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Dear Colleagues,


Ernest J. Gaines’ A Lesson Before Dying, is a powerful masterpiece, which will enrich students’ lives via a multicultural perspective.  Upon conducting a Fry readability test, this novel was determined to be at the seventh grade reading level.  However, although this novel contains minimal profanity, the complexity of the work’s contents cannot be fully appreciated or understood by such a young audience.  This, in addition to  its inclusion of a sexual scene, would make me teach this novel to either tenth or eleventh grade students.  This novel broaches a wide range of issues such as racism, justice, the death penalty, religious values, redemption, love, the pursuit of happiness, the struggle to know oneself, and the search for hope/inspiration.

 The novel contains a fair amount of Christian references, since the setting is in a town that is densely populated by Protestants.  However, this is not a novel about religion.  Religion is simply a way through which some of the characters express their innermost thoughts regarding what it means to die, and most importantly, how the manner in which one dies is of paramount importance.

This novel also highlights the injustice endured by blacks during a period of segregation and racism, in which the Jim Crow Laws were still in full force.  The novel is filled with powerful imagery, which is accentuated via its first person perspective.  This enables the reader to attain a much more in-depth association with the characters in the work and after all, getting students to connect with the work is essential.  Although many authors could re-create a similar plot, most would find it nearly impossible to achieve Gaines’ level of character development and his proficient use of various literary techniques/devices.  Throughout this novel, the reader not only reads about Jefferson’s plight, but sits in the jail cell with him, waiting for him to make a difference and make the most out of each and every moment he has left.  The reader feels Miss Emma’s slap, shares some chicken with Jefferson, listens to his radio, looks over his shoulder as he writes in his journal, admires his fortitude, and walks with him towards the chair, without uttering a single word.  Similarly, the reader embarks on Grant’s journey towards self-awareness and appreciation for life and what it has to offer.  The reader waits with Grant, for two and a half hours, in Henri Pichot’s kitchen, throws a few punches at Claiborne’s bar, becomes a student in Grant’s classroom, and holds Paul’s hand. 

Through a variety of resources, including, but not limited to, a combination of individual, small-group, and whole-group activities/ discussions, performance-based lessons, close readings of the text, exploring various Web resources, viewing film clips, completing free-writing tasks and reader-response assignments, reading poetry supplements, and taking quizzes/exams, students will come to appreciate the beauty of the language in the novel and the complexity of its message.  

This novel conveys the enormous power that one individual can exert over many and how much people, regardless of their skin color, can learn from each other.  This novel provides a source of inspiration that supports self-awareness and painstakingly demonstrates the uncertainty of life.  We, as teachers, have the opportunity to provide our students with the valuable lessons contained in this novel and guide them towards attaining self-awareness, having a greater ability to express themselves, and lead lives they truly wish to follow.  To leave this novel out of the curriculum would in itself be an injustice.










Sincerely, 

Karina Klein

Unit Calendar for A Lesson Before Dying

WEEK 1
1

 Lesson 1:

In the Courtroom

pp. 3-9
2

 Lesson 2:

A Nation Divided

pp. 3-23
3

  Lesson 3:

“Incident”

pp. 24-50
4

  Lesson 4:

To Die Like a Man

pp. 51-74
5

  Lesson 5:

“If We Must Die”

pp. 75-102

WEEK 2
6

  Lesson 6:

“Keep on Vexing Me!”

pp. 103-141
7

  Lesson 7:

Found Poetry

pp. 142-167
8

  Lesson 8:

“Sin Company”

pp. 168-194
9

  Lesson 9:

“A Whole Gallona Ice Cream”

pp. 195-218
10

 Lesson 10:

A Letter to the “Teacher”: Grant’s Response

pp. 219-234

WEEK 3
11

Lesson 11:

My Hero

pp. 235-256
12

 Lesson 12:

“The Peckerwood Dentist”
13

 Lesson 13:

Oral Readings of Selected Passages 
14

Lesson 14:

Symbolism, Themes, and Imagery
15

 Lesson 15:

What’s in a Title?

