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The Marvelous Thing That Came from a Spring: 
The Accidental Invention of the Toy That Swept the Nation
By Gilbert Ford
Hardcover: 9781481450652
Enhanced Ebook: 9781481450669

BACKGROUND AND SUMMARY

When a spring fell from a shelf on engineer Richard James’s desk and took a walk around all by itself, it sparked the 
creation of a marvelous thing—the toy we now know as the Slinky®. This picture book follows the growing popularity of 
the Slinky® from James’s original idea that he shared with his wife and son, to the toy’s first introduction to Christmas 
shoppers at Gimbels department store, and finally, to its factory production—where enough were made that every boy 
and girl in America could have one. This remarkable success was due to the teamwork of “dreamer” Richard James and 
“planner” Betty James, his wife. Together they turned a metal spring into an absolutely marvelous thing. 

Detailed, colorful illustrations created from cutouts, painted backgrounds, and vintage toys such as plastic sedans, 
dollhouse sofas, and games create a sense of the 1940s Philadelphia setting. But they do more—they show the sense of 
excitement that resulted from seeing an ordinary object presented in a fresh, new way. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS/ACTIVITIES

Key Ideas and Details
The discussion questions and activities below draw on Common Core State Standards (CCSS) for reading informational 
text (RI) that ask children to ask and answer questions about key details in a text (RI.K–3.1), identify the main topic and 
key details that support it (RI.K–3.2), and describe the relationship between a series of events, concepts, or ideas  
(RI.K–3.3). 

1. What is a Slinky®? Why is it called an “accidental invention”?

2. What did Richard James’s family think when he showed them the spring?

3. What things did Richard and Betty James do to get ready to introduce their new toy to the world? 

4. What happened when the Slinky® was introduced at Gimbels department store? How do you know it was a big hit?

5. What things did Richard James, a dreamer, and Betty James, a planner, do to make Slinky a success? Why was their 
teamwork important?

6. When was the Slinky® first invented? Why do you think it is still popular?

7. If you could ask Richard James some questions, what would they be? With a partner, write down four to six questions. 
Here are some topics you could ask about: 

• The time the spring fell off Richard’s shelf
• Richard’s family’s response to the spring
• The day Slinky® was introduced at Gimbels
• How the Slinky® grew in popularity
• Why Richard and his wife Betty built a factory 

Once you have the questions, imagine how Richard James would answer. Prepare an 
interview and practice giving it. Other people you could interview are Betty James, 

Tom James, and the manager at Gimbels department store.

8.    Why do you think the author chose The Marvelous Thing That Came from a 
Spring as the title of the book? 

9. What is the author’s opinion of the Slinky®? How do you know? Ill
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CRAFT AND STRUCTURE
To learn about craft and structure, the CCSS asks us to help students learn and understand vocabulary words and phrases 
(RI.K–3.4), think about the features of nonfiction text (RI.K–3.5), and assess the author’s point of view (RI.K–3.6).  
The questions and activities below emphasize these understandings. 

10. Figuring Out Vocabulary Words: Context Clues 
Sometimes you can figure out the meaning of vocabulary words and phrases by using the context. That is, you look for 
clues in the other nearby words. See if you can figure out the meaning of each bold word in the sentences on the Context 
Clues Activity sheet on page 5.

11. Retelling a True Narrative: How Richard and Betty James Turned an Ordinary Spring into a Marvelous Thing.

See the reproducible activity on page 6 to have students retell the story of how Richard and Betty James created the 
Slinky®. 

12. Reading an Author’s Note. In the author’s note, Gilbert Ford gives readers information that helps them understand the 
book. Discuss what he tells you about the following:
• The different uses people have found for the Slinky®

• What Betty James did to bring the company back to life after Richard James left for Bolivia in 1960
• The total number of Slinkys produced since its invention

Why do you think the illustration that accompanies the author’s note shows Betty James but not Richard James? 

