Kristyn Heiser

“Idea Try-Out” and Reflection

How Does it Mean? Engaging Reluctant Readers through Literary Theory 

by Lisa Schade Eckert

Lesson One: March 11, 2008

Virginia Standards of Learning:

9.3   The student will read and analyze a variety of literature.

      * Identify the characteristics that distinguish   

         literary forms.

      * Use literary terms in describing and 

         analyzing selections. 

      * Explain the relationships between and among 

         elements of literature: characters, plot,  

         setting, tone, point of view, and theme.

      * Explain the relationship between author's 

         style and literary technique. 

      * Describe the use of images and sounds to 

         Elicit the reader’s emotions. 

      * Explain the influence of historical context on 

         the form, style, and point of view of a written

         work.

Rationale:

Topic: To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee
Rationale: This lesson is designed to get students thinking about the setting of To Kill a Mockingbird as well as to analyze the various techniques Lee uses in creating setting/atmosphere in the novel. This lesson is also designed to give students a good understanding of the historical and sociological context surrounding the novel. This lesson is also designed for students to attempt to perform a sociological criticism of the novel in which students analyze “the ways the author is affected by such circumstances of their time and place such as, class status, gender, and interests, the ways of thinking and feeling characteristic of their era, the economic conditions, and the social class conceptions, and values of the audience to which the writer addresses” (Eckert 102). 

Daily Objectives:

1. Given the novel To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee, students will analyze Lee’s techniques in creating setting/atmosphere in the novel, as well as the historical context that surrounds the novel. 

2. Having read the first half of the novel outside of class, students will have a good understanding of and be able to discuss Lee’s setting and character development in the first half of the novel.

Evaluation/Monitoring:

Students will receive a homework grade for completing the “To Kill a Mockingbird: Setting” worksheet

Procedures:

1. Discuss the historical context of To Kill a Mockingbird. Ask students what was happening in the American South during the 1930’s. Be sure to cover the Jim Crow Era, segregation, and the Great Depression. 

2. Have students complete the “To Kill a Mockingbird: Setting” worksheet in groups of three. Students will analyze several quotes dealing with setting from the first half of the novel and recognize what Lee is trying to establish as these settings emerge. 
3. Play the audio CD of To Kill a Mockingbird for the first few quotes to get students started and show them an example of what they should be looking for and the kinds of things they should be writing down for each quote. 
4. Discuss each quote and its significance as a class. Use  the “Think-Pair-Share” method to elicit responses from different groups. 
4. Explain to students what Sociological theory is. (A stance toward a text in which the reader assumes that to really understand a literary work implies knowing something about either the society in which it was written or the way it depicts). 
5. Tell students that they are to complete a journal response for homework in which they will look at the novel from a sociological viewpoint. Have students refer back to class discussion over what was happening in the American South during the 1930’s. In what ways is Harper Lee affected by the circumstances of this time period? In what ways do class status and gender play a role in the novel?  In general, how did people think and act during the 1930’s? What effect does this have on the events in the novel? Did economic conditions play a role? Do these things help you to better understand what is happening in the novel? Why or why not? Think about the fact that this novel was published in 1960, only 30 years after the time period it depicts, and during the nation’s struggle with Civil Rights. In what ways is Lee ahead of her time? 
Materials/Equipment/Preparation:

1. To Kill a Mockingbird novels  

2. To Kill a Mockingbird audio CD  

3. CD player

4. Handout: To Kill a Mockingbird: Setting 

Evaluation of Differentiation:

Students will have the opportunity to write either a bio poem or a letter to another character. 

Required Prior Knowledge:

Students must bring their knowledge of To Kill a Mockingbird to class.

Technology Integration:

No technology is used in this lesson. 
Lesson Two: March 13, 2008
Virginia Standards of Learning: 

9.3   The student will read and analyze a variety of literature.

      * Identify the characteristics that distinguish   

         literary forms.

      * Use literary terms in describing and 

         analyzing selections. 

      * Explain the relationships between and among 

         elements of literature: characters, plot,  

         setting, tone, point of view, and theme.

      * Explain the relationship between author's 

         style and literary technique. 

      * Describe the use of images and sounds to 

         Elicit the reader’s emotions. 

      * Explain the influence of historical context on 

         the form, style, and point of view of a written

         work.

Rationale: 

Topic: To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee
Rationale: This lesson is designed to get students thinking about the characters in To Kill a Mockingbird as well as to analyze the various techniques Lee uses in creating her characters. This lesson is also designed so that students begin examining various characters beyond a one-dimensional level, as well as examining how Lee uses character development as the novel progresses. This lesson allows for students to explore the characters in To Kill a Mockingbird and their relationships with one another. 
This lesson ties into the next lesson in which each student will create an individual character analysis. 