WEEK 4
16

Lesson 16:

Character Analysis:

Jefferson and Grant
17

 Lesson 17:

Character Analysis:

Tante Lou, Vivian, Aunt Emma, Paul Bonin, and Sam Guidry
18

Final

Group Perform-ances
19

Novel Unit

Final Exam-

Part One:

Multiple-Choice, 

Fill-in, Identification, and Quotation
20

Novel Unit

Final Exam-

Part Two:

Critical Lens

Essay

Grading Policy for the Four-Week Novel Unit

This unit consists of a variety of assignments, which are designed to foster student participation and interest, while ensuring that the information being taught is accurately interpreted and applied to Regents-based assessments.  This unit will be graded out of 200 points, which will be distributed as follows:

· Free-Writing (Weeks I-III) - worth 10 points:

Students will participate in 5 distinct free-writing assignments that will focus on core issues of the novel, and at times, will incorporate supplements, such as poems or short stories, which relate to the former.  Each free-writing assignment will be collected at the end of that particular class period and will be assigned a grade on a scale of 0-2.

· Reader-Response Log (Weeks I-III) – worth 25 points:

Students will keep a reader-response log, as a way to reflect on the daily reading assignments, which will constitute the majority of the homework portion of this unit.  The log will consist of 10 entries, each worth 2.5 points.  For each entry, which will require approximately 25 pages of reading, students will be expected to write a minimum of a five-sentence summary of what has occurred in the reading.  In addition, for each entry, students will also select one quotation from each pertinent chapter and explain why they feel it is a significant quotation.  This will reinforce the importance of a close reading of the text. The reader-response log assignments will commence on the first day of the unit and will be handed in at the beginning of class on the eleventh day of the unit.  The logs will be returned on the twelfth day of the unit, so that students may continue to use them for reference.

· Group Performance Project (Week IV) – worth 10 points:

On the first day of the unit, the class will be divided into four groups.  Each group will select any scene from the novel that they wish to enact.  Groups will be expected to select their scenes no later than the twelfth day of the unit.  On day eighteen, each group will be given 8-10 minutes to perform their scenes.  Students will have the option to either perform live or display their performances via videotape.  If students choose the latter, I must be given a minimum of one week’s notice so I may make appropriate arrangements.

In order to enact their scenes, students must create an original screenplay, which may use words/phrases from the text or film version, but must include original material as well.  Students will be evaluated on their ability to work as a team, their ability to be creative, and their ability to enact the scene they have chosen accurately and effectively.

The performance will be worth 6 points and the screenplay will be worth 4 points.

· Oral Reading Assignment – (Week III) – worth 5 points:

On the thirteenth day of the unit, students will take detailed notes, while listening to an oral reading of three selected passages from the novel.  Then, students will be asked to select and focus on one of the three passages.  Once each student has selected a passage, s/he will utilize his/her notes in order to create an original poem, which encompasses the theme of his/her selected passage.  If time allows, students may begin writing their poems in class, but will be given the opportunity to work on producing a more polished poem at home.  The poem will be a minimum of ten lines in length and will be due at the start of class on the fourteenth day of the unit.  

· Quizzes/Examinations – (Weeks I-IV) – worth 140 points:

Students will be given a quiz on the fifth day, the tenth day, and the fifteenth day of the unit.  The first two quizzes will consist of a combination of multiple-choice and fill-in questions, which will focus on the plot of the novel, but will include some questions regarding theme and character analysis.  This is essential in order to ensure that students are keeping up with the reading assignments.  The third quiz will consist of a series of direct quotations taken from the novel.  These quotations will encompass major issues throughout the novel and some will be taken from in-class readings. The focus of this quiz will be to identify the speaker and the significance of the passage. The first two quizzes will be worth 15 points each, and the third quiz will be worth ten points, for a total of 40 points.