13. Understanding How the Illustrations Were Created. Watch a video in which Gilbert Ford explains how he created 
the illustrations at SimonandSchuster.net/Books/The-Marvelous-Thing-That-Came-from-a-Spring/Gilbert-
Ford/9781481450652

Examine an illustration to see evidence of how it was created from 3-D cutouts, everyday objects, and old vintage toys 
and games. Discuss how all the illustrations were first created as dioramas and then photographed for use in the book. 

INTEGRATION OF INFORMATION
The Common Core State Standards ask students to use both the illustrations and details to describe key ideas and to show 
how images contribute to and clarify a text (e.g., where, when, why, and how key events occur). (RI.1–4.7). 

14. Inventing, Producing, and Selling Slinky: Learning from Words and Illustrations. 
In many places in the book, the words and the illustrations show how Richard and Betty James worked as a team to 
make Slinky a popular toy. Look closely at the spreads on pages 7 and 8 to see how the words and illustrations work 
together to help you understand how the Slinky became popular. For each spread from the book, discuss the following 
questions: 

• What information is only given in the written text?
• What information is only given in the illustration?
• How do the written text and the illustration work together to help you understand how the Slinky came to be? 

WRITING
CCSS emphasizes writing informative and explanatory text in the early grades. The writing activities below provide 
experience writing to give an opinion (W.K–3.1), to inform (W.K–3.2), and to explain a sequence of events (W.K–3.3). 

15. Writing a Narrative Sequence. Imagine that you are Richard James. Explain how you and your wife worked as a team to 
turn an ordinary spring into an extraordinary toy. Begin by describing that day you were sitting at your desk when . . .  

Refer to the Writing a Narrative Sequence Graphic Organizer on page 9 to complete this activity.

16. Describing the Slinky®. After viewing the videos below, describe a Slinky® and how it works. Answer these two questions: 
What is a Slinky®? How does it work? 

Videos to watch:

• Slinky® Goes Down the Stairs: Youtube.com/watch?v=yNlOfDHyaXg
• Classic TV Commercial—1960s: Youtube.com/watch?v=EZL6RGkPjws
• Listen to the Slinky song: Youtube.com/watch?v=CM_sMM_tvX8
• How Does a Slinky Fall?: Youtube.com/watch?v=mAA613hqqZ0
• Epic—Slinky on a Treadmill: Youtube.com/watch?v=711bZ_pLusQ
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17. Giving Your Opinion. Slinky originated in Pennsylvania, was introduced there, and was manufactured there. Do you think 
Slinky should be named Pennsylvania’s state toy? Write a paragraph to explain what you think, and why.  

But before you begin writing, read the newspaper article in The Morning Call entitled “It’s Slinky, It’s Slinky, It’s Fun for a 
State Toy”: Mcall.com/Opinion/White/mc-bw-slinky-20150110-story.html

18. One-Page Play. Bring one of the illustrations to life by imagining that the people in it can speak. What are they saying? 
With a partner write a one-page play and practice reading it before sharing it with your classmates. 

EXTENDING THE EXPERIENCE OF READING THE BOOK

19. Find out more about Gilbert Ford by visiting his website at GilbertFord.com

20. Examine other books illustrated by Gilbert Ford:

• Mr. Ferris and His Wheel, written by Kathryn Gibbs Davis
• Flying Lessons, written and illustrated by Gilbert Ford
• Twelve Days of New York, written by Tonya Bolden

21. Read about Slinky’s continued popularity: NJ.com/Entertainment/index.ssf/2015/08/Slinky_70th_Anniversary_toy.html 

Atheneum Books for Young Readers ·  Simon & Schuster Children’s Publishing
1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

TEACH.SimonandSchuster.net · SimonandSchuster.com/Kids

Guide written in 2016 by Myra Zarnowski, a professor in the Department of Elementary and Early Childhood Education at Queens College, CUNY.

This guide, written in alignment with the Common Core State Standards (CoreStandards.org), has been provided by Simon & Schuster for classroom, 
library, and reading group use. It may be reproduced in its entirety or excerpted for these purposes.
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Context Clues Activity
Sometimes you can figure out the meaning of vocabulary 

words and phrases by using the context. That is, you can look 
for clues in the other nearby words. See if you can figure out 
the meaning of each bold word in the following sentences.

