revisit the Text
Personal Response
Invite students to share their personal responses to the text. 
Suggested language: Why do you think there were so few women in Congress when 
Chisholm arrived in 1968? 

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

• Shirley Chisholm became a 
teacher and then was elected to 
the New York Assembly.

• Shirley Chisholm became a 
representative for Congress and 
worked to change things for 
workers, schools, and those in 
inner cities.

• Shirley Chisholm worked to give 
people equal rights.

• When people work for a cause 
they believe in, they pave the 
way for positive change for those 
who come afterwards.

• Believing in change, even when 
those around you deny it is 
right, is important to making that 
change happen.

• The author includes details 
about politics to help readers 
understand the biography.

• The special box, “Shirley 
Chisholm, Fighting for Change,” 
shows the important events and 
accomplishments of Shirley 
Chisholm’s life.

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

Choices for Further Support
• Fluency Invite students to participate in a readers’ theater. Remind them to use a 

louder tone to stress italicized words: “people did approve of her,” (p. 7) “she was 
a surprise” (p. 10) and to vary tone and pitch to create excitement when they see 
exclamation marks.

• Comprehension Based on your observations of 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. Tell students that the word political is derived from the same 
base word as politics. Politics is a noun that means “the methods that a government 
uses to govern a country.” A suffi x has been added to the noun politics to make it 
an adjective, a word that describes a noun. Political is often used as an adjective in 
phrases like political parties or political activities.

3 Lesson 22: Shirley ChisholmGrade 4
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Writing about Reading
Critical Thinking
Have students complete the Critical Thinking questions on BLM 22.10.

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
Cause and Effect 

Target Comprehension Skill
 Remind students that they identify cause and effect by 

thinking about something that happened and explaining why. Tell students that they can 
fi nd how events are related and how one event causes another by looking for parts of the 
biography where an earlier interest or event can suggest the cause for something that 
occurs later. Model how to add details to the Graphic Organizer, using a “Think Aloud” like 
the one below: 

Think Aloud

Shirley Chisholm wanted fair treatment for everyone. That is listed in the 
chart under “Cause.” Now think about the effects that Shirley Chisholm 
had in working for that cause. One effect was that she ran for Congress 
so she could help people gain fair treatment. Write that under “Effect.” 
Doing this helps to show cause and effect in Shirley Chisholm’s life.

Practice the Skill
Have students fi nd other examples of cause and effect in the biography.

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
• What is the main idea of this selection?

• The author organizes this biography by 

________________________________________________________________.

• What can readers tell about what it is like to run for election from reading 
this biography?

4 Lesson 22: Shirley ChisholmGrade 4
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Critical Thinking
Read and answer the questions.

 1. Think within the text Why did Shirley Chisholm decide to take a 

job with the Bureau of Child Welfare?

  

  

 2. Think within the text Name two other jobs Chisholm held.

  

  

 3. Think beyond the text Chisholm made history the day she 

became the fi rst African American woman elected to Congress.  

What ideas might have gone through her mind?

  

  

  

 4. Think about the text How do you think the author feels 

about Shirley Chisholm?  Explain your answer.

  

  

 

Making Connections Imagine working as a leader in your community.  What 
kinds of change would you try to bring about?

Write your answer in your Reader’s Notebook.

Shirley Chisholm
Critical Thinking

 Lesson 22
B L A C K L I N E  M A S T E R  2 2 . 1 0

Name  Date 

12Critical Thinking
© Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company.  All rights reserved.

Grade 4, Unit 5: Change Is All Around

Chisholm wanted to help children affected by poverty and discrimination.

Chisholm worked as a New York assemblywoman and as a United States 

representative.

She may have thought of all the different kinds of people she now had a chance to 

help.

The author probably admires Chisholm.  The author lists many facts about things 

Chisholm did to help others. 

 Possible responses shown.

12_4_246246RTXEAN_L22_FR.indd   12 12/10/09   3:40:31 PM

First Pass

English Language Development
Reading Support Pair English-speaking and English language learners so that they 
can check their understanding with each other.

Idioms The text contains few true idioms, but there are words and phrases that may 
be unfamiliar such as women of color (p. 3, caption), debate (p. 5), and civil rights leader 
(p. 9). Some of these are defi ned in the text.

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 this biography 
about?

Speaker 2: Shirley Chisholm

Speaker 1: What was the fi rst job 
Shirley Chisholm had?

Speaker 2: teacher

Speaker 1: What was her greatest 
accomplishment?

Speaker 2: being the fi rst female 
African American member of 
Congress

Speaker 1: What did Shirley Chisholm 
fi ght for?

Speaker 2: Shirley Chisholm fought for 
equal rights for all people.

Speaker 1: Did everyone agree with her?

Speaker 2: No, they did not.

Speaker 1: How did Shirley 
Chisholm learn how important 
education was?

Speaker 2: She was a teacher 
and her parents emphasized 
education when she was young.

5 Lesson 22: Shirley ChisholmGrade 4
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Name  Date 

Shirley Chisholm
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.

Shirley Chisholm died in 2005. In what ways to you feel that she has made 
life better for children who have been born since her death? Do you think 
Shirley Chisholm’s parents were right when they encouraged her to speak 
out and to get an education? Why or why not? Explain your answer, giving 
examples from the biography. 

6 Lesson 22: Shirley ChisholmGrade 4
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Critical Thinking
Read and answer the questions.

 1. Think within the text Why did Shirley Chisholm decide to take a 

job with the Bureau of Child Welfare?

  

  

 2. Think within the text Name two other jobs Chisholm held.

  

  

 3. Think beyond the text Chisholm made history the day she 

became the fi rst African American woman elected to Congress.  

What ideas might have gone through her mind?

  

  

  

 4. Think about the text How do you think the author feels 

about Shirley Chisholm?  Explain your answer.

  

  

  

Making Connections Imagine working as a leader in your community.  What 
kinds of change would you try to bring about?

Write your answer in your Reader’s Notebook.

Shirley Chisholm
Critical Thinking
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Running Record Form
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Shirley Chisholm • LEVEL S
Shirley Chisholm
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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

6

7

Chisholm was still interested in politics but chose to teach 

school instead. In 1946, she began work as a nursery school 

teacher. At the same time, she studied for a master’s degree in 

early childhood education.

By 1959, Chisholm had become an expert in early education. 

She taught for thirteen years. During this time, she saw how 

unfair treatment and little money hurt children. Chisholm did 

not approve. She wanted to change things! In 1959, she 

started a new job at New York’s Bureau of Child Welfare.   

While she worked for the city of New York, Shirley Chisholm 

was also active in politics.

Comments: Accuracy Rate 
(# words read 

correctly/103 × 100)

 %

Total Self- 
Corrections 
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