Interpreting Characters: The Heart of the Story
Grade 4: Fiction, Unit 1
Readers, today you will read a story called “Slower Than the Rest,” by Cynthia Rylant. After you
read the story, you will be asked to answer a few questions. Write your answers on a separate
sheet of paper.
1. What kind of person is Leo?
When describing a character, remember to:
• show that you know the character is
complicated (for example, tell about more
than one trait)
• tell about the character’s motivation(s)
• give details from different parts of the
story that support your understanding of
the character.

Inferring About Characters and Other Story
Elements: Character Traits, Supporting Thinking
with Text Evidence

2. How did Leo change from the beginning to
the end of the story and why?
When discussing character change, remember
to:
• describe one or two ways the character
changes
• explain what caused the change
• include how different story elements
(other characters, setting, key events)
contributed to the change.

Character Response/Change

3. Reread lines 87–93 from “Slower Than the
Rest.” How is this part of the story important to
the whole story?
When writing how one part fits with the whole
story, remember to:
• name the story element that is highlighted
in this part of the story
• explain how this part fits with other parts
of the story
• use words like tension, resolution, setting,
or other words that show what you know
about story elements or narrative craft.

4. Write about a theme (or life lesson) that this
story develops. Use details from the story to
support your answer.
When writing about themes, remember to:
• write about how a theme that comes
through in different parts of the story
• discuss parts from early and late in the
story that show this theme
• explain how those parts from across the
story support this theme.

Analyzing Parts of a Story in Relation to the Whole

Determining Themes/Cohesion
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“Slower Than the Rest”
by Cynthia Rylant

L

eo was the first one to spot the turtle, so he was the one who got to
keep it. They had all been in the car, driving up Tyler Mountain to
church, when Leo shouted, “There’s a turtle!” and everyone’s head
jerked with the stop.
Leo’s father grumbled something about turtle soup, but Leo’s mother
was sympathetic toward turtles, so Leo was allowed to pick it up off the
highway and bring it home. Both his little sisters squealed when the
animal struck its ugly head out to look at them, and they thought its claws
horrifying, but Leo loved it from the start. He named it Charlie.
The dogs at Leo’s house had always belonged more to Leo’s father than
to anyone else, and the cat thought she belonged to no one but herself, so
Leo was grateful for a pet of his own. He settled Charlie in a cardboard box,
threw in some lettuce and radishes, and declared himself a happy boy.
Leo adored Charlie, and the turtle was hugged and kissed as if he were a
baby. Leo liked to fit Charlie’s shell on his shoulder under his left ear, just as
one might carry a cat, and Charlie would poke his head into Leo’s neck now
and then to keep them both entertained.
Leo was ten years old the year he found Charlie. He hadn’t many friends
because he was slower than the rest. That was the way his father said it:
“Slower than the rest.” Leo was slow in reading, slow in numbers, slow in
understanding nearly everything that passed before him in a classroom. As a
result, in fourth grade Leo had been separated from the rest of his classmates
and placed in a room with other children who were as slow as he. Leo
thought he would never get over it. He saw no way to be happy after that.
But Charlie took care of Leo’s happiness, and he did it by being
congenial. Charlie was the friendliest turtle anyone had ever seen. The
turtle’s head was always stretched out, moving left to right, trying to see
what was in the world. His front and back legs moved as though he were
swimming frantically in a deep sea to save himself, when all that was
happening was that someone was holding him in midair. Put Charlie down
and he would sniff at the air a moment, then take off as if no one had ever
told him how slow he was supposed to be.
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Every day, Leo came home from school, took Charlie to the backyard to
let him explore and told him about the things that had happened in fifth
grade. Leo wasn’t sure how old Charlie was, and, though he guessed Charlie
was probably a young turtle, the lines around Charlie’s forehead and eyes
and the clamp of his mouth made Leo think Charlie was wise the way old
people are wise. So Leo talked to him privately every day.
Then one day Leo decided to take Charlie to school.
It was Prevent Forest Fires week and the whole school was making
posters, watching nature films, imitating Smokey the Bear. Each member of
Leo’s class was assigned to give a report on Friday dealing with forests. So
Leo brought Charlie.
Leo was quiet about it on the bus to school. He held the covered box
tightly on his lap, secretly relieved that turtles are quiet except for an
occasional hiss. Charlie rarely hissed in the morning; he was a turtle who
liked to sleep in.
Leo carried the box to his classroom and placed it on the wide
windowsill near the radiator and beside the geraniums. His teacher called
attendance and the day began.
In the middle of the morning, the forest reports began. One girl held up
a poster board pasted with pictures of raccoons and squirrels, rabbits and
deer, and she explained that animals died in forest fires. The pictures were
too small for anyone to see from his desk. Leo was bored.
One boy stood up and mumbled something about burnt-up trees. Then
another got up and said if there were no forests, then his dad couldn’t go
hunting, and Leo couldn’t see the connection in that at all.
Finally it was his turn. He quietly walked over to the windowsill and
picked up the box. He set it on the teacher’s desk.
“When somebody throws a match into a forest,” Leo began, “he is a
murderer. He kills trees and birds and animals. Some animals, like deer, are
fast runners and they might escape. But other animals”—he lifted the cover
off the box—“have no hope. They are too slow. They will die.” He lifted
Charlie out of the box. “It isn’t fair,” he said, as the class gasped and giggled
at what they saw. “It isn’t fair for the slow ones.”
Leo said much more. Mostly he talked about Charlie, explained what
turtles were like, the things they enjoyed, what talents they possessed. He
talked about Charlie the turtle and Charlie the friend, and what he said and
how he said it made everyone in the class love turtles and hate forest fires.
Leo’s teacher had tears in her eyes.
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That afternoon, the whole school assembled in the gymnasium to
bring the special week to a close. A ranger in uniform made a speech, then
someone dressed up like Smokey the Bear danced with the others dressed up
like squirrels. Leo sat with the box and wondered if he should laugh at the
dancers with everyone else. He didn’t feel like it.
Finally, the school principal stood up and began a long talk. Leo’s
thoughts drifted off. He thought about being home, lying in his bed and
drawing pictures, while Charlie hobbled all about the room.
He did not hear when someone whispered his name. Then he jumped
when he heard, “Leo! It’s you!” in his ear. The boy next to him was pushing
him, making him get up.
“What?” Leo asked, looking around in confusion.
“You won!” they were all saying. “Go on!”
Leo was pushed onto the floor. He saw the principal smiling at him,
beckoning to him across the room. Leo’s legs moved like Charlie’s—quickly
and forward.
Leo carried the box tightly against his chest. He shook the principal’s
hand. He put down the box to accept the award plaque being handed to
him. It was for his presentation with Charlie. Leo had won an award for the
first time in his life, and as he shook the principal’s hand and blushed and
said his thank-you’s, he thought his heart would explode with happiness.
The night, alone in his room, holding Charlie on his shoulder, Leo felt
proud. And for the first time in a long time, Leo felt fast.
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