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Invite students to experience the thrill of reading with the historical biographies in American 
Women Achievers: High-Interest Nonfiction.

The passages in this book are appropriate for students in the intermediate grades. Among these 
grade levels, and even within individual classrooms, you will find learners at different reading 
levels. When presenting students with a new text, there is always the danger of frustrating 
struggling readers or boring students who have jumped ahead. To help all of these students 
maintain interest and find success in their reading assignments, this book presents each passage at 
two different reading levels.

Also included with each passage are a set of comprehension questions that applies to both 
versions of the story and a bonus activity. The questions test students’ skills in determining 
main ideas, using context clues, sequencing, reading for details, and drawing conclusions. The 
assessment grid at the back of the book makes it easy to see which reading comprehension skills 
each student has mastered.

Each bonus activity is a writing extension that reinforces reasoning skills and encourages students 
to connect prior knowledge with the text.

Use the rubric below to help you assess students’ writing after they complete the bonus activity 
following each passage.

introduction

An icon in the lower right or 
left corner of each passage page 
designates the reading level.

A
  

indicates the higher-level version.

A
  

indicates the lower-level version.

novice emerging independent distinguished

topic Did not stay  
on topic

Stayed on topic 
for most of the 

paragraph
Stayed on topic

Stayed on topic 
with elaboration

organization Not organized Organized Well organized
Outstanding 
organization

Written 
expression

Hard to 
understand

Easier to 
understand

Easy to 
understand

Well written, 
elaborated
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Abigail adams
(1744–1818)

W hen John Adams met Abigail Smith, 
she was 15 years old. She was smart, 
witty, and loved to read. John later 

said that he had made up his mind almost at 
once that he would marry Abigail. She was not 
like anyone else he knew.

John Adams was right. Abigail was very 
different from most women of her time. And, 
her ideas and advice would become a part of 
American history.

In the 1700s, most women were guided by 
their husbands. Abigail was not. She had strong 
ideas of her own. She and John wrote each 
other more than 1,000 letters during their 
lives. In her letters, Abigail spoke her mind. 
In one letter, she asked John to put into the 
Declaration of Independence that women were 
free, just as men were. This was not an idea 
that most people had at the time. But, Abigail 
was different.

Abigail was against slavery. One time, a servant 
boy asked for her help so that he could learn to 
read and write. Abigail had taught all of her own 
children. She taught this boy, too. Then, she 
helped him get into a school. When a neighbor 
told her that it was wrong to help black people 
learn to read, Abigail said that the boy was free 
and she had been proud to help him.

At that time, it was against the law for women 
to own land. Abigail wanted her husband to 
change that law. She knew that women could 
run farms, because she did it herself. John was 
gone most of the time. Abigail chose the crops, 
bought and sold land, and bought farm animals. 
She was so good at this important job that the 
Adams family grew rich.

In the 1780s, John needed to travel to France 
and England. He needed to form friendships for 
the new country of America. He also needed 
to get loans so that the country could grow. 
Abigail sailed to Europe to meet him there. She 
helped him through tricky meetings and talks. 
Later, John Adams became vice president, then 
was elected president in 1797. Abigail was by 
his side, helping him and speaking her mind, 
just as she always had. She was the first woman 
to live in the White House. 

Abigail Adams was the first woman to be both 
the wife and the mother of presidents of the 
United States. Her son, John Quincy Adams, 
became president in 1824. But, Abigail holds her 
own place in history. There was nobody else like 
her, as John Adams knew from the start.
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Abigail adams
(1744–1818)

John Adams met Abigail Smith when she 
was 15 years old. She was smart and funny. 
She loved to read. John said later that he 

had known right away that he would marry 
Abigail. She was not like anyone else he knew.

John Adams was right. Abigail was very 
different from most women of her time. Her 
ideas became a part of history.

Most women at the time were guided by their 
husbands. Abigail was not. She had strong ideas 
of her own. She and John wrote each other 
more than 1,000 letters. Abigail spoke her mind 
in all of them. In one letter, she told John that 
women were free, just like men. She wanted him 
to add that to the Declaration of Independence. 
It was not an idea that most people had at the 
time. But, Abigail was different.

