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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

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

A
  

indicates the higher-level version.

A
  

indicates the lower-level version.

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

The passages in this book are appropriate for students in the intermediate grades. Among these 
grade levels, you will find learners at all different reading levels. When presenting students with a 
new text, there is always the danger of either frustrating struggling readers or boring those 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 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 writing 
extension following each passage.

 Introduction
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Father Junípero Serra
(1713–1784)

Junípero Serra was born on an island 
called Majorca, a part of Spain. As a 

child, he was an excellent student. He became 
a priest after his 15th birthday and was given a 
job as a teacher at a university when he was 24. 
He taught religion.

He had a quiet life. It allowed Father Serra to 
use his mind. It protected his poor health. But, 
Father Serra had a different idea of what his life 
should be.

In 1749, Father Serra asked church officials if he 
could travel across the ocean. He wanted to go 
to Mexico City, Mexico, because priests there 
were setting up a mission, and he wanted to 
help. His ship landed in Vera Cruz. Father Serra 
insisted that he could walk to Mexico City. The 
small, frail man walked more than 200 miles to 
get there, amazing those who traveled with him.

Father Serra worked in Mexico for 15 years. 
Then, his life changed again. In California, 
there were several missions. Father Serra was 
put in charge of them. The priest, who had 
asthma and a leg injury, made the long trip to 
California. The next year, Spain wanted to make 
sure that it kept a strong hold on the northern 
part of California. Father Serra was asked to set 
up even more missions. This would help Spain 
keep a close watch on its territory in western 
North America.

Father Serra spent the rest of his life walking 
and riding across California. Many areas had 
never been explored. He set up nine missions 
across 700 miles of land. He sent back reports 
about what he saw and found in the new 
country. In some places, the roads were rough 
and rocky. It made riding difficult. In other 
places, he found cool streams, riverbanks 

covered with roses, and grapes growing wild. 
He met many American Indians. He said that 
they all treated him well.

In 1784, Father Serra was 70 years old. He had 
traveled back and forth across California many 
times, traveling an estimated 24,000 miles. This 
hard life of camping, walking, and riding was 
difficult for him. He died at one of his missions. 
But, he had opened up new land. Thanks to this 
explorer, much of early California was settled.
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Father Junípero Serra
(1713–1784)

Junípero Serra was born on an island that 
is a part of Spain. As a child, he was very 

good in school. He became a priest after his 
15th birthday. He was given a job as a teacher 
at a university. He taught religion.

He had a quiet life. It let Father Serra use his 
mind. It guarded his poor health. But, Father 
Serra had a different idea of what his life 
should be.

In 1749, Father Serra asked church officials if he 
could travel across the sea. He wanted to go to 
Mexico City, Mexico. Priests there were setting 
up a mission. He wanted to help. His ship 
landed in Vera Cruz. Father Serra said that he 
could walk to Mexico City. The small, frail man 
walked more than 200 miles to get there. The 
people who went with him were amazed.

Father Serra worked in Mexico for 15 years. 
Then, his life changed again. In California, there 
were several missions. Father Serra was put in 
charge of them. The priest had asthma and a 
hurt leg. But, he made the long trip to California. 
The next year, Spain wanted to make sure that 
it kept a strong hold on the northern part of 
California. Father Serra was asked to set up more 
missions. This would help Spain keep a watch on 
its land in western North America.

Father Serra spent the rest of his life walking and 
riding across California. Many areas had never 
been explored. He set up nine missions. They 
were located across 700 miles of land. He sent 
back reports about what he saw and found in 
the new country. In some places, the roads were 
rough and rocky. It was hard to ride on them. 
In other places, he found cool streams. He saw 

riverbanks covered with roses. He found grapes 
growing wild. He met many American Indians. 
He said that they all treated him well.

In 1784, Father Serra was 70 years old. He 
had walked and ridden back and forth across 
California many times. It is thought that he 
traveled about 24,000 miles. This life of 
camping, walking, and riding was hard for him. 
He died at one of his missions. But, he had 
opened up new land. Much of early California 
was settled thanks to this explorer.
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___________________________________________________________ Date: ____________________________

Father Junípero Serra
(1713–1784)

Look at a map of your region. Find a place about 200 miles from your home. What would it be 
like to walk there? How long do you think it would take?

