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UNLOCKING THE WORLD OF FRIENDSHIP AND IDENTITY: A FOURTH GRADE RATS
NOVEL STUDY

Few books capture the raw, often hilarious, confusion of growing up quite like Jerry Spinelli’s classic,
“Fourth Grade Rats.„ This beloved chapter book, the companion to “Third Grade Angels,” has
become a staple in elementary classrooms. A well-planned Fourth Grade Rats novel study offers
far more than just reading comprehension. It opens a door for students to explore complex themes
like  peer  pressure,  the  meaning  of  true  friendship,  and  the  struggle  to  define  one’s  own  identity.
Whether you are a teacher designing a literature unit, a homeschooling parent, or a librarian leading
a book club, this guide will provide you with a rich, engaging framework to help students deeply
connect with Suds Morton’s unforgettable journey.
In this comprehensive article, we will walk through the key elements of an effective Fourth Grade
Rats  novel  study.  From  plot  analysis  and  character  arcs  to  cross-curricular  activities  and
discussion  prompts,  you  will  find  practical,  ready-to-use  ideas  that  bring  the  story  to  life  while
meeting educational standards. Let’s dive into the world of fourth graders who are trying to navigate
the tricky waters of growing up, one hilarious (and sometimes messy) decision at a time.

WHY “FOURTH GRADE RATS” IS PERFECT FOR A NOVEL STUDY

Before we break down the activities, it is worth considering why this particular novel works so well
for a structured study. Jerry Spinelli has a gift for writing dialogue and situations that resonate
authentically with young readers.  The protagonist,  Suds Morton, is  a relatable every-kid:  he is
scared,  uncertain,  and  desperate  to  fit  in.  The  book’s  humor  keeps  the  tone  light,  even  when
addressing heavy topics like bullying and self-doubt. A Fourth Grade Rats novel study allows
students  to  see  their  own  anxieties  reflected  in  a  safe,  fictional  setting,  sparking  meaningful
conversations  that  extend  far  beyond  the  pages.

Key Themes That Support Deep Learning
The novel  is  rich with teachable moments.  When planning your study,  focus on these central
themes:

Peer Pressure and Conformity: Suds feels immense pressure to become a “rat” like his
best friend Joey, which means acting tough and mean. This opens discussions about the
difference between positive and negative influence.
Friendship vs. Following the Crowd: The core conflict revolves around whether to stay
true to oneself or change to please a friend. Students can examine what makes a real friend.
Identity and Growing Up: Suds grapples with who he is versus who he thinks he should be.
The novel gives readers permission to be themselves, even when it feels awkward.
Empathy and Understanding: Through characters like Judy Bilkes, students see that
everyone has insecurities, and that kindness is a choice.

CRAFTING A COMPREHENSIVE FOURTH GRADE RATS NOVEL STUDY UNIT

A  successful  unit  should  blend  reading,  writing,  discussion,  and  creative  projects.  Below  are
structured components you can adapt for your classroom or group.

Pre-Reading Activities to Build Anticipation
Before students open the book, activate their prior knowledge and set a purpose for reading. Use
these strategies:

What Does It Mean to Be a “Rat”? Have students brainstorm the word “rat” and its1.
connotations. Then introduce the idea that “first graders are angels, second graders are …”
leading to the fourth grade label. Ask students to predict what the book might be about.
Vocabulary Preview: Pull key words like macho, wimp, sissy, and reputation. Discuss their2.
meanings and emotional weight.
Anticipation Guide: Create a list of statements (e.g., “It’s okay to change who you are to3.
have friends”) and have students agree or disagree before reading. Revisit after finishing the
book to see how opinions shift.

During-Reading: Guiding Comprehension
and Analysis
As students progress through the chapters,  use a blend of discussion and written response. A
Fourth Grade Rats novel study thrives on chapter-by-chapter questions that go beyond recall.

SAMPLE DISCUSSION QUESTIONS BY CHAPTER SECTION

Chapters 1–3: Suds is introduced as a “angel” who loves his mom and feels scared of becoming a
“rat.” Ask: Why is Suds so worried about what Joey says? Have you ever felt  pressure to act
differently than you feel?
Chapters 4–6: Joey teaches Suds the “rules” of being a rat, including eating a worm (ick!). Discuss:
Why does Joey think eating a worm will make him tough? Is being tough the same as being a good
friend?
Chapters 7–9: Suds attempts to prove his “rattiness” but ends up feeling miserable. Ask: How does
Suds’s behavior change when he tries to be mean? Why does he feel like a “fake”?
Chapters 10–12: The climax arrives when Suds must choose between doing the right thing and
keeping Joey’s approval.
Chapters  13–15:  Resolution  and  growth.  Discuss:  What  does  Suds  finally  learn  about  being
himself?  How  does  Joey  change  by  the  end?