Abigail thought that it was wrong to own 
slaves. One time, a servant boy asked for her 
help. He wanted to read and write. Abigail 
had taught all of her own children. She taught 
this boy, too. Then, she helped him get into a 
school. A neighbor told her that it was wrong 
to help black people learn to read. Abigail said 
that the boy was free and she had been proud 
to help him.

At that time, it was against the law for women 
to own land. Abigail wanted her husband to 
change that law. She knew that women could 
run farms. She ran a farm herself. John was 
gone most of the time. Abigail chose the crops. 
She bought and sold land. She bought farm 
animals. She was very good at her job. The 
Adams family grew rich.

John had to go to France and England in the 
1780s. He needed to find friends for the new 
country of America. He needed loans so that 
the country could grow. Abigail joined him 
there. She helped him through tricky meetings 
and talks. Later, John Adams became vice 
president. Then, he became president in 1797. 
Abigail was by his side. She helped him. She 
spoke her mind, just as she always had. 

Abigail Adams was the first woman to live 
in the White House. She was married to one 
president. She was the mother of another. Her 
son, John Quincy Adams, became president in 
1824. But, Abigail has her own place in history. 
There was nobody else like her.
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1. Choose a good title for this story.

a. First Lady in the White House

b. John Quincy Adams’s Mother

c. The Amazing Life of Abigail Adams

d. The Woman Who Was Different

2. What does the word loans mean in  
the passage?

a. gifts of money

b. money that is borrowed and later  
paid back

c. makes a gift of something of value

d. sells something for money

3. Number the following events in the order 
they happened.

______ Abigail Adams ran the family farm.

______ Abigail went to England and 
France to help her husband.

______ Abigail Smith married John Adams.

______ Abigail’s son became president of 
the United States.

______ Abigail Adams became First Lady.

 4. Answer the following questions.

 What did Abigail want added to the 
Declaration of Independence?

  ___________________________________________

  ___________________________________________

 How did Abigail Adams feel about slavery?

  ___________________________________________

  ___________________________________________

 Why was Abigail so sure that women could 
own land and run farms?

  ___________________________________________

  ___________________________________________

 Who was John Quincy Adams?

  ___________________________________________

  ___________________________________________

 5. What does it mean to speak your mind?

a. to say what you think

b. to say everything that you’re thinking all 
at once

c. to think about your ideas, but not  
say them

d. to listen to and respect something that 
someone else says

BONUS

Do you write letters or e-mails to family members or friends? Write a letter that tells 
how you feel about a current event or something you saw on the news.

Abigail adams
(1744–1818)
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Phillis Wheatley
(1753?–1784)

T he young girl sat at her own desk. She 
gazed out the window, then started to 
write. She was working on a poem. This 

was an amazing scene in the 1700s. Why? This 
young girl was a slave.

Phillis Wheatley was stolen from her family 
in Africa. She was brought to Boston, 
Massachusetts, on a ship called Phillis. A kind 
woman named Susanna Wheatley saw the 
shivering little girl in the market. She bought her 
and named her after the ship that carried her to 
the New World.

Phillis was not treated like most slaves. She  
did not have to toil over housework. Instead, 
Mrs. Wheatley asked her own daughter to teach 
English to Phillis. Phillis learned to read and 
write quickly. Then, just as quickly, she learned 
Latin and Greek. Mrs. Wheatley discovered 
that Phillis started to compose poems. So, she 
gave Phillis plenty of time and a place to write. 
In these ways, Phillis was treated like the other 
children in the Wheatley family.

One day, a newspaper in Boston published 
one of Phillis’s poems. Phillis explained to Mrs. 
Wheatley that she had written many poems, 
not just that one. Mrs. Wheatley wrote to 
a friend in London, England, who said that 
he would help Phillis get a book printed. 
Mrs. Wheatley even paid for Phillis to travel 
to London. She attended parties. She met 
Benjamin Franklin. Everyone talked about 
Phillis’s beautiful poems. She amazed people 
with her knowledge and her talent.

But one day, Phillis received bad news. Mrs. 
Wheatley was ill. Phillis sailed on a ship 
back to Boston. Sadly, Mrs. Wheatley did not 
recover. She gave Phillis her freedom before 
she died.