There will be one novel unit final examination, which will be administered in two parts.  Part one will be given on the nineteenth day of the unit and part two will be given on the twentieth day of the unit.  Part one of the final exam will be cumulative and will encompass a combination of multiple-choice questions, fill-in questions, true/false questions, and identifications.  This portion of the novel unit final exam will be worth 60 points.  Part two of the final exam will consist of a Regents-based Critical Lens essay.  The grading rubric for this essay will emulate the rubric used for the Regents Exam and will be distributed to students upon completion of part one of the unit exam. For the essay, students will be given a quotation from the novel, which will be used as the Critical Lens. Furthermore, students will incorporate a supplemental reading into the final essay.  Part two of the novel unit final exam will be worth 40 points.

· Class Participation (Weeks I-IV) – worth 10 points:

Class participation is a key element in a successful classroom experience.  Students will be evaluated based on their willingness to contribute to meaningful class discussions, sharing personal writings/thoughts, taking an active role in classroom activities, and displaying respect and consideration for others views.

Lesson 1  “In the Courtroom”
A Lesson on Identifying with Jefferson

Objective:  Students will enact a screenplay I have created for Chapter One of A Lesson Before Dying.  Then, they will participate in a focused free-writing assignment regarding the performance, which will be followed by an open class discussion regarding innocence and racism.  Students will receive copies of the novel and learn about the function of reader-response. 

Motivation:  Prior to today’s lesson, students will be instructed to view various Internet sites, which I provided, regarding the Jim Crow era and racial segregation, in order to become familiar with the background of the novel. Then, with some background knowledge of the time period, students will enact the original screenplay for chapter 1 of the novel, which will create empathy for Jefferson’s plight and capture students’ interest.  Through the enactment, students will feel the discrimination and dehumanization of Jefferson.

Resources: Handout #1(the screenplay for chapter 1 of A Lesson Before Dying), desks, copies of A Lesson Before Dying, by Ernest J. Gaines, and Handout #2, (an explanation of reader-response theory and the reader-response log)

Strategy:  1. Rearrange the desks in the classroom so that the teacher’s desk is at the front of the room.  This will be the seat where the “Judge” will sit.  In front of the Judge’s desk, place another desk, with no other desks near it.  This will be where “Jefferson” will sit.  Then, place another desk, on one side of the room, with no other desks near it.  This will be where “Emma” will sit.  Then, on the opposite side of the room, place about six desks together to constitute where the “Jury” will sit.  The other roles will not require students to sit, but rather to stand and be active.

2. The teacher will distribute Handout #1 and assign roles.  The teacher will make sure to select a student to play the Prosecutor, the Defense Attorney, Jefferson, Emma, the Head Juror, the Judge, and select several students to play the Jury (dependent on class size).  The teacher will also designate someone to read the text that is not a spoken role.  Once the students have their parts and are in position, the teacher will begin the performance-based lesson by having the students enact the screenplay.  Once the enactment is over, the students will sit down at any desk. 

3.  The teacher will immediately ask the students to respond to the following question in a focused free-write:

“How did what you just witnessed make you feel?  Were you anxious, scared, happy, upset, etc. …?”  The teacher will allow five minutes for responses.

4. The teacher will initiate an open class discussion by encouraging students to share their writing.  Students will have a great deal to say regarding this matter.

5.  The teacher will conclude the discussion when there are ten minutes left in the class period and distribute the novels.

6.  The teacher will distribute Handout #2, which explains what is expected in a Reader-Response Log.  The teacher will review the handout and collect the free-writing activity.

Homework: chapters 1-3 in the novel

HANDOUT #1

Screenplay for A Lesson Before Dying – Chapter One

*** Scene: a courthouse in Louisiana – the 1940s


Jefferson is sitting before an all-white jury, waiting for his fate to be made public.

He sits with an empty glare on his face as his godmother, Emma, tries to contain her grief.