Character Analysis Activities
Characters are the heart of any novel study. Deepen understanding with these approaches:

Character Trait Charts: Create a table for Suds, Joey, Judy, and Suds’s mom. Track how
traits like “kind,” “brave,” “insecure,” or “bossy” appear and change.
Point of View Writing: Have students write a diary entry from Suds’s perspective after the
worm incident, then one from Joey’s perspective. This builds empathy and shows differing
motivations.
Compare and Contrast: Use a Venn diagram to compare Suds and Joey. How are they alike?
How are they different? Why do they stay friends?

INTEGRATING WRITING AND VOCABULARY INTO YOUR NOVEL STUDY

A Fourth Grade Rats novel study should not only focus on reading but also on expressive writing
and language development.

Vocabulary Development
Spinelli uses playful, accessible language. Build a word wall with terms from the book. For each
word,  include  the  page  number,  a  student-friendly  definition,  and  a  sentence  from  the  text.
Examples:

Macho: “strong and masculine in an exaggerated way”
Wimp: “a person who is not brave or strong”
Resist: “to try not to give in to something”
Reputation: “what others think of you”

Ask students to use each word in a new sentence about a personal experience or another character.

Creative and Persuasive Writing Prompts
Writing assignments that connect to the novel deepen comprehension and allow students to express
their own ideas. Try these prompts:

Advice Letter: Write a letter to Suds from your own perspective, giving him advice about1.
how to handle Joey’s pressure.
Alternate Ending: What would have happened if Suds had never stood up to Joey? Write a2.
new ending for the story.
Persuasive Essay: Argue whether it is better to be a “rat” or an “angel,” using examples3.
from the book and your own life.
Personal Narrative: Describe a time you felt pressure to act differently than you wanted.4.
How did you handle it?

HANDS-ON ACTIVITIES AND PROJECTS

Keeping students engaged often requires getting them out of their seats. These hands-on projects
work wonderfully with a Fourth Grade Rats novel study:

Drama and Role-Play
Divide students into small groups and assign key scenes: the worm-eating challenge, the lunchroom
confrontation with Judy, the final baseball game. Have them perform the scenes, then discuss how
each character felt. This kinesthetic approach helps students internalize the emotional stakes.

Art and Design
Ask students to create a new book cover  for  “Fourth Grade Rats” that  reflects  the theme of  inner
conflict.  Alternatively,  have  them  design  a  “Be  Yourself”  poster  that  a  character  like  Suds  might
hang in his room.

Real-World Connections
After reading, discuss bullying and peer pressure in the school context. Invite students to create a
class pledge about being true to themselves and standing up for others. This makes the novel study
relevant to their daily lives.

ASSESSMENT AND CULMINATING ACTIVITIES

How do you know if your Fourth Grade Rats novel study was successful? Use a mix of formal and
informal assessments.

Quizzes and Comprehension Checks
Create short quizzes that mix multiple-choice, true/false, and short-answer questions. Focus on
inference and character motivation, not just plot recall. For example: Why does Suds pretend to like
the worm? Quote evidence from the text.

Final Projects
Offer choice boards where students can select a final project that plays to their strengths. Options
include:

Create a comic strip summary of the whole book.
Write and perform a monologue from Suds’s point of view.
Build a diorama of a key scene (the playground, the lunchroom).
Record a podcast discussion about the book’s themes with a partner.
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Class Discussion as Evaluation
A rich whole-class or literature circle discussion can reveal how deeply students synthesized the
themes. Use open-ended questions like: Do you think Joey was a good friend? Why or why not? What
would you have done differently?

CONCLUSION: THE LASTING IMPACT OF A FOURTH GRADE RATS NOVEL STUDY

Navigating the fourth grade is no small feat, and Jerry Spinelli’s “Fourth Grade Rats” gives young
readers a roadmap that is both humorous and heartfelt. A well-structured Fourth Grade Rats
novel  study  does  more  than  check  off  reading  standards;  it  helps  students  examine  their  own
choices, understand the value of authenticity, and recognize that growing up does not mean losing
yourself. By incorporating pre-reading hooks, guided discussions, creative writing, and interactive
projects, educators can transform a simple chapter book into a powerful learning experience that
stays with students long after they close the final page