Objectives:

1. Given the novel To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee, students will analyze Lee’s techniques in creating her characters, as well as how these characters develop as the novel progresses.  
2. Having read more than half of the novel, students will be able to use support from the text to analyze Lee’s character development. 

3. Students will explore a character in To Kill a Mockingbird by assuming the persona of that character and exploring that character’s motivation. Students will be able to articulate and expand on their conception of a character by creating a “bio poem.” 

Evaluation/Monitoring:

Students will be assessed informally by observation of their group participation. The teacher will check to see if students are engaged and involved in group activity. Students will also receive a homework grade for completing their bio poem. 

Procedures:
1. Have students break into small groups.

2. Assign each group three characters from To Kill a Mockingbird. 

3. Have students work in their groups to brainstorm various character traits that their character exhibits. 

4. Have groups write down significant character traits and/or quotes from the novel that represent their character on their large sheets of paper. 

5. Hang each large sheet on the wall somewhere in the room.

6. After each group has completed their character, have groups put what they came up with as a group on the large sheets of paper. 

7. Have students return to their desks.

8. Have students choose a character from the novel that they would like to further explore. 

9. Show students what a bio poem is. Provide an example, and show students what they will need to do to create a bio poem on the character they have chosen. 

10. Tell students that they may also choose to write a letter to another character taking on the persona of the character they have chosen. 

11. Give students the remainder of class to work on their bio poems or letters. 

12. Remind students that their bio poem or letter will be a homework grade and will be due at the beginning of class the following day.  

Materials/Equipment/Preparation:

1. To Kill a Mockingbird novels  
2. Large sheets of paper/markers.

3. Sample Bio Poem

Evaluation of Differentiation:

Students will have the opportunity to write either a bio poem or a letter to another character. 

Required Prior Knowledge:

Students must bring their knowledge of To Kill a Mockingbird to class.

Technology Integration:

No technology is used in this lesson. 

Lesson Three: April 7-8, 2008 
April 7, 2008 

Virginia Standards of Learning:

9.3   The student will read and analyze a variety of literature.

      * Identify the characteristics that distinguish   

         literary forms.

      * Use literary terms in describing and 

         analyzing selections. 

      * Explain the relationships between and among 

         elements of literature: characters, plot,  

         setting, tone, point of view, and theme.

      * Explain the relationship between author's 

         style and literary technique. 

      * Describe the use of images and sounds to 

         Elicit the reader’s emotions. 

      * Explain the influence of historical context on 

         the form, style, and point of view of a written

         work.

Rationale:

Topic: To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee

Rationale: This lesson is designed to continue Friday’s lesson in which students began analyzing major and minor themes suggested by the novel. This lesson is also designed for students to begin analyzing Harper Lee’s life and the effect that events from her life had on the themes and messages she includes in the novel.

Daily Objectives:

1. Students will understand the concept of theme and be able to determine the major/minor themes in To Kill a Mockingbird.
2. Students will analyze Harper Lee’s life from a biographical standpoint and assess the effect of events from her life on the themes and messages she includes in the novel through a journal response.
Evaluation/Monitoring:

Students will receive a completion grade for their theme graphic organizers.  

Procedures:

1. Have groups share the themes they found emerge in their group of chapters on the plot diagram.

2. Write each theme on the overhead and discuss where the theme emerges, and plot events, and characters that support each theme. 

3. Have students fill out a graphic organizer for the major themes presented in the novel, with examples from the text to support each one. 

4. Remind students that a theme in a novel is basically a message that the author desires to communicate to the reader and that themes are communicated through design, setting, and character interaction. 

 5. Pass out the article “Mockingbird author unveiled to a degree in book at Big Read event” from the The Sun Chronicle which outlines author Charles Shields’ book Mockingbird: A Portrait of Harper Lee and how he created Lee’s biography and the controversy that surrounds it. 

6. Discuss the controversy that surrounds Lee and how little is actually known about her biographically because of her refusal to do interviews.

7. Tell students that they will be performing research of their own in order to determine if there is a connection between her life and events in the novel and to what effect her life and who she is has on the messages/themes she conveys in the novel.

Materials/Equipment/Preparation:

1. To Kill a Mockingbird novels.

2. Article: “Mockingbird author unveiled to a degree in book at Big Read event.” 

Evaluation of Differentiation:

No instructional modifications or adaptations are needed. 

Required Prior Knowledge:

Students need only bring their knowledge of To Kill a Mockingbird.

Technology Integration:

No technology is used in this lesson.

April 8, 2008 

Virginia Standards of Learning

9.7   The student will credit the sources of both quoted and

      paraphrased ideas.

      * Define the meaning and consequences of plagiarism.

      * Distinguish one's own ideas from information created or

        discovered by others.

      * Use a style sheet method for citing secondary sources,

        such as MLA or APA.