1. Then one day a torsion spring fell from the shelf above his desk. Its coils took a walk. 

What I think the word coils means: _______________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

What clues I used to figure out the meaning of the bolded word: __________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. This spring might not work for the navy’s ships—but Richard knew he had stumbled onto something. What was it? 

What I think the word stumbled means: _________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________

What clues I used to figure out the meaning of the bolded word: __________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Betty thumbed through a dictionary for two days, underlining words.

What I think the word thumbed means: __________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

What clues I used to figure out the meaning of the bolded word: __________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. Richard and Betty wanted to produce a lot of Slinkys, but they did not have the money to do it. So Richard 
sprang for the bank and took out a five-hundred-dollar loan to have four hundred Slinkys made. 

What I think the word sprang means: ____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________

What clues I used to figure out the meaning of the bolded word: __________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________________

5. Gimbels showed as little interest in the toy as the other stores, but Richard begged the manager to allow him to 
demonstrate how it worked to the holiday shoppers. Just once. 

What I think the word demonstrate means: _______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________

What clues I used to figure out the meaning of the bolded word: __________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________________

6. He placed the coil at the top of the ramp he had built and scanned the store for Betty. Where was she?

What I think the word scanned means: __________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________

What clues I used to figure out the meaning of the bolded word: __________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Richard James

Slinky

demonstrate

hired twenty people

astonishment

five-hundred dollar loan

built a factory

demand skyrocketed

spring

Gimbels

Betty James

sold out

dictionary

holiday shoppers

built a machine

top of the stairs

Retelling a True Narrative:  
How Richard and Betty James Turned an 
Ordinary Spring into a Marvelous Thing

How Richard and Betty James Turned an Ordinary Spring into a Marvelous Thing

Work with a partner to cut out the words and phrases below. Put 
them in order to retell the story. There are several possible ways to 
order the words. Hint: You can use the words first, second, next, 
after that, and finally to show the order in which events occurred.
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  ichard James was a dreamer. But in 1943 the 
United States was at war. Richard had to support 
his country and his family, so he worked as an 
engineer for the United States Navy in a shipyard 
in Philadelphia. His assignment was to invent a 
device that would keep fragile ship equipment 
from vibrating in choppy seas.

R Richard tried all kinds of springs, but nothing was working.
Then one day a torsion spring fell from the shelf above his 

desk. Its coils took a walk . . . 

and so did Richard’s imagination.

Richard and Betty wanted to produce a lot 
of Slinkys, but they did not have the money to 
do it. So Richard sprang for the bank and took 
out a five-hundred-dollar loan to have four 
hundred Slinkys made.

Learning from Words and Illustrations

1.

2.

The words and illustrations show how Richard and Betty James worked as 
a team to make Slinky® a popular toy. Look closely at the spreads to  

see how the words and illustrations work together to help you  
understand how the Slinky became popular. 

For each spread, discuss and answer the following questions: 
What information is only given in the written text? 
What information is only given in the illustration? 

How do the written text and the illustration work together to help you 
understand how the Slinky came to be?
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Once they arrived, Richard brought his invention to every toy store 
in Philadelphia—but no one wanted it.

Was the Jameses’ idea a flop?

Finally, he tried 
a large department 
store called Gimbels. 
Gimbels showed 
as little interest in 
the toy as the other 
stores, but Richard 
begged the manager 
to allow him to 
demonstrate how it 
worked to the holiday 
shoppers. Just once.

When Betty finally arrived at Gimbels, 
there was no need to pretend to love the 
toy—all four hundred Slinkys had sold in 
ninety minutes.

The Slinky was a hit!

3.

4.
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One day,

After work,

As soon as,

Then,

Not long after that,

In the end,

A Graphic Organizer
Imagine you are Richard James. Explain how you and your wife 

turned an ordinary spring into an extraordinary toy. Begin by 
describing that day you were sitting at your desk when...
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