
Comets are parts of our solar system. Like the planets, they go around 
the sun.

But comets are not made of solid rock like planets. A comet is a ball 
of dust, stones, and ice. Many people call comets dirty snowballs.

The “snowball” may be only a few miles across. But when the sun heats 
the “snowball,” much of it is changed to gases. The gases expand and form 
the comet’s head, which may be thousands of miles across.

* * *
A comet moves fast in its trip around the sun. But when we see it, the 

comet does not seem to move. That’s because it is so far away. The moon 
moves fast, but when you look at it, you can’t see any motion. That’s because 
the moon is far away.

So comets do not streak across the sky. You cannot see any motion. 
But if you look night after night, you can see that a comet changes position 
among the stars. If you watch the moon night after night, you’ll see that it 
also changes position.

Comets
by Franklyn M. Branley

illustrated by Giulio Maestro

Comets



* * *
Each year astronomers discover new comets. Some of them are seen only 

once. They make one trip around the sun and then go way out into space.  
The sun’s gravity cannot hold them.

Other comets, like Halley, keep returning. They have been captured by 
the sun. Halley’s earliest visit was probably 3,000 years ago. It may keep 
returning for another 3,000 years.

But every time a comet goes around the sun, the comet loses part  
of itself. Gases and dust are pulled out of the comet. That’s why Halley  
is now dimmer than it used to be. Next time it visits us, in 2062, it  
may be even dimmer. Each visit it may get dimmer and dimmer, until  
it finally disappears.

 1 What is this passage mostly about?

A comets and the sun

B why comets are like snowballs

C who discovered the first comet

D facts about comets

 2 According to the passage, what does 
a comet travel around?

A the sun

B the moon

C other comets

D other planets

 3 Why do comets look as if they are 
motionless when we see them?

A They are very small.

B They are very far away.

C They move very slowly.

D They move only at night.

 4 According to the passage, some 
comets have been “captured by the 
sun.” What does this phrase mean?

A The comets are crashing into 
the sun.

B The comets have been 
brightened by the sun.

C The comets are stuck in the 
sun’s gravity.

D The comets have been burned 
by the sun’s heat.
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 5 How does the author help the reader understand what a comet looks like?

A by telling about a famous one

B by explaining how far away it is

C by describing how fast it moves

D by describing it as a dirty snowball

 7 What is the most likely reason the author wrote this passage?

A to give information about comets

B to tell readers about famous comets

C to explain the importance of comets

D to convince readers to look for comets

 6 What could the reader conclude after reading this passage?

A Most astronomers think comets are easy to study.

B Most comets have been captured by the sun.

C Comets can be seen if they stay in one place.

D Comets are an interesting part of our solar system.
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One warm afternoon, a tortoise, a hare, and a penguin sat on the sandy beach 
of Dassen Island. On the other side of the island stood a lighthouse.

“Let’s have a race to the lighthouse,” said the hare.

“Sounds like fun!” brayed the penguin.

“A tortoise, a hare, and a penguin—it’s almost like the race in that famous story by 
Aesop,” declared the tortoise.

At the count of “One, two, three, GO!” the hare bounded ahead. The penguin 
walked as fast as she could, and the tortoise crept slowly but steadily. Soon they 
came to a large pond. Neither the hare nor the tortoise had any idea how to get 
across the water, and going around the pond would take them far out of their way.
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The penguin decided to help her friends. She told the tortoise to latch onto her 
stubby tail so he would not sink. The hare climbed onto the floating shell of the 
tortoise. The penguin paddled across the pond with her head straight up like a duck’s.

After crossing the water, all three animals looked gratefully at one another. Then 
they set off again toward the distant lighthouse.

Soon the tortoise, the hare, and the penguin came to a wall. The tortoise could not 
imagine how he would get over. Even the penguin was too short to hop over the wall. 
But the hare got up on her hind legs and stretched her full length so that she made an 
animal ramp. The penguin and tortoise climbed carefully up her back to the top of 
the wall.

Then the hare hopped to the upper ledge and bounded down to the ground on the 
other side. She propped herself against the wall like a sliding board, and the tortoise 
and penguin skidded right down.

All three animals shook one another’s paws, wished one another well, and started off 
again toward the lighthouse.

Before long they came to a dense thicket of bushes and thorny vines. The penguin 
and the hare could not even walk sideways without being caught by the prickly shrubs.

So the tortoise began to snap at the vines with his strong jaws. Soon he had pruned 
a narrow path through the thorny thicket. Then he moved backward so that his hard-
shelled back spread the branches even more. The hare and the penguin walked behind 
the tortoise as if they were following a miniature tractor.

When they finally reached the other side of the thicket, the tortoise, the hare, and 
the penguin hugged one another. Then they began walking toward the lighthouse side 
by side.