Bonus

1. Choose a good title for this passage.

a. The Priest Who Explored the  
New World

b. Missions in Mexico

c. The Good Student

d. The Man Who Walked across Mexico

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

a. strong

b. healthy

c. weak or ill

d. afraid

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

______ Father Serra asked to go to Mexico.

______ Father Serra became a priest.

______ Father Serra explored  
northern California.

______ Father Serra died at one of  
his missions.

______ Father Serra went to school on the 
island where he was born.

 4. Answer the following questions.

  Why did it seem like teaching was a good 
job for Father Serra?

  ___________________________________________

  ___________________________________________

  How did Father Serra get to Mexico City, 
Mexico?

  ___________________________________________

  ___________________________________________

  Why did Father Serra first go to California?

  ___________________________________________

  ___________________________________________

  What health problems did Father Serra have?

  ___________________________________________

 5. What does it mean to “open up new land”?

a. to unlock gates on fenced-in land

b. to explore a new place so that others 
can go there

c. to set up stores and homes so that 
people can move in

d. to find something new about a place 
that is settled
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María Gertrudis de la Garza Falcón
(1734–1789)

I n the 1700s, Texas was a wilderness—a dry, 
rough, rocky place. But, it could be used 

to raise cattle, and the government of Mexico 
wanted people to settle the land along the Rio 
Grande River. They needed volunteers who 
were not scared to face many hardships. One 
such person was the father of María Gertrudis 
de la Garza Falcón.

María’s father moved to Texas to build a ranch 
for his family and a village for settlers. María 
came to Texas with the rest of her family in 1750. 
Her father was given a huge piece of land—the 
largest ever granted in Texas. He controlled more 
than 900,000 acres. In exchange for this, María’s 
family helped create a tiny settlement along the 
Rio Grande. Spanish soldiers camped on the 
ranch to keep everyone safe.

Only a year after María arrived, the whole village 
was destroyed in a flood. Everything had to be 
built again on higher ground, but the settlers did 
not give up. María chose to stay in this wild land, 
marrying a man named Salvador. Together, they 
asked the Mexican government for their own 
ranch land. They received a ranch that 
had about 250,000 acres. It was called 
Rancho Viejo. 

At that time, ranches were like 
fortresses. The people living on 
them were in constant danger of 
attacks by local American Indian 
tribes. Ranchers built stone walls around 
their homes. The walls had small openings for 
guns. Deep wells provided water in case attacks 
went on for days. This was the kind of life that 
María and Salvador faced.

When Salvador died, María decided once 
again to stay in Texas. Many people at that 
time would have given up, but María did not. 
She could have moved back to Mexico, where 
life was much easier, but she had the heart of a 
genuine pioneer. She took over the ranch and 
ran it by herself. 

María raised goats and sheep. The ranch also 
had cattle. The cattle that María raised had to 
be tough because they stayed in the hot sun all 
day. Sometimes, it did not rain for months at a 
time. María bred cattle that stood up to this hard 
life. Two hundred years later, the herds of cattle 
found in this part of Texas were used to create 
a new breed: Santa Gertrudis cattle. They are 
raised today on the huge King Ranch in Texas, 
which is located partly on land that was first 
settled by María Gertrudis’s family. 
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I n the 1700s, Texas was a wilderness. It was 
a dry, rough, rocky place. But, the land 

could be used to raise cattle. The government 
of Mexico wanted to settle the land along the 
Rio Grande River. They needed settlers who 
were not scared to face many hardships. One 
such person was the father of María Gertrudis 
de la Garza Falcón.

María’s father moved to Texas. He built a ranch 
for his family and a village for settlers. María 
moved to Texas with the rest of her family in 
1750. Her father was given a huge piece of 
land—the largest ever given in Texas. He had 
more than 900,000 acres. The land was payment 
for the job he had to do. He helped make a 
settlement on the Rio Grande. Spanish soldiers 
camped on the ranch to keep everyone safe.