*** Scenario: Jefferson, a slow-witted black man, was on his way to a lounge when two acquaintances, Brother and Bear, offered him a ride.  In the car, they asked Jefferson if he had any money, but Jefferson did not.  Brother and Bear proceeded to drive to Alcee Grope’s store in order to buy some liquor.  At the store, Grope, a white man, refused to give Brother and Bear liquor “on credit” and Bear began to approach Grope.  In the end, Grope, shot and killed Bear, and during the backlash, Brother and Grope were shot dead as well.  

Jefferson, the innocent bystander, approaches Grope and says, ‘Mr. Grope, it was Brother and Bear.  Brother shot you.  It wasn’t me.  They made me come with them.  You got to tell the law that, Mr. Grope.  You hear me, Mr. Grope?’ – but Grope was already dead.  Distraught beyond belief, Jefferson drank some whiskey and in a state of desperation and panic, he took the money from the open register.  As he was about to leave, two white men entered the store.

Today, Jefferson is on trial not only for robbery, but also, most importantly, for the murder of Alcee Grope.

*************************************************************************

Prosecutor: Gentlemen of the jury, what we have here is a cold-blooded killer!  This man (points to Jefferson) is not only a murderer, but a vicious animal as well!  Killing poor old Grope was not enough for this bastard!  (with an emphasis) Oh no!!!  This beast, felt that he would not be satisfied unless he not only killed dear Mr. Grope, but also had stolen his money and celebrated over his bleeding corpse!  This (now shouting, points at Jefferson again) is the kind of beast we have given the privilege of a trial!  Take a long (pause) hard (pause) look gentlemen at this monster and ask yourselves what justice there is for poor, dear, old Mr. Grope.  (pause)  The prosecution rests your honor.

Judge: The defense may speak.

Jefferson’s Attorney (The Defense): Thank you your honor.  Gentlemen, what we have here is not a cold-blooded murderer, but an ignorant fool who was at the wrong place at the wrong time.  Ask yourselves this – If Jefferson were guilty, how come Mr. Grope did not shoot him too?  (pause) Jefferson drank to clam down, not to rejoice or revel in this tragedy.  He took the money because he was thinking with his stomach - not to mention that this boy is a mere fool.  A man would have run out of the store.  A fool would stay and not have the sense to know what was about to ensue.  (pause) If he is guilty of anything, he is guilty of being a poor, dumb, fool.  This thing (points at Jefferson) that sits before you today could be put out of his misery.  (pauses and stares at the jury) But what good would that do?  (pauses and points to Emma who is about to cry) That woman, eats and breathes for this poor fool.  If we kill him, why, then we kill her too.

Why kill this fool?  Do you see a man sitting here who is capable of plotting or engaging in such acts?  Do you see any sign of a thought process?  (louder) Why, he could no more plot or commit murder as a hog could!  (even louder) Yes gentleman, a hog!  (shouting) A hog that is dependent on others to live and who would have died long ago if breathing were not an involuntary process!


So again I ask you, gentlemen of the jury, (pause) be merciful and let this hog live out its pitiful existence.  After all, what would we benefit by putting this thing out of its misery?  Why, I would just as soon put a hog in the electric chair as this (pointing to Jefferson)! 1 (pause) Your honor, the defense rests.

*** Aftermath: The jury deliberates and within one hour, returns with a verdict.

Judge: Gentlemen of the jury, have you reached a verdict?

Head Juror: We have your honor. (pause) We the jury, find the defendant guilty of robbery and murder in the first degree.

Judge: Thank you gentlemen. (pause) The sentence will be death by electrocution.  The governor will set the date.

HANDOUT #2

Reader-Response Log

Reader-Response theory focuses on the interaction between the reader and the text.  That is, how you react to and participate in what you read.  This exchange has a significant value, which, in this case, will be reflected in the form of a log.

Each of you will be expected to keep a reader-response log.  The purpose of this log is to ensure that you remain focused on and critically analyze important characters, events, and statements throughout your reading assignments.

For the most part, you will be responsible for reading 3 chapters of the novel per night.  Therefore, within approximately two weeks, you will have completed the novel.  Aside from the actual readings, this reader-response log will constitute the bulk of your homework assignments for this unit.