They came to the end of the race together, each waiting for the other animal to cross 
the finish line.

“After you,” said the hare.

“You first,” offered the tortoise.

“Be my guest,” urged the penguin.

They all reached the goal together. Each understood that it isn’t always the fastest 
or even the slow and steady who wins the race. By helping one another, all three were 
winners.
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 1  The penguin most likely wants to race because she

A thinks it will be fun 

B needs to get to the pond

C wants to leave the beach

D wants to see who is strongest

2 Why does the penguin most likely help the tortoise and the hare?

A She secretly wants to lose the race.

B She hopes they will pay her for her help.

C She is afraid to cross the pond alone.

D She wants them to continue the race.

 3  Read the chart below.

The penguin
pulls her friends
across the pond.

The tortoise makes
a path through the
thicket.

?

Which event best completes the chart?

A The hare challenges her friends to a race.

B The hare helps her friends over the wall.

C The animals walk toward the lighthouse side by side.

D The animals wait for each other to cross the finish line.
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 4  The tortoise is able to help his friends get to the lighthouse because he

A has strong jaws

B has four short legs

C moves slowly but steadily

D can put his head inside his shell 

 5  Which part of the story tells something that could really happen?

A A hare helps animals climb over a wall.

B A penguin paddles across water.

C A hare challenges a tortoise and a penguin to a race.

D A tortoise, a hare, and a penguin hug each other.
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Belly Flops and Gutter Balls
by JoLynne Ricker Whalen
illustrated by Rocky Fuller

Lewis loved sports. He watched them on TV. He listened to them on the 
radio. He read about them in the newspaper.

One day, Lewis decided that he wanted to be an athlete. “I want to find a 
sport that I’m good at,” he said.

“I will help you find one,” said his friend Kirby.

They went to the golf course. Lewis picked up a golf club and placed the 
ball on the tee. He swung the club hard, but he missed the ball entirely. A 
clump of grass flew into the air and landed on Kirby’s head.

“Golf is not for me,” said Lewis.

They went to the swimming pool. Lewis climbed the ladder and stood on 
the diving board. He took five running steps and sprang into the air. He hit 
the water with a stinging smack!

Kirby got soaked.

“Diving is not for me,” said Lewis.

They went to the bowling alley. Lewis held the bowling ball and faced the 
pins. He hopped and skipped, then let the ball go. It bounced into the next 
lane and rolled into the gutter.

“Bowling is not for me,” said Lewis.
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They went to the tennis courts. Lewis tossed the ball into the air and hit it 
with the racket. The tennis ball flew right into the net.

“Tennis is not for me,” said Lewis.

Lewis loved sports. He wanted to learn the basics. He wanted to feel the 
excitement. He wanted to enjoy the thrill of winning. Lewis did not give up.

They went to the beach. Lewis hopped on a surfboard and caught the 
waves. He swerved to the left, leaned to the right, and tumbled off the board.

“Surfing is not for me,” said Lewis.

Lewis tried volleyball, hockey, skiing, and soccer. He tried boxing, fishing, 
football, and wrestling. He tried track, basketball, table tennis, and archery. 
Who would have thought that finding a sport would be so difficult?

Lewis sighed. “I’ve tried everything,” he said. “And I’m not good at 
anything.”

Kirby agreed. Lewis had made every possible mistake in every sport!

“But, Lewis, you’ve only tried each sport once,” said Kirby. “A good 
athlete needs practice.”

“Practice?” asked Lewis. “You mean I won’t be good right away?”

“That’s right,” answered Kirby.

Lewis smiled. “Well, I’d better start practicing!”
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 � This story is mostly about how

a being good at sports takes practice

B playing sports with a friend can be fun

c being an athlete means trying many sports

D playing sports is better than watching sports

 � Read this chart about the story.

Sport Lewis Tries What Happens

Golfing

Diving

Bowling

He misses the ball entirely.

?

He throws the ball into the wrong lane.

Which statement best completes the chart?

a He falls on the board and breaks it.

B He slips off the wet ladder.

c He hits the water with a smack.

D He climbs the ladder but just stands there.

 �  What brings Lewis closest to his goal in the story?

a trying sports with a friend

B listening to sports on the radio 

c reading about sports in the newspaper

D watching sports programs on television
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 � Which statement about Lewis best tells what this story is about?

a Lewis reads the newspaper.

B Lewis tries different sports.

c Lewis makes a diving mistake.

D Lewis holds a bowling ball.

 � Why does the author most likely include Kirby in the story?

a to show Lewis how to follow rules

B to explain to Lewis the importance of exercise

c to help Lewis become an athlete

D to tell Lewis what sports mistakes to avoid

6 Read these sentences from the story.

Lewis hopped on a surfboard and caught the waves. He swerved to the left, 
leaned to the right, and tumbled off the board.

