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INTRODUCTION TO
COMPREHENSION
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FOURTH GRADE
RATS

Reading a novel like
Fourth Grade Rats
by Jerry Spinelli is more
than just turning
pages; it is an
invitation to explore
friendship, identity,
and the sometimes
confusing transition
from childhood to pre-
teen life. This beloved
book, which follows the

story of Suds Morton as
he tries to live up to
the “fourth grade rats”
code, offers rich
opportunities for
discussion and critical
thinking. But simply
finishing the book is
only half the journey.
To truly engage with
the story and help
young readers deepen
their understanding,
teachers, parents, and
librarians often turn to
comprehension

questions for Fourth
Grade Rats. These
structured prompts
encourage students to
recall details, infer
meaning, make
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connections, and
evaluate characters’
choices. In this article,
we provide a
comprehensive set of
thoughtfully crafted
comprehension
questions that cover
the entire book, along
with practical tips for
facilitating meaningful
conversations.
Whether you are
guiding a classroom
read-aloud or
supporting a child at
home, these questions
will help unlock the full
potential of this
humorous and heartfelt
story.

WHY
COMPREHENSION
QUESTIONS
MATTER FOR
FOURTH GRADE
RATS

Before diving into the
specific questions, it is
worth understanding

why comprehension
questions are such a
powerful tool for this
particular book.
Fourth Grade Rats
deals with themes like
peer pressure, self-
discovery, loyalty, and
the meaning of
growing up. Without
guided reflection, a
young reader might
enjoy the laughs but
miss the deeper
lessons.
Comprehension
questions for Fourth
Grade Rats serve as a
bridge between
entertainment and
understanding. They
help children practice
skills such as:

e Literal recall:
Who did what?
What happened
next?

¢ Inferential
thinking: Why
did a character
act that way?
What clues hint
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at a character’s
feelings?

e Critical
analysis: Would
you have made
the same choice?
What is the
author trying to
say about
growing up?

By tackling these
different levels,
readers move beyond
passive consumption
and become active
participants in the
story. This not only
improves reading
comprehension but
also fosters a love for
deeper reading.

SETTING THE
STAGE: PRE-
READING AND
DURING-READING
QUESTIONS

Pre-
Reading
Questions
to
Activate
Backgrou
nd
Knowledg
e

Before opening the
book, ask students to
think about what the
title might mean. The
phrase “fourth grade
rats” immediately
sparks curiosity. Use
the following prompts
to get started:

1. What do you



already know
about the
expression “rats”
in a school
context? Do you
think it is used as
a compliment or
an insult?

2. Based on the
cover and title,
what do you
predict this story
will be about?
Write down three
predictions.

3. Have you ever
felt pressure to
act older or
tougher than you
really are? Share
a brief example.

4. What does it
mean to be a
good friend?
Make a list of
qualities you
expect to see in
the book’s
characters.

These questions
prepare the reader to
look for specific

themes and make
personal connections
from the very first

During-
Reading
Questions
(Chapters
1-5)

As readers progress
through the early
chapters, focus on
understanding the
main character Suds
and his relationship
with Joey. The following
comprehension
questions for Fourth
Grade Rats are
designed for chapters
one through five:

e Chapter 1: Suds
says heis a
“fourth grade
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wimp.” What
does he mean by
that? How does
he feel about
being compared
to his friend
Joey?

Chapter 2:
Describe the
“rats” code that
Joey introduces.
Why does Suds
want to follow it
even though it
makes him
uncomfortable?
Chapter 3: At
lunch, Suds tries
to act tough by
giving his dessert
to a girl. What
does this action
reveal about his
understanding of
being a “rat”?
Chapter 4: Why
is Suds so
worried about
what the other
kids think? Can
you relate to his
fear of being

seen as a baby?

e Chapter 5: Judy
has a
conversation
with Suds that
confuses him.
What do you
think she really
means when she
says, “You're not
arat”?

During-
Reading
Questions
(Chapters
6-10)

As the story deepens,
SO should the
guestions. These
prompts encourage
readers to examine
character motivations
and plot turns:

1. In chapter 6,



Suds tries to be
“cool” by not
smiling. Why
does this
backfire? What
does it teach him
about pretending
to be someone
he is not?

2. Chapter 7
introduces a
conflict between
Suds and his best
friend Joey. What
is the
disagreement
about, and how
does it change
their friendship?

3. By chapter 8,
Suds begins to
guestion the
“rat” lifestyle.
What specific
event makes him
doubt Joey’s
advice?

4. In chapter 9, we
meet a new
character or see
a new side of an
existing one.

How does this
person influence
Suds’s decisions?

5. Chapter 10
includes a
turning point.
Based on the
text, what finally
pushes Suds to
decide he wants
to be himself
again?