9.8   The student will use electronic databases to access

      information.

      * Identify key terms.

      * Narrow the focus of a search.

      * Scan and select resources.
Rationale:

Topic: To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee
Rationale: This lesson is designed to give students time in the library to research biographical information on Harper Lee in order to find a connection between her life and the themes/messages she conveys in the novel. Students will understand that one you have learned to recognize the author’s voice, it is easier to hear the author’s message and identify the major themes within a given work. Students will understand that Lee had a purpose in mind and through her novel she communicated basic ideas about people, life, and living. Students will be able to see that knowing about an author can make themes within the work clearer.   

Daily Objectives:

1. Students will conduct online research in the media center to locate biographical information on Harper Lee.

2. Students will complete a journal entry assessing the connections between Harper Lee’s life and the themes she includes in the novel.

Evaluation/Monitoring:

Students will be monitored in the media center and will be expected to follow the rules of computer use. Students will receive a journal grade for their journal entries.  

Procedures:

1. Remind students of the rules of the media center.

2. Give students some websites to get them started in their research on Lee. 

3. Remind students to put information into their own words or use quotation marks to demonstrate that the information they are writing down is not theirs. Remind students to include their sources at the end of their journal entry. 

4. Give students the class period to gather as much information as they can about Lee’s life.   
5. Tell students that they are to complete a journal entry for homework in which they take the information they have found on Lee and on the novel to write an “opinion paper” of sorts. Tell them they will respond to the following: What parallels were able to find between Lee’s life and events in the novel? What evidence about Lee were you able to find that supports a theme or themes in the novel? Can you make any connections between Lee’s life and the themes she conveys in the novel? What was Lee’s purpose in including the themes that she includes? Use research that you found as support for your opinion. Do you think that Lee wrote this novel? Why or why not? And what do you think the reason is for Lee’s refusal to be interviewed? 
Materials/Equipment/Preparation:

1. To Kill a Mockingbird novels

2. Media Center 
3. Internet

Evaluation of Differentiation:

No instructional modifications or adaptations are needed. 

Required Prior Knowledge:

Students need only bring their knowledge of To Kill a Mockingbird.

Technology Integration:

The internet and electronic databases will be used by students to gather information on Harper Lee.   
Reflection:

The idea in lesson one is from Chapter 6 of Lisa Schade Eckert’s book How Does it Mean? called “Race, Class, Gender—and Philosophy: Teaching Students Thematic Criticism.” I chose to incorporate the section on sociological criticism located on pages 102-103. When reading To Kill a Mockingbird, it is hard not to pick up on the historical and sociological context of the novel. Written in the American South during the 1930’s, a lot of the events of the novel are directly related to actual historical events and sociological conditions during the time. When it comes time to discuss the setting of the novel, it is imperative to discuss the history behind the time period (i.e. the Jim Crow Era, segregation, the Great Depression, etc.). Students have already learned about these issues/events in their history classes and are prepared to examine the parallels between these events and the events in a literary work like To Kill a Mockingbird. With this in mind, I chose to incorporate Eckert’s ideas about applying sociological criticism. Eckert defines sociological theory as “a stance toward a text in which the reader assumes that to really understand a literary work implies knowing something about either the society in which it was written or the one it depicts” (103). Knowing that my students would be new to this term, I explained to them what sociological criticism is and that it sounds much more complicated than it really is. They seemed to pick up on what the theory implied pretty quickly. Because of this, I felt that my students were fully capable of taking this analytical stance and that they would want to as well. Overall my students seemed to really be interested in the historical parallels in the novel, and I wanted to see what they thought about the effects of these things on how Lee chose to write the book. 

Although the prompt was a little lengthy and required some depth, I was pleased overall with the responses I received. My students are much better history students than I had expected and had some really insightful things to say about the sociological and historical context of the novel. I was surprised at how many things they were able to pick up on, such as references made to FDR in the very first pages. This “idea try-out” was conducted outside of class, but tied in very well with our discussion of setting in class. If I could make any changes, I would try to spend more time in class working through the theory, perhaps providing a few more examples. Although my high and average performing students did very well with the journal, I think a little more scaffolding would have elicited some more in depth responses from my lowering performing students. If I were to do this again, I would make the assignment more than just a simple journal response and give students time to do some research and explore the time period and sociological context more. I even see the possibility for a project or bigger paper assignment here, and think it could be incorporated quite nicely. If I were ever to meet Eckert, I might discuss with her ways in which sociological theory could be used in conjunction with To Kill a Mockingbird specifically, since there is so much to explore and uncover. 

