Launching Nonfiction Author Studies:
A focus for teaching the Common Core State Standards with books by

SA N DR A M A R KLE

Books

Outside and Inside
Dinosaurs

Outside and Inside
Rats and Mice

Outside and Inside
Sharks

Outside and Inside
Snakes

Background Information
With over two hundred science books to her credit, author Sandra Markle is well-known for her outstanding use
of photographs and clearly written text. The books in the Outside and Inside series involve readers in answering
questions raised by scientists and using photographic evidence to make tentative conclusions. An inviting style,
interesting photographs, and challenging content make reading this series a fine choice for promoting scientific
literacy. Students will enjoy looking at the pictures, learning to think like a scientist, and learning information
about animals.

Activities for Launching Your Author Study
CCSS Connection: The activity below focuses on how the author integrates visual information and written text
(RI.3–4.7) and uses reasons and evidence to support conclusions (RI.4–5.8).
1. Photographs and Words Working Together. In each book in the Outside and Inside series,
the author does the following:
• Raises questions about an animal.
• Directs the reader to examine photographs to find the answers.
• Shares what scientists conclude based on the evidence. Sometimes scientists do not agree about what
the evidence shows.

Use the chart on the corresponding pages to take notes on how Sandra Markle uses photographs and
written text in each of her books. Then discuss your findings. A sample response based on Outside and Inside
Dinosaurs is given to start you off.
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How Photographs and Words Work Together
QUESTION
An alligator is a living animal that
is similar to a dinosaur. So if an
alligator’s legs are at it sides, why
did experts put the dinosaur
skeleton together with its legs
straight under its body?

PHOTO EVIDENCE

CONCLUSION

A photograph of dinosaur footprints shows that they walked
straight ahead the way we humans
walk, not swinging from side-toside like an alligator.

Experts decided that a dinosaur’s
legs were probably straight under its
body.

CCSS Connection: The activity below focuses on Sandra Markle’s writing craft (RI.3.4), specifically her use of
comparisons to promote understanding of science content:
2. Using Comparisons to Support Understanding.When Sandra Markle explains the outside and inside of
animals, she uses phrases like just like you and unlike you to compare an animal’s body to yours. As you read each
book, find these comparisons and discuss how they help you learn about the animal. A sample quote for each
book is given below. Then add your own comparisons to the chart on the corresponding page.

Comparing People and Animals
BOOK TITLE

COMPARISON

Outside and
Inside Dinosaurs

“You can also learn if the dinosaur was walking or running. Just like you, a running dinosaur
took longer steps than one that was walking. So a running dinosaur’s footprints are farther apart”
(p. 6).

Outside and Inside
Rats and Mice

“Just like you, a rat’s teeth have a hard coating of enamel.A rat’s front teeth are much harder
than yours, though—hard enough to gnaw through bone or wire. Unlike your teeth, a rat’s front
teeth also keep growing longer. So as much as it gnaws, there is always new tooth material to
replace what wears away” (p. 6).

Outside and Inside
Sharks

“Open your mouth and look in the mirror. Your teeth are different shapes—
some pointed, some flattened—so you can bite and chew the different types of foods you eat.
Similarly, sharks have teeth shaped just right for what they eat” (p. 11).

Outside and Inside
Snakes

“After this python lies on the sunny rock ledge for a while, its body temperature will likely be
about the same as yours. Usually, though, a snake’s temperature is lower than yours. So
if you touch a snake, it will feel cool” (p. 6).
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How Photographs and Words Work Together
QUESTION

PHOTO EVIDENCE

Comparing People and Animals
BOOK TITLE

COMPARISON
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CONCLUSION

Why Author Studies?
Beyond seeing the author as a person—a writer with information and a point of view to share—author study (studying several books by one author) provides us with a rich yet manageable way of looking at the decisions an author makes when creating a work of nonfiction. These decisions are about
content, word choice, illustration, and original thoughts and interpretations.
Thinking about how an author creates nonfiction raises many questions for young readers and
writers to think about: After researching a topic, what information goes into the book? What doesn’t?
Why? How should the book begin in order to grab the reader’s attention? How should it end in order
to keep the reader thinking about the topic? What information is best introduced through pictures,
photographs, graphs, or tables? What features like sidebars and primary sources would add interest to
the page? In what ways are the author’s books similar? How are they different? As students engage in
author study they think about how an author answered these questions.
Not surprisingly, these same questions are highlighted in the Common Core State Standards (CCSS).
The Standards emphasize reading informational text to determine key ideas and details, an author’s
point of view, how the author structures and crafts information, how new vocabulary is introduced,
and how visual material works together with written text. It’s a match! That is, by engaging in
author studies students are also meeting many Common Core Standards for reading and understanding
informational text.
This guide features books and suggested activities that can be used to jumpstart a nonfiction
author study. This will open the door to critical inquiry and focused discussion of informational
text. By aligning activities to Common Core State Standards, students learn content while becoming
critical consumers of that content. That’s powerful instruction.
–Myra Zarnowski, Queens College, CUNY
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