Graceland by Chris Abani

A Novel Unit Plan by J. Korochik
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Day I
Intro and Performance
What’s on for today:
Chapters 1, 2, 3
Students will be officially introduced to the Chris Abani novel, Graceland. 

Students should have already read the first five chapters. 

Students will analyze, discuss and relate to the main character, Elvis through acting out a scene from his home life and freewriting. 
Students will become comfortable with reading, using and understanding dialectical English.
What to do:
I will play Bob Marley’s “Natural Mystic” as students enter and into the first few minutes of class. Follow up Marley with Celestine Ukwu. Upon entering, students will be asked to freewrite a reaction to page 5.

Freewrite reaction to: “Elvis opened the door and eyed him. The desire to drive his fist through his father’s face was old and overwhelming.” 

Next, students will be assigned roles for the speaking dialogue roles on pages 5 and 6. While the acting parts will be limited, the rest of the classroom will have to direct the physical movement, tone, voice levels and facial expressions of the actors. 

Next, through guided class discussion, students will share their understanding of Elvis’ home life, his relationship with his father and their living conditions and environment. 

Students will be asked to single out any unfamiliar words or phrases. These words will be written out on the board and will be part of their first homework WebQuest assignment.

Students will add to their journal freewrite.

How did it go? 
My main objective in this lesson plan is to get students interested in the novel and participate, experience and relate to the text and Elvis’s home life and foreign environment. I also want students to be comfortable reading and performing with an unfamiliar dialect – a task which students will begin doing in class, but are assigned to fulfill for homework.

For homework, students are encouraged to continue class discussion in their web journals. Also:
Students are to go online to <http://www.amazon.com>. There, students will find SIPs,  (Statistically Improbable Phrases), CIPs (Capitalized Improbable Phrases) most used words and any words they singled out as foreign from in-class or independent readings and work in assigned online groups of two to best find their meaning. Students are then asked to write down a phrase or unfamiliar word on an index card.

Students are encouraged to use e-mail, AIM, MSN or Yahoo messengers to work in groups or have the option of working independently if they so prefer. 

Day II
Chapters 1, 2, 3
Intro to Performance and Dialect 
What’s on for today:
Students will share their WebQuest findings and become comfortable using unfamiliar words and students will apply what they’ve learned in improvisational dialogue.

This way, everyone is on the same page and there is no discomfort or confusion about sounding awkward, speaking in class or acting.

Students will act out pages 12 and 13 and have a good idea of what Elvis does for a living and how he is looked at by others. In doing this, students will get to experience the pages while interacting with the words and text. 

Students will discuss Elvis’ home life, work life, the time jumps that occur throughout the chapters and the importance of rites of passage in Chapter two. 
What to do:

Upon entering, students will be asked to hand in their homework index cards. While students are asked to freewrite on their reaction to Chapter Two and rites of passage, I will sort the index cards, take out duplicates and divide the cards between the students. Upon completing their freewrites, students will be asked to use the cards that they have to create their own dialogue and walk around the classroom using the words on their index cards. Students will be encouraged to volunteer in reading their most creative or interesting dialogues. We will talk about what the different phrases or unfamiliar words mean.
Next, we will act out pages 12 and 13 where Elvis attempts to perform for a few tourists and is disappointed with the results. (I will provide a wig and Elvis aviator glasses and/or whatever props I can find). We will have volunteer actors and the remaining students will serve as directors, controlling the actors and use of props.
The class will end with a discussion of the chapters we’ve covered in class. We’ll discuss Elvis’s home life, his work as an entertainer and how he is perceived by his family, by others (the “generously proportioned woman” getting off the bus on page 13) and by himself. We will also discuss the time jumps throughout the novel and develop an understanding of how old Elvis is throughout these chapters. 

Before the bell rings and students stampede out, I will ask students to go around the room and complete the statement, “Today, I learned that…”
How did it go:

I will evaluate students based on their group or individual work with the Amazon.com website, finding SIPs, CIPs, and most common words, discovering their meanings or how they fit to the text and class performance. My only concern is that the walking around and creating dialogue will get too loud or disorganized and I will not be able to keep track of it.

Students will also be evaluated on their journal writing, class discussions and the final exercise.

Day III
Socratic Discussion: Mother, Ch. 4, 20

What’s on for today:
Today, we are going to discuss character relationships and develop an understanding of how Elvis ended up in Lagos, what happened to his mother (pages 36-44, breast cancer, touching her scar and symbolism, mom’s death, dad’s political career), the books he is reading, etc.