The idea in lesson two is from Chapter 4 of Eckert’s book, titled “Segments and Gaps: Teaching Students Reader-Response Theory.” I chose to incorporate the section on “persona writing” in which students are given the chance to articulate and expand on their conception of different characters. Eckert suggests that students can “assume the persona of one character in a work and explore that character’s motivation by writing a hypothetical letter to another character.” I really liked this idea, and think that it can be easily incorporated into any literary work, especially To Kill a Mockingbird. I altered the strategy a little bit and gave students the opportunity to write a bio poem, or a letter in which they took on the persona of a character. I wanted students to take on the character’s identity and use clues from the text to express who a character really was. I showed students a sample bio poem and explained that if they chose to do a bio poem, they would have to include more than a one-word adjective and really be creative. With the letter, I told students that they were to take on a character’s persona and write to another character about a specific event or situation in the novel. 

Most of my students chose to do bio poems, but several did letters as well. I was really pleased with what they came up with and really enjoyed reading them. Some students got really creative and came up with some explanations for certain events or character traits that went beyond the text. Also, some students paid very close attention to details from the text and came up with some really insightful bio poetry. Overall I thought this lesson went really well and I there isn’t much I would change about it if I were to do it again. I may spend a little more time helping students to find examples or support from the text. Also, I would probably do this lesson towards the end of the unit or at least after we had thoroughly discussed each character. Since I did a more in-depth character analysis assignment later on, however, I thought this would be an easy introduction to character. 

The idea in lesson three is from Chapter 5 of Eckert’s book titled “Biographical Criticism: Teaching Voice and Theme.” I chose to incorporate the section on “Recognizing theme, the author’s message to you” on page 91. I really liked the description of theme that Eckert used and wanted my students to be aware of it. When discussing theme, the hardest part, in my opinion, is getting students to understand that a theme is different from a topic, and that a theme is more or less a message or a statement that the author is trying to get across. When I saw this section on tying theme together with author biography, I thought it would fit really well with our discussion on themes in To Kill a Mockingbird. Now that my students had already looked at the novel in terms of the historical and sociological context, I wanted them to look at the novel and try to find ways in which events from her life tied into the novel. Eckert says, “once you have learned to recognize the author’s voice, it is easier to hear the author’s message and identify the major themes within a given work” (91). Since many people have argued that the novel is Lee’s memoir and based heavily on events from her own life, I wanted to give my students the opportunity to try to find out if this was true. After students had come up with the themes that emerge in the novel and after we had discussed each one and the possible purpose Lee had in including it, I had them read a recent article titled “Mockingbird author unveiled to a degree in the book at Big Read event” published in a newspaper called The Sun Chronicle in Massachusetts.  The article was about an author, Charles Shields, his new biography on Lee, and the controversy that surrounds it and an accurate depiction of Lee’s life. I wanted students to see that this book is still being discussed today, and that people are still curious about Lee and the novel since so little is written about her. I wanted my students to use this as an opportunity to find what they could about Lee and form their own opinions over whether or not she did write about events from her life in the novel. I allowed them to do research on Lee in order to find if any parallels existed between her life and the events of the novel and to determine whether or not these things played a role on the themes she conveys in the novel. I wanted my students to understand Eckert’s point that knowing about an author can sometimes make themes within a work clearer.


I was amused by how into this assignment my students got. They genuinely wanted to know more about her since many of them thought that she may have been Scout. Since there isn’t much information out there on Lee’s life, this assignment was a little more difficult than I had predicted. However, students really took what they could find and ran with it. As with most kids, my students loved to have the opportunity to play detectives in a way to try to figure out more about Lee’s life and what exactly she intended with the novel. I think they had a lot of fun with it and really got into it. Even weeks later, towards the end of our unit, I had several kids who loved to argue to me and the class, based on what they had found, that Lee didn’t even write the novel. 

If I were to do this lesson over, I would purchase books written about Lee and try to gather more information ahead of time for students to use while conducting their research. I knew that there wasn’t much information available, however, I didn’t realize how scarce accurate biographical information on Lee is on the internet. Regardless of how little information was out there, (and some used the fact that she didn’t do interviews to back up their opinion) students really did a good job forming their own opinions about Lee and finding parallel between her life and the novel. I even had a student return from spring break to tell me how excited she was that she saw Charles Shields’ biography of Lee in a bookstore in Chicago. 

I found Lisa Schade Eckert’s book to be very helpful, especially in planning lessons for pre-IB students who have a natural desire to what to know more and to explore things from different perspectives. At first I was worried that these strategies, especially the sociological criticism may go over their heads or that they may find it too challenging, but I was pleasantly surprised at how applicable these strategies are in the classroom. I was lucky in that a lot of these strategies worked well with To Kill a Mockingbird, but I think that with the right angle, they would work well with most anything. If I had the opportunity to meet with Eckert I would love to pick her brain about different ways to use these strategies with specific novel, and perhaps ask her about some of the challenges I faced, especially with what to do when biographical information on an author is limited. 