In this log, you will be expected to have 10 distinct entries, one for each of the ten reading assignments associated with the novel.  For each entry, which will require approximately 25 pages of reading, you will be expected to:

1. Write a minimum of a five-sentence summary of what has occurred in the reading.

2. For each chapter in a particular reading assignment, select one quotation and explain why you feel that it is significant.

Make sure you bring your logs to class every day.  Use these logs as a place to write down any questions you have regarding the readings and feel free to ask any questions you have during class.

The Reader-Response Logs will be collected two weeks from today.  They will all be returned the following day so that you may continue to use them for reference.  This Reader-Response Log will be worth 25 points out of the 200 total points for the entire Novel Unit.  Take this seriously and do not procrastinate for I assure you that attempting to complete this assignment the night before it is due will not only hinder your performance in the class, as well as on quizzes/exams, but will be impossible to accomplish.  Furthermore, it will diminish the value of reading this novel along with your peers.  If everyone reads the same material at the same time, you will all receive the maximum benefit from this unit.

Lesson 2  “A Nation Divided”

A Lesson on Jim Crow and segregation

Objective:  The students will receive and discuss Handout #3, which outlines the task for the final group performances.  Then, students will focus on racism, since it is a central issue in the novel.  Handout #4 and Handout #5 will be distributed, read collectively, and the students will discuss the handouts in an open forum.  Students will work in groups, which will brainstorm about Jefferson’s plight.  Students will participate in an open class discussion, in which each group will report its conclusions to the entire class.

Resources: Handout #3 (instructions for the group performance project), Handout #4 (a brief overview of the history of the Jim Crow laws and monumental court cases, along with some photographs, which depict some forms of segregation in the south), and Handout #5 (discusses a pivotal lynching case) 

Motivation:  Students will be familiar with the time period in the novel based on yesterday’s lesson. This lesson will be an extension yesterday’s lesson and will focus on not simply the injustice suffered by Jefferson, but the injustice suffered by all blacks.  This will create further empathy for Jefferson’s situation.  Through group work and class discussion, students will realize how different Jefferson’s situation would have been if the setting of the novel were changed.

Strategy:  1. The teacher will return yesterday’s free-writing activity. Then, the students will count-off, by counting to four and then beginning at one again.  Then, the students will be grouped according to their numbers - the 1s will be together, the 2s will be together, and so forth.  The teacher will make a list of the four resulting groups.  These groups will constitute the Final Performance Groups.  Then, the students will write their names and e-mail addresses on a sheet of paper, which will be collected by the teacher and compiled into one list, which the teacher will distribute to the entire class the following day.  

2. The teacher will distribute Handout #3 and discuss the group performance project.  Further questions will be answered after class or via e-mail.

3.The teacher will distribute handout #4 and have students take turns reading the handout aloud.  The teacher will emphasize the fact that the novel is set in a time prior to the Supreme Court’s ruling in Brown v. the Board of Education.

4.  The teacher will distribute handout #5 and have students take turns reading the handout aloud.  The teacher will emphasize that this event occurred in 1955, after the Supreme Court overturned the Plessy v. Ferguson ruling, and still, racism was not even close to being dealt with.  The teacher will highlight how the novel occurs in the 1940s and the students will discuss, as a group, how Jefferson’s race affected his treatment. 

5.  The students will work in groups and answer the following:

If Jefferson had been in New York, in 2004, instead of in Louisiana, in the 1940s, how would have his situation differed?  Each group will elect a representative, who will report the group’s conclusions to the class.  The teacher will add any additional comments, regarding the scenario, which may have been overlooked by the students.

6.  The teacher will inform students of the quiz/exam schedule for this novel unit.  

Homework: chapters 4-6, in the novel

HANDOUT #3

Group Performance Project

You have been given a list of the four different groups, which have been randomly selected for this project.  Tomorrow, you will be provided with a list of each student’s e-mail address.  It is your responsibility to contact your group members in order to complete this project.