Did Phillis ever write more poems? There are 
clues that she wrote another book, but it has 
vanished. We will probably never know what 
else Phillis had to say in her work. But even so, 
she has a place in history. Phillis Wheatley was 
the first female writer who was helped by other 
women to write and sell a book. The fact that 
she was an African American slave made this 
even more important.
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Phillis Wheatley
(1753?–1784)

T he young girl sat at her own desk. She 
gazed out the window. Then, she started 
to write. She was working on a poem. 

This was an amazing scene in the 1700s. Why? 
This young girl was a slave.

Phillis Wheatley was stolen from her family 
in Africa. She was brought to Boston, 
Massachusetts, on a ship called Phillis. A kind 
woman named Susanna Wheatley saw the little 
girl in the market. She bought her and named 
her Phillis, like the ship that carried her to the 
New World.

Phillis was not treated like most slaves. She 
did not have to do hard work in the home. 
Mrs. Wheatley asked her own daughter to 
teach English to Phillis. Phillis learned to read 
and write quickly. Then, she learned Latin and 
Greek. Mrs. Wheatley found out that Phillis 
started to write poems. So, she gave her a place 
and time to write. Phillis was treated like the 
other children in the Wheatley family.

One day, a newspaper in Boston printed one of 
Phillis’s poems. Phillis told Mrs. Wheatley that 
she had written many more. Mrs. Wheatley 
wrote to a friend in London, England. He 
said that he would help Phillis get a book 
printed. Mrs. Wheatley even paid for Phillis 
to go to London. Phillis went to parties. She 
met Benjamin Franklin. Everyone talked about 
Phillis’s beautiful poems. She amazed people 
with her knowledge and her talent.

But one day, Phillis got bad news. Mrs. Wheatley 
was ill. Phillis sailed on a ship back to Boston. 
Mrs. Wheatley did not get better. She gave 
Phillis her freedom before she died.

Did Phillis ever write more poems? There are 
clues that she wrote another book. But, that 
book has been lost. We may never know what 
else Phillis had to say. But, she has a place in 
history. Phillis Wheatley was the first female 
writer who was helped by other women to 
write and sell a book. The fact that she was a 
slave made this even more important.
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Phillis Wheatley
(1753?–1784)

BONUS

Write a poem about your childhood. 
What do you remember best?

 1. This story is mainly about:

a. the first female poet who was helped 
by men.

b. a young woman who went across  
the ocean.

c. a slave whose life was like that of many 
other slaves.

d. a slave who wrote poems, was treated 
kindly, and was later freed. 

2. What does the word gazed mean in  
the passage?

a. thought hard

b. stared 

c. covered with frosting

d. wrote something

3. Number the following events in the order 
they happened.

______ Phillis Wheatley was sold in a 
market in Boston, Massachusetts.

______ A newspaper printed one of  
Phillis’s poems.

______ Phillis learned to read and write.

______ Mrs. Wheatley died.

______ Phillis wrote her first book  
of poems.

4. Answer the following questions.

 How did Susanna Wheatley help Phillis get 
her book printed?

  ___________________________________________

  ___________________________________________

 What details in the story show that Phillis 
was treated well?

  ___________________________________________

  ___________________________________________

 Which famous person did Phillis meet  
in London, England?

  ___________________________________________

 Why did Phillis come home from London?

  ___________________________________________

  ___________________________________________

 5. What happened to Phillis’s second book  
of poems?

a. It was also printed in London.

b. It was hidden and Phillis could not find 
it again.

c. Phillis did not like the new poems, so 
she threw the book away.

d. Nobody knows what happened to the 
second book of poems.
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ANSWER KEY
Abigail Adams ................... 7

1. c; 2. b; 3. 2, 3, 1, 5, 4;  
4. Abigail wanted it to say that 
women were free, just like men; 
She thought it was wrong to 
own slaves; Abigail ran a farm 
herself, so she was sure that 
other women could do it; John 
Quincy Adams was Abigail’s 
son. He became president in 
1824; 5. a