Students will have a Socratic discussion and we will jump ahead to Chapter 20 for inclass reading: pages 216 to 219. 
It’s easy to get a little lost in this novel and I’m skipping ahead and having a class discussion to help students catch up to exactly what is going on. I feel the last few pages of chapter 20 perfectly aid in the unfolding of the storyline.

What to do:

From Chapter 4, students will be asked to freewrite about their reaction to Elvis’ relationship with Beatrice and what Oye means when she says, “You should tell him about tha operation, lass. He’s a strong lad, he’ll be okay. You have to prepare him. You dinna have much time left.”

Students will be asked to write out any questions or misunderstandings that hey may have about the novel, characters or plot.

Students will read Chapter 20, pages 216 to 219 in class. 

Students will hold a Socratic discussion. Students will raise questions or misunderstandings they currently have and discuss the family mechanics in Elvis’ family. The relationship between Oye and Beatrice, what the breast cancer signifies, how they ended up in Lagos and his father’s political career.
Students will be encouraged to continue this discussion in their online journals.

How did it go:
The Socratic discussion will be interesting in letting students lead each other in analyzing the plot and events of the novel and chapters we’ve just covered. 
I don’t anticipate the sensitive subject of breast cancer to upset any of the students or raise any issues. I will have the guidance office telephone number on standby and have a neighboring teacher close enough to watch over my class while I accompany a student to the guidance office or to take the student him/herself. 
Day IV

Violence and Found Poetry
Chapters 5, 6, 7, 8
What’s on for today:

There is quite a bit of violence throughout the novel that needs to be discussed. Having gone to see Abani at Bayshore High School, I can’t imagine ignoring the violence or not allowing my students to discuss this in class. With proper supervision and guidance, I trust that the students will be just fine in discussing this subject matter. In treating my students as adults, I hope to address the violent topics and continue to move through the novel. Furthermore, I will introduce students to the concept of found poetry and will this way be able to focus them on the text for the remainder of the class. Students will also be asked to continue class discussions online in their journals.

What to do:

Tell students that you expect them to carry themselves appropriately in discussing certain subject matter. Tell students that there is a reason that Abani didn’t exclude this from the novel and I want to discuss that reason with them. 

With beginning class, I will ask students to freewrite on Elvis’ early quote, “How could a place be so ugly and violent yet beautiful at the same time?”

What does Elvis mean by this? What violence have you noticed in the novel so far?
Through class discussion, we will cover anything that the students have found and:

Page 51 – Dad’s drinking binges and possible suicide.

Page 65 – The rape of Efua and why Elvis didn’t help.

Page 74 – The violence of the man jumping into the fire. 

Students will spend the next 15-20 minutes working on creating Found Poems from any of the discussed passages. Volunteers will be asked to read their poems in class and all will be required to add their poems to their online journal. 
How did it go:

I will evaluate their online journals and poems. The combination of the mature subject matter discussion and the poems should create some balance. Also, by focusing on the text in the Found Poetry exercise, I am not dismissing the violence but not letting it become the only thing we talk about. 
Day V

Sunday 

Ch 8, 9, 10, 11

What’s on for today:

Today, we will discuss the subjects of masculinity within the culture and how it affects Elvis and his relationship with Sunday. This is a novel about growing up, coming of age and self discovery. It’s also a novel about a young boy’s relationship with his father and the father’s disapproval of dancing (writing!). I want to talk about this gender construction and the relationship Elvis has with Sunday.

In doing this, I also want to address the jobs Elvis takes on as a result of his father’s disapproval.
What to do:

Abbreviation:

Students will be divided into small groups of 3 or 4 to discuss and abbreviate the Ch. 6 dress up scene where Sunday becomes enraged that his son is dressed up like a girl. Pages 61-63.

Fishbowl Discussion:

Pg. 63: “I don’t want you spending any more time on that veranda.”

Pg. 80: “Ah, my son de useless dancer!”

Students will get into a fishbowl and discuss the above quotes and abbreviation, how Sunday perceives his son, how he feels about the veranda and dancing. How does Elvis feel about the veranda, dancing and dress up? What does this say about his character? Is Elvis exploring homosexuality or is this just a part of growing up? 

The fishbowl will then lead into discussions on:

Pg. 93 – Elvis and his new career as a club escort and dancer.

Pg. 107 – “Grey powder.” Elvis and the world of drugs, organized crime.

The class will end with the students finishing the statement, “What I like the most about this books is…”
Students will be asked to continue discussion in their journals. 