The task for this project is as follows:

-Each group must select one scene from the novel, which will be enacted three weeks from tomorrow.

The rules for this project are as follows:

1. Your group may select any scene from the entire novel.  You have an extraordinary number of options, so be selective in the scene you choose.

2. Once you select a scene, your group must create an original screenplay for that scene.

-the screenplay should be written so that when it is performed, the scene lasts between 8 and 10 minutes.

-the screenplay may contain lines from the novel/film, but must contain original material as well.

-characters may be added/omitted from the scene and new characters may be created, provided that these additions/omissions do not interfere with the message/context of the scene.

3. Each group member must have a minimum of one spoken line. 

4. You may either perform live, or if you prefer, the performance may be videotaped prior to the due date and be shown in class on the due date.

-the differences between a live performance versus a videotaped performance will be taken into account when assigning a grade.

-if your group selects the videotape option, I must be given one week’s notice so that I can make necessary arrangements.

Remember: It is your responsibility to contact your group members and arrange meeting times in order to work on your screenplays and rehearse.  If you find it difficult to meet on your own, I have other options for you:

1. You can meet in my classroom during my lunch or my free periods, if this coincides with your lunch or free periods.

2. I can allow you to meet after school, in my classroom, provided I am given two days notice.

Grading policy: 

This project will constitute 10 points out of the 200 total points for this unit.  The screenplay will be worth 4 points and the final performance will be worth 6 points.

Note:  

Each group must tell me which scene they have selected for the final group performance, two weeks from today.

Whether you meet on your own or in my classroom, you must complete this assignment as a group.  Rehearsal is key to a good performance - so practice, practice, practice!  If you perform live, be sure to bring in any necessary props, which will enhance your performance.

You are free to take liberties with your screenplays, but do not include any material that is inappropriate or would be something that you would not want your parents or the principal to see.  Be creative and don’t forget to have fun!

Break a leg!

HANDOUT #4

The History of Jim Crow 
By the 1890's segregation was a prominent feature of life in the South. The Southern states formed a segregated society by passing so-called Jim Crow laws. These laws required African Americans and whites to be separated in almost every public place where they might come in contact with each other. 

In 1896 the Supreme Court upheld that Jim Crow laws and segregation in Plessy v. Ferguson.  The case involved a Louisiana law requiring separate sections on trains for African Americans. The courts ruled that segregation was legal as long as African Americans had access to public facilities or accommodations equal to those of whites. 

However, the facilities were separate, but in no way equal. Southern states spent much more money on schools and other facilities for whites than on those for African Americans. This "separate but equal" doctrine provided a legal foundation for segregation in the South that lasted for more than 50 years. 

Jim Crow laws were established after the Civil war. The laws limited the rights of freed slaves. Jim Crow laws were also known as the Black Codes. The laws were different in each state but they still had the same form of restriction. The Black Codes determined what kind of jobs African Americans could hold. Here are some of the restrictions African Americans faced: 

· Restricted blacks from renting or leasing land outside of cities or towns. 
· It restricted blacks to roam freely. 
· Forbidden blacks to marry out of their race. 
· Made the Grandfather Clauses. (These laws allowed individuals who did not pass the literacy test to vote if their fathers or 
grandfathers had voted before Reconstruction. Because African Americans could not vote until 1867, they were excluded.) 
· Prevented them access to many public places like restaurants, schools and more. 

Along with restrictions on laws passed to segregate society, white violence against African Americans increased. This violence took many terrible forms, including lynching, in which an angry mob killed a person by hanging him/her.  African Americans were lynched because they were suspected of committing crimes or because they did not behave as Whites thought they should. 

Famous Court Cases


Segregation was a major issue during the late 19th century until the 1960's. African Americans were treated harshly and unfairly. From the 1880's into the 1960's, a majority of American states enforced segregation through Jim Crow legislation. From Delaware to California, and from North Dakota to Texas, many states could impose legal punishments on people for consorting with members of another race. The most common types of laws forbade intermarriage and ordered business owners and public institutions to keep their black and white clients separated. 