Only a year after María arrived, the whole 
village was ruined in a flood. Everything had 
to be built again on higher ground. But, the 
settlers did not give up. María stayed in this 
wild land. She married a man named Salvador. 
Together, they asked Mexico for their own 
ranch land. They got a ranch that had 
about 250,000 acres. It was called 
Rancho Viejo. 

At that time, ranches were 
like forts. The people living 
there were in constant danger 
of attacks by local American 
Indian tribes. Ranchers built walls around 
their homes. The walls had small openings for 
guns. This was the kind of life that María and 
Salvador faced.

When Salvador died, María stayed in Texas. 
Many people at that time would have given 
up. But, María did not give up. She could have 
moved back to Mexico, where life was easier. 
But, she had the heart of a real pioneer. She 
took over the ranch. She ran it by herself. 

The ranch had goats and sheep. It also had 
cattle. The cattle that María raised had to 
be tough. They stayed in the hot sun all day. 
Sometimes, it did not rain for months at a 
time. María bred cattle that stood up to this 
hard life. Two hundred years later, the herds 
of cattle found in this part of Texas were used 
to make a new breed. They are called Santa 
Gertrudis cattle. This is a breed raised today 
on the huge King Ranch in Texas. Part of the 
King Ranch is on land that was first settled by 
María Gertrudis’s family.

 

María Gertrudis de la Garza Falcón
(1734–1789)



Name: ___________________________________________________________ Date:  ____________________________
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___________________________________________________________ Date: ____________________________

María Gertrudis de la Garza Falcón
(1734–1789)

Imagine that María kept a journal. Write an entry about one day of her life in Texas.

Bonus

1. This passage is mainly about:

a. the first woman to start a settlement  
in Mexico.

b. a woman who became a pioneer and a 
rancher in Texas.

c. a woman who lived in Texas with her 
family, then moved to Mexico.

d. a young woman who grew up on a 
ranch but left to do other things. 

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

a. vessels

b. things that are easy 

c. difficulties

d. pioneers

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

______ María and Salvador got a land 
grant for a ranch.

______ María got married.

______ María died.

______ María took charge of  
Rancho Viejo.

______ María moved to Texas.

 4. Answer the following questions.

  When did María move to Texas?

  ___________________________________________

  What job did María’s father do in Texas?

  ___________________________________________

  ___________________________________________

  What is one detail that shows how dangerous 
it was to live in Texas at that time?

  ___________________________________________

  ___________________________________________

  What did María do after her husband died?

  ___________________________________________

  ___________________________________________

 5. What did María do on her ranch that 
helped people in the future?

a. She started a breed of cattle that could 
live in the harsh climate.

b. She blocked off a stream to make a lake.

c. She kept soldiers on her land to keep  
it safe.

d. Nobody knows what María did when 
she ran the ranch.
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Answer Key

Father Junípero Serra ............7
1. a; 2. c; 3. 3, 2, 4, 5, 1;  
4. It allowed him to use his mind 
and protected his health; He took 
a ship from Vera Cruz and walked 
to Mexico City, Mexico, from 
there; He was put in charge of the 
missions there; He had asthma and 
a hurt leg; 5. b 

María Gertrudis de la  
Garza Falcón ...................... 10
1. b; 2. c; 3. 3, 2, 5, 4, 1; 4. She 
moved to Texas in 1750; He started a 
settlement on the Rio Grande River; 
The ranches had to be built like forts. 
Or, Spanish soldiers had to camp 
right on the ranch to keep people 
safe; She stayed in Texas and ran 
their huge ranch by herself; 5. a

David Glasgow Farragut .......13
1. d; 2. a; 3. 3, 5, 1, 2, 4; 4. David 
Porter was a navy captain who 
took care of David and who helped 
David find his first place on a ship; 
He had to capture the city of New 
Orleans, Louisiana; His ship was hit 
by cannon fire 240 times; David was 
given the rank of admiral; 5. b

