
1
Nonfiction Inquiry 5104
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1. As you read, mark a ? wherever you are confused or curious about something.

2. After reading, look at the places you marked. Write your questions in the margins.

3. Circle two questions to bring to the sharing questions activity:

• A question about a part that confuses you the most.

• A question about a part that interests you the most.

In 1932 Americans elected Franklin Delano Roosevelt, 
also known as FDR, as their president. People were looking 
for someone who could lead the country out of the Great 
Depression. Since 1929 the United States had been in terrible 
trouble. Banks went out of business, and millions of people lost 
all of their savings. One out of every five people lost their jobs.

To make matters worse, terrible droughts were drying up 
America’s farmland. Land across the Great Plains turned to 
dust and was literally blowing away. People were scared and 
desperate.

In his first speech as president, FDR brought hope to 
people when he said, “the only thing we have to fear is fear 

Great Depression: the period between 1929–1939 when the United 
States and many other countries faced major financial problems

literally: actually

Plain, Ordinary  
Mrs. Roosevelt
Jodi Libretti

First
       Reading

First
       Reading

First
       Reading

1

QUESTIONS

The  highlighted words  
will be important to know 
as you work on this unit.



2 105Unit 8

itself.” He also brought them his wife Eleanor. 
Americans didn’t know it yet, but she would be a 
First Lady like no other.

Eleanor the Activist
Eleanor Roosevelt stood nearly six feet tall and 
had buck teeth and a high voice. She spoke with a 
high-class accent, but she had no interest in simply 
serving tea at the White House, as other first 
ladies had done. She told the public not to expect 
her to be a symbol of elegance, but rather “plain, 
ordinary Mrs. Roosevelt.” Newspapers made fun 
of her, but she didn’t seem to care.

Mrs. Roosevelt planned to use her position to do 
meaningful work. She wanted to make life better for 
others by changing things she felt were wrong. She cared 
about issues like poverty, low wages for workers, and 
discrimination against women, minorities, and immigrants.

Even before Franklin became president, Eleanor had 
been active in social causes. When women earned the right 
to vote in 1920, Eleanor felt more than ever that her efforts 
could make a difference. She became very involved with 
several political groups for women and discovered that she 
was a good organizer, writer, and speaker.

The Roosevelts arrived at the White House ready to work 
for their country. In his first two years, FDR helped create 
a set of economic programs called the New Deal designed 

Eleanor Roosevelt in the early 1930s.

discrimination: the act of treating a person or group worse than 
others without any fair or good reason

minorities: smaller groups of people within a population who are 
different in some way from the larger group

economic: having to do with the economy, the system by which 
things are made, bought, and sold

QUESTIONS
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to help America get back on its feet. Among other things, 
the New Deal reorganized banks, gave financial support to 
farmers, and created more jobs for Americans.

But the New Deal cost the government lots of money. 
The many new programs also gave the government more 
control, and some people complained. Still, the New Deal 
gave almost everyone something to be happy about. At least 

FDR was doing something. When FDR 
ran for president again in 1936, he won by 
a landslide.

Eleanor traveled around the country 
to talk to the people during FDR’s 
presidency. She wanted to see how people 
lived and worked. This was partly because 
she loved to meet and to help people. But 
it was also because Franklin had been 
infected with polio many years before. The 
disease left his legs almost paralyzed, so he 
relied on Eleanor to go out in the world 
and report what she saw.

Eleanor seemed to be everywhere. But 
some people accused her of meddling 

and not acting like a First Lady. She visited a camp of 
World War I veterans. She traveled to the South to meet 
sharecroppers. She went to San Francisco to wait in 
breadlines with the hungry. She even went down into a 
coal mine to see what it was like to be a miner.

won by a landslide: got most of the votes in an election

meddling: becoming involved with something that is not one’s 
business

sharecroppers: people who live and farm on land owned by 
someone else

breadlines: lines of people waiting to receive free food from a charity 
or public organization

The Roosevelts in January 1941 after FDR’s third 
inauguration. He was the first and last U.S. president 
to serve more than two terms.