Some of the earliest Jim Crow legislation came from the transportation industry. As early as 1881, Tennessee enacted a law enforcing segregation in railway cars. Then the U.S. Supreme Court ruling, Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), upheld Louisiana's right to segregate railway carriages, declaring that the 14th amendment to the U.S. Constitution mandated political, but not social equality. 


A combination of factors led to the dismantling of Jim Crow starting in the late 1940's. Supreme Court decisions in Sweatt v. Painter (1949) and McLaurin v. Oklahoma (1950) began to break down the "separate but equal" standard set by Plessy v. Ferguson and finally outlawed state-sponsored segregation in 1954's Brown v. Board of Education.
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In 1952, the Supreme Court was approached by four states and 

the District of Columbia, challenging the constitutionality of the segregation of races in the public schools. They wanted desegregation in the public school system, because the current segregation was not equal and it violated their freedoms as citizens of the United States of America. 


The 1954 Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka was a great legal triumph. Although it did not necessarily end school segregation, it destroyed the constitutional foundation upon which legalized segregation in the South rested, and made future gains possible. This was an important step in the struggle of Blacks to step beyond their second-class citizenship. 


 http://culturequest.us/annstillman/
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 The Rex Theater for Colored People, Leland, Mississippi, 1939: Although many motion picture houses admitted both black and white patrons, they did so by segregating the audience. In such movie houses, the blacks were seated upstairs in the balcony. A few theaters, like the Rex, completely separated the races, however, playing to all black audiences. The Rex was probably a black-owned theater.

http://www.jimcrowhistory.org/home.htm
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"Every Saturday morning there was a matinee at these movies, and we would pay 15 cents ... but we were separated; we went upstairs, the white kids went downstairs."--Willie Wallace, Eyewitness Narrative, Natchez, MS

Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, July 1939: "Colored" water fountains were fixtures throughout the South during the Jim Crow era. Photo by Russell Lee.

http://www.jimcrowhistory.org/home.htm
HANDOUT #5

The Lynching of Emmett Till 
By Chris Crowe 

"This is not a lynching. It is straight out murder." 
--Hugh White, Governor of Mississippi, 1955

On August 20, 1955, Emmett Till, a 14 year-old, African-American boy from Chicago, left his home to visit relatives in Money, Mississippi, a tiny cotton gin town on the eastern edge of the Mississippi Delta. His mutilated corpse would return to Chicago in a coffin less than two weeks later. 

Emmett wasn't a civil rights activist. He wasn't politically active. He didn't go to Mississippi to change the Jim Crow culture. But, the national media attention surrounding his death and the trial and acquittal of his alleged killers had an impact that no one ever could have imagined. The Emmett Till case became one of the key incidents of 1955, the explosive year that launched the modern Civil Rights Movement. 

Emmett planned to stay with his great uncle, Mose Wright, in Wright's sharecropper shack a few miles outside Money. With only 55 residents, Money was barely a stopover along Old Money Road heading north from Greenwood. Its center of industry was a cotton gin, but it also had a gas station and three stores, including Bryant's Grocery and Meat Market. 

Rural Money had little in common with urban Chicago, and it biggest difference, perhaps, was its racial climate: white people in Tallahatchie County vigorously enforced Jim Crow segregation laws. And, tension in Mississippi ran high in August 1955, because, just a few months earlier, the U.S. Supreme Court had ordered that southern states must integrate black students into white schools "with all deliberate speed." Many white people in the South felt that their way of life was under attack by the Court and by groups like the NAACP. Violence against blacks increased all over Mississippi; in May, Reverend George Lee, an African-American voter registration activist, was murdered in Belzioni, Mississippi. On August 13, Lamar Smith, another African-American activist, was shot to death in Brookhaven, Mississippi. And, just a few weeks before Emmett came to Money, a black girl was beaten for "crowding" a white woman in a local store. 