How did it go:

Students will be evaluated on their participation in the discussion, group abbreviations, online journals and overall understanding of the text.
Day VI

What’s in a name?

Chapters 12, 13, 14, 15
What’s on for today:

Today, we will discuss the significance of the names throughout the novel. Students will be separated into groups of 4 or 5 and given a ditto to complete. The names vary in an interesting and often contradictory way and there is a definite relationship between the name and personality/attributes of each character.
For example:

Name

Origin/Meaning


How does it fit? Why?




Beatrice
“voyager through life”   

-She has passed away and not there 



“one who brings happiness”

to accompany Elvis.
Oye

anything to do with Irish



accent or influence?

Innocent


Redemption

Sunday
What to do:

Students will be given most of the period to discuss the characters and relationships in the novel with specific focus on their names. What do the names mean? How do they fit throughout the text? Students will continue working on this throughout the end of the unit.
With 10 minutes left of the class, students will be asked to discuss their findings with each group sharing what they’ve discovered. 

It would be interesting to share my trip to Bayshore High School with the students and take some time to discuss what Abani has said.
Any names that the students have left blank or have found nothing for will be followed throughout the remainder of the novel. Students will be encouraged to continue writing in their online journals and to begin thinking about questions they might have for Abani.
How did it go:

If students have really taken to this activity and searched/analyzed the text for interesting relationships between names and characters – this activity went well. It would be most interesting to get students to begin thinking about questions they would ask Abani if given the chance. If there is enough interest (and I will push my students so that there is), I will hope to establish some form of communication with Abani and/or research the web to find answers.

Day VII

Ch. 16, 17, 18, 19

Illuminating Found Poetry
What’s on for today:

Today, students will work with found poetry and illuminate their poems.
It is important that I cover a lot of material in today’s lesson. In a quick and general outline:

p. 169 – Elvis is distancing himself, beginning to lose innocence. Finds out about Oye’s death.

p. 173 – symbolism in make up and wearing a mask.

p. 184 – Elvis talks to his father and discusses Innocent killing Godfrey.
p. 198-99 – The rape.

What to do:

Students will freewrite in their journals on page 173 lines, “He envied her ability to prepare a face for the world.” And, “He was amazed not just at how much makeup made her aware of herself, but by how much he wanted to wear that mask. It would be the perfect remedy for his painful shyness.”

Students will be asked what he means by this and whether or not they can relate to it. Students will also be asked to apply a feminist lens in analyzing make up as a mask and a quick discussion will follow from some students volunteering to read their journals.

Students will then jump to a quick discussion of the rape. “What happened?” “Who found him?” “Why was he relieved that she was the one who found him?”

Students will have 10 minutes to create found poems from pages 169-171. Students will then have until the end of the period to share their poems. 

I will then spend a little time introducing students to Illuminated poetry, show them my Illuminated sonnet and assign them to illuminate their found poems for homework.

How did it go:

There is a lot of material to cover here. A lot of this material is very sensitive and may or may not disturb some of my students. As with other lessons, I will have a guidance counselor’s phone number handy and will be very alert of anything unusual. I don’t want to spend too much time on the rape and am very interested to evaluate the illuminated found poems.
Day VIII

Ch. 20, 21, 22, 23 
Loss of Innocence
What’s on for today:

Today, I am interested in discussing Elvis’ loss of innocence, Innocence the character and everything that he has endured, genocide and the violence surrounding Redemption and Elvis’ new careers in organ transplants. 

There will be a minilesson about genocide and a discussion about Elvis’ slow and gradual loss of innocence. 
Students will also become engaged with the text and bring the characters of Elvis and Redemption to life in reading/acting out pages 241 – 243.

What to do:

Students will freewrite about their reaction to reading the first part of chapter 20. What is genocide? Did this remind them of anything else they have read, heard about or have seen movies about?
Students will be encouraged to read aloud from their journals.

There will be a 10-15 minute minilesson about genocide and students will be introduced to their second WebQuest assignment. 
A discussion about the stoning of Jeremiah will lead into the discussion of Elvis’ gradual loss of innocence. What happens when he sees the man get stoned? What is the significance of having a 12-year-old girl throw the first stone? What do the names represent? Why does the man keep repeating that his name is Jeremiah? Why is it important that he identifies Peter by name?