QUESTIONS
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While visiting one mining town 
in West Virginia, Mrs. Roosevelt was 
disturbed by the extreme poverty she 
saw. She began a project to build 50 
houses with plumbing and electricity 
for families there. She tried to bring 
jobs to the area. But the expensive 
project didn’t succeed as Eleanor had 
hoped. She was criticized for thinking 
that she could make it work.

Eleanor the Columnist
Only five months after arriving at the White House, Mrs. 
Roosevelt began writing a monthly magazine column 
called “I Want You to Write to Me.” People sent her 
their questions and she answered them. Some questions 
were political, but others were personal. Nearly 300,000 
letters arrived in the first five months! Eleanor earned a 
lot of money for writing this column and for speaking at 
public events, but she gave all of her pay to charities. Some 
Americans still weren’t happy about their First Lady having 
a job. Who did she think she was?

Several years later, Mrs. Roosevelt was asked to write a 
newspaper column called “My Day.” The column allowed 
her to share her opinions with millions of readers. It was in 
this column that she announced that she would no longer 
be a member of the Daughters of the American Revolution. 
The organization wouldn’t rent its concert hall to the black 
opera singer Marian Anderson. Mrs. Roosevelt had no 
patience for racism. Later, with Mrs. Roosevelt’s support, 

criticized: pointed out the problems or faults of something in a 
disapproving way

In 1947, Eleanor Roosevelt spent time with boys from 
Wiltwyck School at her home near Hyde Park, New York. 
Imagine what you’d talk about with the First Lady if she 
invited you over.
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Marian Anderson performed at the Lincoln Memorial. Mrs. 
Roosevelt even arranged for her to sing at the White House.

Mrs. Roosevelt also joined the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and made 
sure that African Americans could benefit from the many 
New Deal programs. She pressured FDR to support a 
law to make violence against African Americans a crime. 

But FDR wouldn’t do it because he 
feared losing his supporters in the 
South. Mrs. Roosevelt thought this 
was unacceptable. She never stopped 
fighting for this law.

As FDR worked to lift the 
country out of the Depression, 
Eleanor continued to find ways to 
support overlooked groups of people. 
Sometimes she held press conferences 
with reporters and allowed only 
women to attend. She wanted to make 
sure female journalists had work.

Unforgettable 
Eleanor Roosevelt
By the end of FDR’s second term as 
president, Germany and Japan had 
invaded other countries, and World 

War II had begun. No president had ever run for a third 
term, but in 1940 FDR gave it a try. Eleanor made a speech 
declaring that Americans were living “in no ordinary time.” 
She said the country needed a leader like FDR. Her speech 
helped him win.

After Japan attacked the naval base Pearl Harbor in 
Hawaii in December of 1941, the United States entered 

In 1933, Eleanor Roosevelt became the first First 
Lady to hold a press conference.
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World War II. The Roosevelts 
had four sons in the military, 
and Eleanor often spoke about 
the need to fight for democracy.

As usual, Eleanor didn’t 
always agree with Franklin’s 
policies. She strongly protested 
the government’s plan to force 
Japanese Americans to leave 
their homes and live in guarded 
camps during World War II. 
Eleanor’s disgust and shame at 
the camps convinced Franklin 
to give some Japanese Americans 
an early release. But he didn’t 
shut down the camps until 
after he won his fourth election 
in 1944.