Loreta Janeta Velasquez ....... 16
1. c; 2. d; 3. 1, 2, 5, 4, 3; 4. She said 
that she almost shot General Ulysses  
S. Grant; She dressed like a man so 
that she could go to war with her 
husband; The first battle in which 
Loreta fought was the First Battle 
of Bull Run; Loreta was wounded 
for the second time in the battle of 
Shiloh; 5. d

Adina De Zavala ................. 19
1. c; 2. a; 3. 3, 1, 4, 5, 2; 4. The 
Alamo is an old Spanish mission that 
was used as a fort during a battle in 
1836; The subject of her book was 
the Alamo; The markers show where 
historical events took place in Texas; 
“Hold the fort” means to protect a 
place; 5. c

Jovita Idar ......................... 22
1. b; 2. c; 3. 1, 5, 2, 4, 3; 4. La 
Crónica was a Spanish-language 
newspaper that Jovita’s father started 
and that Jovita helped run; When 
the Rangers came to destroy her 
presses, Jovita blocked the doorway; 
Mexicans crossed into Texas to get 
away from the war in Mexico; La 
Cruz Blanca was a nursing group 
that Jovita started during the war. Or, 
The First Mexican Congress was a 
group that Jovita started during the 
war; 5. d

Marcelino Serna ................. 25
1. d; 2. d; 3. 4, 2, 3, 5, 1;  
4. Marcelino was born in Mexico; 
He did not have to fight because he 
was not a U.S. citizen; Marcelino’s 
company was sent to fight in France; 
France, Italy, England, and the United 
States gave Marcelino medals; 5. d

David Bennes Barkley .......... 28
1. b; 2. c; 3. 2, 4, 3, 1, 5; 4. David 
was born in Laredo, Texas; David 
feared that he would not be 
allowed to fight; He had to count 
the soldiers. Or, He had to find out 
where their guns were placed. Or, 
He needed to find out where the 
troops were located; General John 
J. Pershing, the man in charge of the 
American soldiers in WWI, praised 
David’s brave act; 5. d

José Vicente Ferrer de Otero y 
Cintrón ............................. 31
1. c; 2. b; 3. 2, 3, 5, 4, 1; 4. José 
wanted to study at Princeton 
University; He acted in his first play 
the year after he finished college; 
José sang in Man of La Mancha; José 
directed movies. Or, José directed 
plays. Or, José sang and played the 
piano; 5. a

Francisca Flores .................. 34
1. b; 2. b; 3. 4, 5, 1, 2, 3; 4. Sleepy 
Lagoon was a place where young 
people went to swim; She helped get 
facts printed in the newspapers and 
aired on the radio; She was born in 
San Diego, California; She admired 
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s work; 5. d

Romana Acosta Banuelos ..... 37
1. c; 2. c; 3. 4, 1, 3, 5, 2; 4. Romana 
named her business, Ramona 
Mexican Food Products, after her 
daughter; Romana saved money to 
buy a machine that made tortillas; 
The Pan American Bank gives 
minorities loans to buy houses and 
start businesses; Romana’s daughter, 
Ramona, helps her run the bank; 5. d

César Estrada Chávez .......... 40
1. a; 2. c; 3. 2, 4, 3, 5, 1; 4. César was 
not allowed to speak Spanish and did 
not know much English; The UFW is 
the union that César started to help 
farm workers; César lived on a small 
farm in Arizona; César was given the 
Medal of Freedom; 5. d

Lauro Cavazos ................... 43
1. a; 2. b; 3. 5, 4, 3, 2, 1; 4. Los 
Kineños are the cowboys who work 
on the King Ranch; Lauro was made 
the president of the university; 
President Ronald Reagan asked Lauro 
to be the secretary of education; 
Lauro’s family has lived in Texas for 
nearly 200 years; 5. b

Richard Alonso “Pancho”  
González .............................46
1. c; 2. c; 3. 2, 1, 4, 5, 3; 4. His mother 
gave him his first tennis racket; He 
won a championship in Australia in 
1954; The longest tennis match in 
history lasted 5 hours and 12 minutes; 
In 1955, Pancho made $15,000 and 
a white player made $80,000. Or, 
People said that Pancho’s scar came 
from a knife fight; 5. c