Phillis Wheatley ...............10
1. d; 2. b; 3. 1, 3, 2, 5, 4;  
4. She wrote to a friend in 
London who helped Phillis get 
the book printed; She did not 
have to do hard work. She was 
taught to read and write. She 
was given time and a place 
to write; Phillis met Benjamin 
Franklin in London; Phillis came 
home because Mrs. Wheatley 
was ill; 5. d 

Sacagawea .......................13
1. d; 2. c; 3. 2, 4, 5, 1, 3;  
4. They were explorers who 
were working for the U.S. 
government; The Hidatsa tribe 
took Sacagawea east; The 
explorers camped for the winter 
near the tribe’s village; She 
helped them find the best paths, 
find food, and talk with other 
tribes; 5. b

Maria Mitchell .................16
1. b; 2. a; 3. 2, 4, 5, 1, 3; 4. The 
king of Denmark gave Maria a 
gold medal; Maria took a job 
at the library so that she could 
earn money and still read and 
learn all day; The American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences 
made her its first woman 
member; Maria taught at Vassar 
College; 5. a 

Harriet Tubman ................19
1. c; 2. a; 3. 5, 1, 4, 2, 3;  
4. Harriet led a group of soldiers 
on a raid; She used the North 
Star and the Underground 
Railroad to find her way to 
freedom; She was a nurse and 
a spy during the Civil War; She 
opened a home for old people. 
Or, she worked for the rights of 
women; 5. c 

Susan B. Anthony .............22
1. a; 2. b; 3. 2, 3, 1, 5, 4; 4. She 
was a woman who felt the same 
way about slavery and women’s 
rights as Susan and started a 
magazine with her; The book 
was about women’s right to 
vote; Women did not have the 
right to earn money. Or, to sue. 
Or, to do certain jobs. Or, to 
vote; New York passed important 
new laws for women; 5. c

Emily Dickinson ...............25
1. b; 2. a; 3. 1, 5, 3, 2, 4;  
4. Emily lived in Amherst, 
Massachusetts; She was so 
homesick that she came back in 
less than a year; She rolled them 
up, locked them in her desk, and 
sometimes made booklets out 
of them; Susan was Emily’s best 
friend and sister-in-law; 5. d 

Mary Edwards Walker ........28
1. a; 2. c; 3. 3, 4, 1, 5, 2; 4. She 
grew up on a farm in New York; 
There was one female doctor in 
the United States before Mary 
became a doctor; She helped 
Susan B. Anthony; President 
Jimmy Carter gave back her 
Medal of Honor; 5. d 

Louisa May Alcott ............... 31
1. a; 2. b; 3. 2, 3, 1, 5, 4;  
4. Louisa’s father was a teacher; 
Louisa decided at a young age 
that she needed to earn money 
for her family; Jo March is 
the character like Louisa; She 
earned money by selling her 
writing; 5. d

Queen Liliuokalani ............. 34
1. c; 2. c; 3. 5, 3, 4, 2, 1; 4. Her 
songs were about the people and 
places of the Hawaiian Islands; 
Her brother ruled Hawaii before 
she did; She was kept a prisoner 
in a room in her palace; She 
wanted to change the laws that 
took away her power to help her 
people; 5. b 

Mary Cassatt .......................37
1. b; 2. d; 3. 3, 2, 5, 1, 4;  
4. Edgar Degas was a famous 
artist and Mary’s friend; Paris was 
the center of the art world at the 
time; She helped museums buy 
paintings; She had trouble with 
her eyes and was almost blind; 
5. d 

Juliette “Daisy” Gordon Low .... 40
1. c; 2. a; 3. 5, 2, 4, 3, 1;  
4. Daisy had lost most of her 
hearing; Sir Robert Baden-
Powell started the Boy Scouts 
and the Girl Guides in England; 
She went to live in England; 
There were 18 Girl Scouts in the 
first troop; 5. d 

Mary McLeod Bethune ........ 43
1. a; 2. d; 3. 3, 2, 5, 4, 1;  
4. Mary started a one-room 
school, which became Bethune-
Cookman College; She had five 
students in her first class; Mary 
had 16 brothers and sisters; A 
white girl took a book away from 
her, saying, “You can’t read that”; 
5. c 