The word “tumbled” in the second sentence most likely means

a fell

B jumped

c stepped

D turned
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I am a dragon hunter. Dragonflies, that is! My name is Keith Wilson.  
I’m an odonatologist. That’s a scientist who studies dragonflies. I don’t hunt 
to kill. I hunt to discover. So far, I have helped to find many new species,  
or kinds, of dragonflies.

Flying Colors
About 5,500 dragonfly species buzz around the world. Hunting them is 

not easy. Many of them live deep in rain forests. To find them, I have to walk 
through thick bushes. I have to put up with leeches. They are worms that 
drink blood. I even have to watch out for hungry crocodiles.

So why do I look for dragonflies? The answer is simple.  
I love them! They can speed by. They can make sharp turns  
and sudden stops. They can hover. They can even fly backward.

Best of all, dragonflies are beautiful. They come in many  
colors and patterns. Who doesn’t like looking at these amazing insects?

* * *
Super Sizes

Dragonflies come in many sizes. The smallest one is the size of your 
thumbnail. The largest one would cover your face.

I recently looked for the heaviest dragonfly in the world—the giant 
petaltail. It lives in Australia.

You might think such a large bug would be hard to miss. The petaltail, 
however, is very rare. Few people have ever seen it. After looking for a week, 
I spotted several of them zooming around.

The  
Dragon 
Hunter
by Keith Wilson

hover = stay still  
in the air
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 1  What is this article mostly about?

a the life of dragonflies

B how to protect dragonflies

c how to photograph dragonflies

D the colors of dragonflies

2 According to the article, what can 
an adult dragonfly do?

a live for years

B fly backward

c walk on legs

D swim in water

Built to Hunt
The hungry petaltails were hunting. Dragonflies are built to hunt. They 

have two compound eyes. Each eye is made of 30,000 smaller eyes.

All those eyes help a dragonfly see everything. A dragonfly can spot a 
tasty meal from up to 18 feet away.

Dragonflies have six legs. The insect cannot walk on its legs, however.  
It uses its four wings to get around. It soars through the sky at 30 miles  
an hour, looking for prey.

From Water to Air
A dragonfly begins its life underwater. It hatches from an egg and 

becomes a larva. A larva is a young dragonfly. It can swim, but it cannot fly.

A larva lives in a lake or stream. It can grow for several years. Then it 
crawls out of the water. It sheds its hard skin and becomes an adult.

An adult dragonfly doesn’t have much flying time. Some adults live for 
only a few weeks. Others are around for several months. During that time, 
a dragonfly is very busy. It flies. It hunts. It eats. If the dragonfly is female,  
it also lays eggs. Soon there will be more young dragonflies.

Dragonflies in Danger
I worry about dragonflies. People are cutting down forests where the bugs 

live. That could cause some species to die out. I want to protect these tiny 
dragons for others to see and enjoy.

The Dragon Hunter



3 Which fact from the article best describes how dragonflies are different from 
each other?

a A dragonfly is built to hunt.

B The larva of a dragonfly lives in water.

c A dragonfly can fly up to thirty miles per hour.

D The smallest dragonfly is the size of a thumbnail.

 5  Which detail from the article best supports the idea that dragonflies are built to hunt? 

a They have six legs.

B They have compound eyes.

c They begin life underwater.

D They are colorful.

 4 According to the article, what is the best way to keep dragonflies from disappearing?

a Teach young dragonflies how to fly.

B Find an easier way to track dragonflies.

c Raise dragonflies that can walk on their legs.

D Stop cutting down forests where dragonflies live.

 6 After reading this article, what could the reader conclude about dragonflies?

a Some dragonflies are in danger.

B Dragonflies are easy to find.

c Dragonflies look like tiny dragons.

D Some dragonflies can be pests.
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When Animals Snoozzzzzze
by Elizabeth Schleichert

1 Cat nap, anyone? Big cats are big sleepers. They may doze 12 to 20 hours
a day, and in all kinds of places. Leopards sprawl out on branches. Lions and
tigers doze every which way on the ground. But cats aren’t the only animals
to kick back and catch some zzz’s! The animal world is filled with
sleepyheads.
SNOOZING BASICS

2 But wait! What exactly is sleep? Here’s how many scientists define it:
Sleep is a period of rest when an animal is less aware of its surroundings.
The animal’s breathing and heartbeat slow down. And its brain waves show
a pattern that is different from when the animal is awake.

