Unit Plan Rationale
The students just finished a unit on American Romanticism, Gothic Literature, and Transcendentalism. Now, they are ready to move onto a unit on Realism and Civil War literature. During this unit, which took two weeks to cover, students will read the following: 

1.) An excerpt from Frederick Douglass' The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave
2.) An excerpt from Harriet Ann Jacob's Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl
3.) "The Gettysburg Address" by Abraham Lincoln

4.) “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge” by Ambrose Bierce. 


The students will read a variety of primary sources from the Civil War period. Towards the end of the unit, students will study the art of verbal persuasion, and create persuasive videos that mimic the Lincoln-Douglass debates. 

This unit is imperative to include in 11th grade curriculum because the Civil War was an important time in America's history. In order for students to understand slavery and oppression, students must know the history behind racism in our country. By reading primary and secondary accounts about the time period, students will gain a better understanding of the reasons behind the Civil War.  They will also be more aware of the complexity of the war and the impact it still has on Americans today. 


This unit will segue into a unit on Regionalism and Naturalism.


 

Unit Plan Reflection
Design Process


While designing this unit, I spoke with my coordinating teacher about what she wanted to cover with the students once I was finished student teaching.  She told me that she was planning on having the students read The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain.  Before starting my official, graded unit, I taught a unit on Romanticism, Gothic Literature, and Transcendentalism.  I decided to design my unit around the American Civil War because it fits perfectly after the previous unit.  In addition, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn contains a lot of race-related themes, so I figured it would be good for students to start thinking about the issues surrounding slavery in our country.  My coordinating teacher also covers the Civil War during this time of the year, so the decision was an easy one. 


Once I decided to make my unit a Civil War unit, I needed to choose texts for my students to read.  I asked my teacher for a list of books, poems, short stories, etc. that she usually includes in the unit.  Then I read over her selections and chose the following pieces:

1.) An excerpt from Frederick Douglass' The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave
2.) An excerpt from Harriet Ann Jacob's Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl
3.) "The Gettysburg Address" by Abraham Lincoln

4.) “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge” by Ambrose Bierce. 

I decided to include two excerpts from narratives, a speech, and a short story as my three different required genres.  I also added primary sources from the time period, such as photocopies of “The Emancipation Proclamation,” a newspaper from that time period, correspondence between soldiers, copies of medical receipts, reward posters for John Wilkes Booth’s arrest, etc.  
I knew I wanted to incorporate technology in my unit, so I decided to have my students create persuasive videos based off the Lincoln-Douglas debates.  I wanted to give students choices, so I allowed them to choose their topic from a list of referendums (students were also able to select their own topic as long as I approved it).  

I also knew I wanted to include a variety of formal and informal assessments in my lesson plan; therefore, I created several different assessments—some traditional and some non-traditional.  I developed a vocabulary test and a mug shot test as my traditional assessments.  My non-traditional assessments included a Venn diagram activity, vocabulary graphic organizer, bumper sticker assignment, vocabulary drawing, Civil War letter assignment, and the persuasive video. 
Experiences:


In order to ensure that the majority of my lesson plan assignments would be effective, I experimented with similar assignments prior to creating my official unit; therefore, I was able to include activities that I knew were likely to be successful.  For example, in a previous unit I created on the American Revolution, I had the students do a letter-writing assignment that is similar to the one I used in this class (students pretended to be either a Patriot or a Loyalist, and they wrote letters to friends or family members back home in England to explain what was going on in the colonies).  I also used a letter assignment during the Transcendentalist unit (students pretended to be Ralph Waldo Emerson and wrote a hypothetical letter to Henry David Thoreau and vice versa). Because both of those letter assignments were successful, I hoped this one would be too.  Fortunately, I believe this was an effective strategy; I was very pleased with my students’ performance on the Civil War letter assignment.  In addition, I’ve found that my remedial students like consistency in the classroom; they enjoy doing similar assignments with new twists. 


I also included the vocabulary graphic organizer assignment and the vocabulary drawing assignment because I’ve experimented with both of those techniques throughout the semester as well.  I’ve noticed that students’ vocabulary test scores are much higher when they do those two activities prior to a vocabulary test (worksheets didn’t seem to help them prepare nearly as much).


In addition, I experimented with a video assignment during the Transcendentalism unit to see if students enjoyed and benefited from technology like Windows Movie Maker (students created Transcendentalism videos).  Because the students had used Movie Maker before, I also knew I wouldn’t have to give them a tutorial again, which saved class time during my official unit. I was much more impressed with the persuasive videos than the Transcendentalism videos.  I think students reacted better to the persuasive videos because they were passionate about their topic. 


The bumper sticker activity was a new idea that I hadn’t tried before. Unfortunately, it didn’t go so well.  The majority of my students put very little effort into their bumper stickers.  Only a handful turned in creative, thoughtful bumper stickers, so I’m not sure if I would try that activity again.

Expectations: 

Because I had experimented with several of the lesson plans I included in my official unit, I expected the majority of my unit to be successful.  Fortunately, I was right; only had one lesson that bombed.  My findings were consistent with past findings: my students learn vocabulary best when they do hands-on activities, such as graphic organizers and drawings.  Presenting the vocabulary drawings before a vocabulary test also seems to be effective (scores go up).  The letter assignment went smoothly; the letters were well-written, relevant, and interesting to read. 
A couple aspects of my unit surprised me. For example, the persuasive videos were wonderful.  I was worried that they wouldn’t be because I wasn’t extremely impressed with my students’ videos during the Transcendentalism unit; however, the persuasive videos exceeded my expectations. Also, my students seemed fascinated by the photo copies of primary Civil War sources.  They reacted as if they were holding a rare gem in their hands when I passed the documents around!

The only assignment that failed was the bumper sticker activity; this shocked me because I thought it would be a fun assignment that would allow my students to be creative—I guess I was wrong! Instead, my students complained about it and created poor work.  


Overall, I was very pleased with my unit.  I feel like I covered all the main aspects of the Civil War that I set out to cover.  I think my students enjoyed the majority of the activities.  Because students come into the classroom with different strengths and weaknesses, I tried to include a variety of assessments in order to ensure that all my students had the chance to succeed.  We held some intense class discussions about the reasons behind the Civil War and talked about how the Civil War still pays a role in American society today.  I believe students enjoyed the text selections and have a much firmer understanding of the American Civil War as a result of my unit.  