Finally, students will bring pages 241-243 to life by reading them out loud. This will give students a clear idea of what is happening and what kind of work they are involved in.
How did it go:

Students will be evaluated on their online journal entries. As part of their writing and in-class discussion, students will be asked to compare the Elvis they met in the beginning of the novel and they Elvis they are familiar with now. Students should have a clear understanding of how much has happened in these chapters and where Elvis’ life seems to be going. 
Day IX

Playwright 101
Ch. 24, 25, 26, 27

What’s on for today:

This is totally foreign to me but I am very interested in trying it. These four chapters tell an interesting and intense story with clearcut villains and heroes. For the next four days (with the option of letting students work on this over the weekend), I want to experiment with performance and getting students directly involved with the text. They will be completely responsible for creating short 10 minute plays in which they have to embody what has been read. There will be enough creative space for the students to make their own decisions regarding costumes, music, lines, etc. 

What to do:

When the novel first opens, Elvis is talking about observing life but thinking about how it would look as a movie. Though creating a movie would be interesting (and can be an extra credit option for the future) the next few days will be all about acting and directing.

I will create two or three groups of students (7-10 students per group) and will ask them to create short plays based on the events of these chapters. They will be given specific instructions on identifying their actors, props directors, music directors. Students will be working on this project at home through following a WebQuest assignment. They will continue working in groups and will evaluate each other as group members. 
We will first discuss these chapters and what has happened:

· the King and his role

· Bulldozers and politics.

· Sunday.

· Good vs. Evil = Colonel and Elvis.

·  Identifying the introduction, climax and resolution in these chapters and within the students’ plays.
How did it go:

If this works, it will be successful in embodying abbreviation, analysis, acting and attention to detail. It will also be a ton of fun! The performance days should be the most exciting. This is when students will have brought in costume props, attempted to memorize some lines and will present two or three renditions of these chapters.
Day X and Day XI
Playwright 101 (Days 2 and 3)
What’s on for today: 

Students will spend these two days working in groups to write their screenplays, rehearse their parts, design costumes and arrange their plays. They will be working from home as well as from the classroom. 
Day XII
Playwright 101 (Day 4 – Performances)
What’s on for today:

This far into the novel, students have already had plenty of experience with acting, today they will do the most of it. There will be some time to get their details together but the majority of class time will be spent on having the groups present their plays.

What to do:

Upon entering the classroom, students will be urged to get into their assigned groups and immediately begin working on their plays. They will put together finishing touches on music, costumes and line rehearsals. (5 minutes max)
The rest of class will be spent watching performances.
For their online journal writing, students will be asked what they learned from doing this exercise and what they enjoyed most about it.

How did it go:

There are a few concerns that I already have about this:

1. My leading roles/actors will be sick and not show – will replacements be difficult to find?

2. Technology problems – will I have any issues working the equipment and making sure that everyone has what they need?

I expect all of these renditions to vary and be different enough that two or three groups can perform without boring repetitions of the same thing. Should this happen, next time I will plan on assigning a different chapter to each group and doing the same thing over.

Day XIII
Chapters 28 - 29.
What’s on for today:

Today will be the last day that we are working on the novel. There will be some in-class reading/acting and a final Socratic discussion about the end of the novel.
What to do:

Students will freewrite about their reaction to the last two chapters of the novel focusing on anything that struck them the most. They will be encouraged to share their journal entries aloud.

Students will act out/read aloud the dialogue on pages 316- 318 in which Elvis is given a “gift” from Redemption.

Students will then have a Socratic discussion about the chapters covering the chapter 28 abuse, the passport and most importantly – the last 5 lines of the novel:

“Redemption,” the airline clerk called.

Elvis, still unfamiliar with his new name, did not respond.

“Redemption!” the clerk called louder.

Elvis stepped forward and spoke.

“Yes, this is Redemption.”

What is the significance of this ending? Is it a happy or sad ending? Why does Elvis say “this is Redemption” and not “I am Redemption”?

For homework, students will be asked to continue their online journals and discussions. Also, students will be asked to submit any unanswered questions they may have for Chris Abani. I will then do my best to contact and e-mail the questions to Mr. Abani and continue to report on any replies/communication throughout the semester.

How did it go:

Students will be evaluated by all of the work they have done in their online journals and in participating in online discussions throughout the semester. The fishbowl discussion should flow very smoothly, my only concern is not being able to reach Mr. Abani. On the other hand, if there is an insane stroke of luck maybe I’ll have another opportunity to meet Mr. Abani at a school speaking (or even create arrangements to have him speak to our school and our classroom). I’m also considering a way for the students to communicate with Mr. Abani directly but don’t want them to be too let down if the doesn’t.