During-
Reading
Questions
(Chapters
11-15)

The final chapters of
Fourth Grade Rats
bring resolution and
growth. Use these
questions to help
students synthesize
the story:
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it, and what does
it say about his
character
development?
Chapter 12:
How does Joey
react when Suds
stops acting like
a “rat”? Do you
think Joey is a
true friend?
Support your
answer with
evidence.
Chapter 13: The
author uses
humor to show
Suds’s struggles.
Give an example
of a funny
moment that
also reveals a
serious theme.
Chapter 14:
Suds’s parents
have different
opinions about

Rats 7
e Chapter 11: his behavior.
Suds makes a How do their
bold choice that perspectives
surprises even help Suds
himself. What is understand

himself?

e Chapter 15: At
the end, Suds
learns a valuable
lesson. In your
own words,
explain what he
realizes about
being a “fourth
grade rat” versus
being a true
friend.

POST-READING:
DEEP DIVE INTO
THEMES AND
CHARACTERS

After  finishing the
book, it is time to move
beyond simple recall
and into analysis. The
following categories of
comprehension

questions for Fourth
Grade Rats are
designed to encourage




critical thinking and
personal reflection.

Character
Analysis
Questions

1. Describe Suds’s
personality at
the beginning of
the book and at
the end. What
caused the
biggest change
in him?

2. Joey is often
seen as the
“leader” who
pushes Suds to
be a rat. Is Joey a
positive or
negative
influence overall?
Use examples
from the text.

3. Judy is an
interesting
character
because she

seems to see
through Suds’s
act. How does
she help him
realize the truth
about himself?

. Which secondary
character
(parents,
teacher, other
kids) plays the
most important
role in Suds’s
transformation?
Explain why.

Plot and
Setting
Questions

e What is the main
conflict in the
story? Is it
external (Suds
vs. Joey) or
internal (Suds vs.
himself)?

e How does the
school setting
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contribute to the
pressure Suds
feels? Could the
same story
happen in a
different
environment?

e |dentify the
climax of the
story. Why is that
moment the
turning point for
Suds?

Theme
and
Message
Questions

1. What does the
author want
readers to learn
about peer
pressure?
Provide one
quote from the
book that

supports your
answer.

. The title Fourth

Grade Rats
suggests that all
fourth graders
are “rats.” By the
end, does the
book agree or
disagree with
that idea? How
does Suds
redefine the
term?

. Friendship is a

major theme.
Compare Suds’s
friendship with
Joey to his
friendship with
Judy. Which one
is healthier?
Why?

. Growth and

change are often
uncomfortable.
How does the
book show that
becoming
yourself is worth
the struggle?



CREATIVE AND
EXTENSION
ACTIVITIES USING
COMPREHENSION
QUESTIONS

To make the most of
comprehension
questions for Fourth
Grade Rats, consider
pairing them with
hands-on activities.
Here are a few ideas
that go beyond
discussion:

e Character
journal: Ask
students to write
a diary entry
from Suds’s point
of view at three
different points
in the story. Use
the
comprehension
questions to
guide their
entries.

e Debate: Divide
the class into two
sides: one

10

arguing that Joey
is a good friend,
the other arguing
he is not. Use
evidence from
the book to
support claims.
lllustrate a
scene: After
discussing a
specific question
about a key
moment, have
students draw
that scene and
write a caption
explaining its
importance.
Connect to real
life: Use the
question “Have
you ever felt
pressured to act
different than
you are?” as a
writing prompt
for a personal
narrative.

TIPS FOR LEADING
EFFECTIVE
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DISCUSSIONS five seconds to

WITH THESE

QUESTIONS

Even the best
comprehension
questions for Fourth
Grade Rats need a
thoughtful facilitator.
Here are some
strategies to keep
conversations
productive
engaging:

and

e Ask open-
ended
questions first.
Instead of “Did
Suds learn a
lesson?” try
“What lesson did
Suds learn, and
how did he learn
it?” This
encourages
longer
responses.

e Wait time
matters. After
asking a
question, give
children at least
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think before
expecting an
answer. This
reduces anxiety
and improves
depth.
Encourage text
evidence.
Whenever a
student makes a
claim, ask
“Where in the
book does it say
that?” This builds
the habit of
supporting
opinions with
facts.

Use pair-share.
Have students
discuss a
question with a
partner before
sharing with the
whole group.
This builds
confidence and
ensures
everyone
participates.

e Don’t rush. Let



the conversation
flow naturally.
Sometimes the
most profound
insights come
from a single
question that
sparks a long
discussion.

CONCLUSION: THE
LASTING VALUE OF
THOUGHTFUL
QUESTIONS

Jerry Spinelli’s Fourth
Grade Rats remains a
favorite in elementary
classrooms because it
speaks directly to the
heart of what it means
to navigate the tricky
waters of growing up.
But the book’s real

magic is unlocked
when readers are
guided to think,

guestion, and connect.
The comprehension
questions for Fourth
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Grade Rats provided
in this article are
designed to do exactly
that: from pre-reading
predictions to post-
reading deep dives,
each question invites
young readers to not
only understand the
plot but also to
examine themselves
and their own
relationships. Whether
used in a classroom
literature circle, a
homeschooling lesson,
or a cozy read-aloud at
home, these questions
turn a simple story into
a launchpad for
empathy, self-
awareness, and critical
thought. The next time
a child closes the book
after meeting Suds,
hold space for a
conversation. Ask a
question. Listen to the
answer. Watch the
learning
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