During the war Mrs. 
Roosevelt took a top-secret trip 
to the South Pacific islands to 
visit soldiers and inspect military 
hospitals. Admiral William 
F. Halsey Jr. commanded the 
troops in the area. He had been 
dreading her “do-gooder” visit, 
but Mrs. Roosevelt won him 
over. Later he wrote about her 
visit to the hospitals:

democracy: a form of government in 
which people vote to elect their leaders

protested: expressed strong 
disapproval of

The Roosevelts in the White House

 1932  FDR wins first presidential 
election

 March 1933  Eleanor holds first all-female press 
conference

 August 1933  Eleanor starts “I Want You to Write 
to Me” column

 May 1935  Eleanor tours coal mine in Ohio

 December 1935  Eleanor begins writing “My Day” 
column (through 1962)

 1936  FDR wins second presidential 
election

 February 1939  Eleanor resigns from the Daughters 
of the American Revolution

 April 1939  Marian Anderson performs at the 
Lincoln Memorial

 September 1939  World War II begins in Europe

 1940  FDR wins third presidential 
election

 1941  United States enters World War II

 August 1943  Eleanor writes about saving Jews 
in Europe

 August 1943  Eleanor travels to South Pacific 
war zone

 1944  FDR wins fourth presidential 
election

 April 1945  FDR dies; Harry S. Truman 
becomes president

 August 1945  World War II ends

 December 1945  Eleanor becomes U.S. delegate to 
the United Nations
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She went into every 
ward, stopped at every 
bed, and spoke to every 
patient: What was his 
name? How did he feel? 
Was there anything 
he needed? Could she 
take a message home 
for him? I marveled at 
her hardihood, both 
physical and mental. 
She walked for miles, 
and she saw patients 
who were grievously 

and gruesomely wounded. But I marveled most at 
their expressions as she leaned over them. It was a 
sight I will never forget.

Eleanor Roosevelt was an unforgettable First Lady. Even 
after Franklin died in 1945, Eleanor kept fighting for what 
she believed in. Even though she was no longer First Lady, 
she continued working to improve the world. That’s just the 
kind of plain, ordinary woman she was.

hardihood: an old-fashioned word for strength

grievously: seriously

gruesomely: causing horror or shock

CCHHEECCKK  YYOOUURR  PPRROOGGRREESSSS  

After you mark the text with ?s, write your 
questions and circle two of them to bring to 
the sharing questions activity. Then check the 
box above and go to the next page.

Eleanor Roosevelt visiting a soldier in the South Pacific. During 
World War II, U.S. soldiers fought not only in Europe, but also in 
the South Pacific against the Empire of Japan.
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Shared Inquiry Lesson Plan for  
“Plain, Ordinary Mrs. Roosevelt” 
What Is Shared Inquiry?
In Shared Inquiry™, readers help one another understand a complex text by sharing their questions and 
ideas about it. Sustained interaction with the text through several readings and collaborative discussions 
helps students develop their own interpretations.  

Prereading
Have students answer the following questions before they read the selection. They can write down their 
answers and then share them as a class.
• What do you know?

Who is the First Lady of the United States? What do you know about how she spends her time?
• What do you think?

Do you think the president’s spouse should support all of the president’s decisions, even if he or she 
doesn’t agree?

First Reading
Have students read the text and share questions they have about it. 

Second Reading
Ask students to reread the selection and mark the text according to the following prompt. Have students 
review their notes prior to Shared Inquiry discussion.
• Mark an E in places where Eleanor Roosevelt does something you would expect a First Lady to do.
• Mark an N in places where Eleanor Roosevelt does something you would not expect a First Lady to do.

Shared Inquiry Discussion
For Shared Inquiry discussion, seat everyone in a circle. Ask the focus question below, and give students a 
few minutes to write down their answers. Begin the discussion by asking volunteers to share their answers 
and evidence. Aim for the discussion to last at least 15 minutes.

Focus Question: What do you think the spouses of future presidents should learn from Eleanor 
Roosevelt’s example?

Cluster Questions:
• Do you think it was fair for people to accuse Eleanor Roosevelt of “meddling”?
• Should Eleanor Roosevelt have supported FDR’s decisions, even when they went against what she 

believed?

• What do you think were the most and least admirable things Eleanor Roosevelt did as First Lady?