3 Why do animals sleep? Many experts say sleep brings animals back to
peak performance. It restores their bodies and gives them new energy to go
about their normal activities. It’s kind of like recharging a cell phone.
CHILL-OUT ARTISTS

4 Bet you’re wondering if all animals sleep. Mammals and birds do, for
sure. (They may also dream.) But what about other animals—reptiles, fish,
amphibians, and insects, for instance? It’s not so easy to tell what’s going on
with them, and experts disagree about whether they sleep.

5 Still some of these animals often look as if they’re sleeping. It’s just that
their brain waves don’t show the usual sleep patterns. Who knows? Maybe
they’re just having a slightly different kind of sleep.
WHATEVER WORKS!

6 Sleeping animals doze in different ways. Take elephants. Like you, they
lie down at night. But they don’t always snooze straight through. They may
rise and feed a bit, then settle back down again—averaging about five hours
of sleep a night. During the day, the elephants in a herd nod off now and
then. When the calves lie down to nap, the adults often gather around them
in a protective circle.
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7 Animals that are active at night often sleep during the day. Fruit bats in
Africa, for example, roost (rest or sleep) in the daylight. They crowd
together in trees. Here, thousands of them hang upside down by their rear
feet, which automatically tighten and get a grip so the bats don’t fall.
NORTHERN NAPS

8 Polar bears nap when there’s nothing better to do, especially after big
meals. In summer, they may flop down on ice or snow—not just to sleep,
but also to cool off. With its super-warm coat, a bear can easily overheat. So
it has to chill out!

9 Other animals living in snowy places have the opposite problem: how to
stay warm while sleeping! Foxes curl up and use their tails as scarves to help
keep the cold off.
FISHY TRICKS

10 Fish brain waves may never show sleep patterns, but many fish seem to
do some serious resting. The parrotfish, for example, squeezes itself into a
rocky crevice at night and puts up its very own “tent.” The tent is actually a
bubble made of clear mucus. The mucus oozes from the fish’s mouth,
forming a protective sac. The mucus may keep tiny pests away, as well as
help hide the fish’s scent from eels and other predators. The bubble may also
act as an alarm. If a predator touches it, the parrotfish “wakes up,” bursts
out, and swims off.
SPLISH, SPLASH, YAWN

11 Water is where you’ll often find hippopotamuses sleeping, too. They loll
their days away on river banks or in shallow lakes, using each other as puffy
pillows. A hippo can doze nearly totally submerged but still be on the alert.
That’s because its eyes, ears, and nostrils are on top of its head. But don’t be
fooled by a sleeping hippo’s lazy, lumpy looks. If alarmed, it can awaken and
charge a would-be attacker in an instant.
SLEEP ON THE FLY?

12 An albatross spends most of its life gliding on wind currents at sea. How
does it find time to sleep? Experts aren’t sure. The bird may alight on the
water’s surface and sleep there. Or, while flying, it may close down half of its
brain—keeping the other half awake—for several seconds at a time.

When Animals Snoozzzzzze



PAUSE THAT REFRESHES
13 Many grazing animals live out in the open. They have to be on guard,

ready to run from danger. So they often snatch short naps. Horses, for
instance, sleep for only a few minutes at a time, often while standing. A
horse’s legs can “lock” in place, so the animal can sleep without the risk of
falling down!

14 So now you know what’s up when animals settle down!
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According to the article, why might an elephant rise in the middle of sleeping? 

A
B
C
D

to get something to eat
to watch over the calves
to find the rest of the herd
to protect itself from enemies

Read these sentences from paragraph 11 of the article. 
A hippo can doze nearly totally submerged but still be on the alert. That’s
because its eyes, ears, and nostrils are on top of its head.

What is the meaning of “submerged” as it is used here?

A
B
C
D

relaxed
on the shore
sound asleep
beneath the surface

Which detail from the article explains why grazing animals sleep for short periods 
of time? 

A
B
C
D

They can sleep while standing.
They only require a little sleep.
They need more time for eating.
They need to be ready for danger.

Which sentence supports the idea that scientists are  not  certain that all animals sleep? 

A
B
C

D

“Many experts say sleep brings animals back to peak performance.” (paragraph 3)
“It’s just that their brain waves don’t show the usual sleep patterns.” (paragraph 5)
“An albatross spends most of its life gliding on wind currents at sea.” 
(paragraph 12)
“They have to be on guard, ready to run from danger.” (paragraph 13)
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What do fruit bats and horses have in common? 

A
B
C
D

Both “sleep” at night.
Both “sleep” near others.
Both “sleep” in a way that they won’t fall.
Both “sleep” out in the open for protection.

Which sentence  best  states a main idea of this article? 

A
B
C
D

“Big cats are big sleepers.” (paragraph 1)
“Maybe they’re just having a slightly different kind of sleep.” (paragraph 5)
“Sleeping animals doze in different ways.” (paragraph 6)
“Animals that are active at night often sleep during the day.” (paragraph 7)
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