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Lesson 2

I N T E R M E D I AT E

Have you heard the expression, “One thing leads to another?” It’s a great summary of cause 

and effect relationships. A cause is an action or event that makes something happen. The effect 

is what happens as a result. To identify a cause in a text, ask yourself, “Why did this action (or 

event) take place?” To identify the effect, ask yourself what happened in that part of the story.

In a simple cause and effect relationship, an action (the cause) leads to a reaction (the effect). 

However, sometimes things are a little more complicated. A causal chain might occur. The 

causes and effects in causal chains are all links in the chain--one cause leads to an effect, which 

becomes a cause of another effect.  

 

                 

Causal chains are found in the literature you read in class, but you’ll also encounter them in the 

informational texts you read in other classes such as science and social studies.

SUBJECT                                         CAUSE EFFECT/CAUSE EFFECT/CAUSE EFFECT

In science class, 
you learned about 
the effects of a 
hurricane.

A hurricane caused ... ...high winds, which 
caused...

...downed power lines, 
which caused...

...power outages.

In history class, you 
learned about the 
19th amendment 
to the U.S. 
Constitution.

When it was written, 
the U.S. Constitution 
did not give women 
the right to vote, 
which caused...

...women to organize 
and demand the right 
to cast ballots, which 
caused…

...some states to begin 
allowing women to 
vote in elections, which 
caused...

...an amendment 
to the U.S. 
Constitution that 
made it legal for 
women to vote in 
all elections.

 ► You can find causal chains in literary works too. Read this classic Aesop’s fable:

A goat and a fox were walking together on a long road. The goat was a simple fellow, but the 
fox was quite sly. They walked for a long time. The sun was hot and they became thirsty.  

The fox saw a water well ahead of them on the road. He suggested to his friend that they 
go into the well to get a drink. The goat and fox jumped into the deep well and drank as much 
water as they needed. They were no longer thirsty. But then they realized they could not get 
out of the well. 

The fox had an idea. He told the goat to stand on his hind legs. When the goat did, the fox 
jumped onto his friend’s back. The fox was able to get out of the well.  

The fox stood above the well and looked down at this friend. The fox said, “Too bad you are 
not as sly as me. If you had been, you never would have gone down that well.”

CAUSE EFFECT/CAUSE EFFECT/CAUSE EFFECT

A long walk in the sun made 
the goat and fox feel thirsty, 
which caused...

...the goat and fox to jump 
into a well to get a drink of 
water, which caused...

...the goat and fox to get 
stuck in the well, which 
caused...

...the fox to trick to the 
goat.
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 ► Read the following examples, then indicate the causal chain in each one.

1.
Aside from being the world’s largest bridge at the time of it opening, as well as the 

world’s first steel-arch crossing, the bridge in St. Louis brought about the decline of most 
of the roaring river towns as vital gateways to the West. With this decline, it was easy to 
see that the era of the Mississippi steamboat was drawing to a close.

CAUSE EFFECT/CAUSE EFFECT/CAUSE EFFECT

2.
Seagrass beds are very important to estuaries. Many years ago, a destructive fungus 

killed most of the Atlantic eelgrass beds, so the bottoms of estuaries began to break apart. 
Mud and sand washed out of many estuaries along the Atlantic coast, destroying the 
habitat of many burrowing forms of sea life.

CAUSE EFFECT/CAUSE EFFECT/CAUSE EFFECT
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 ► Read the following examples, then indicate the causal chain in each one.

3.
A bird flew through a cottage window and took a piece of cheese. The bird then flew to 

a nearby tree and landed on branch. It held the cheese in its beak and was getting ready to 
enjoying a tasty snack.

A fox had been watching the bird. The fox walked to the tree and sat directly under the 
branch where the bird was sitting. The fox called out, “Good day, lovely bird. What a nice-
looking bird you are! Is your song as pretty as your feathers?”

The bird was very pleased to hear this praise from the fox. Birds that are feeling pleased 
begin to sing, which is what this bird started to do. The bird had to open its beak to sing. 
The cheese fell and landed in the fox’s open mouth.  

 

CAUSE EFFECT/CAUSE EFFECT/CAUSE EFFECT

4.
The Union of Widget Workers recently went on strike for a 10 percent wage increase. 

Widget factory owners agreed to the wage hike, which ended the strike. However, 
the factory owners had to increase the price of widgets to cover the new wage costs. 
Consumers will now pay more for widgets.

CAUSE EFFECT/CAUSE EFFECT/CAUSE EFFECT
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