On Wednesday night of August 24th, Emmett, his cousins, and some local kids were hanging out on the front porch of Bryant's Grocery and Meat Market, playing checkers, listening to music, and telling stories. While talking about life up North, Emmett showed off some photographs and joked that a white girl in one picture was his girlfriend. One of the boys in the group laughed and said, "There's a pretty little white woman in there in the store. Since you Chicago cats know so much about white girls, let's see you go in there and get a date with her." 

The boy's challenge stunned the southern kids, because they knew the dangers of a black male talking to a white woman. Asking a white woman on a date was unthinkable! But, Emmett had no comprehension of the severe penalties inflicted on blacks that broke Jim Crow laws in the South, and he walked into the store while the kids outside crowded against the windows to see what would happen. 

When he left the store a few minutes later, witnesses reported that Emmett turned, said "Bye, baby," and whistled the two-note 'wolf whistle' at the white woman who worked behind the counter. 

News of the Chicago boy's crazy stunt zipped through the county like lightning, and, by the time, Roy Bryant, the woman's husband returned from a road trip three days later, everyone--black and white--in Tallahatchie County had heard the story. When Bryant heard it, he decided he and his half-brother, J. W. Milam, had to punish Emmett for being disrespectful to his wife. The two men planned to meet around 2:00 a.m. on Sunday to "teach the boy a lesson." 

Mose Wright told reporters what happened next. "Sunday morning about 2:30, someone called at the door. And, I said 'Who is it,' and he said, 'This is Mr. Bryant. I want to talk with you and the boy.' And when I opened the door, there was a man standing with a pistol in one hand and a flashlight in the other hand." Bryant and Milam forced their way into the back bedroom where Emmett was sleeping, and after making sure he was the one "who'd done the talking at Money," they marched him outside to their car. 

That was the last time anyone in his family saw Emmett Till alive. To the surprise of many people in the South, less than a day after Emmett's disappearance, authorities from Tallahatchie County and nearby Leflore County arrested Roy Bryant and J. W. Milam and charged them with kidnapping. Both men admitted they had taken the boy from his great-uncle's home but claimed they had turned him loose, unharmed, that same night. Three days later, a fisherman found Emmett Till's naked, battered body in the Tallahatchie River, and law enforcement officials then added murder to the charges against Bryant and Milam. 

A week after the two men's arrest, an all-white Sumner County grand jury surprised southerners when it ordered Bryant and Milam to stand trial for the murder of Emmett Till. Since 1880, more than 500 people had been lynched in Mississippi, and only rarely was any legal action taken against whites that committed violence against blacks. Because of this long-standing "white" immunity against prosecution for lynching, many people believed that this was the first time a Mississippi court would hear a case of white men accused of a crime against a black man. It wasn't the first case, but it quickly became the most famous. 

The nature of the crime, a black teenage boy murdered for being rude to a white woman, and the gruesome photos of Emmett's corpse that appeared in Jet magazine drew national attention. Thousands of people attended his funeral in Chicago, hundreds of thousands read about his murder, and the trial held in Sumner, the county seat of Tallahatchie County, drew more than 70 newspaper, magazine, radio, and TV reporters from across the United States. 

Immediately after the murder, many citizens of Mississippi condemned the killing, but the intense media attention and the harsh criticism from northern states and civil rights groups like the NAACP put Mississippi racists on the defensive. In response to the widespread claims in the northern and African-American press that Emmett Till's murder was a racist-inspired lynching, Mississippi Governor Hugh White denied that race was a factor in the crime. "This is not a lynching," he told reporters. "It is straight out murder." 

Mississippi whites soon rallied to the cause. Almost overnight, Bryant and Milam went from criminals to martyrs as local authorities and newspapers reacted against pressure from the North that they feared would change "the southern way of life." They weren't defending two killers; they were defending the South. The trial, held in a segregated courtroom, lasted only one week, and, despite ample evidence and a vigorous effort from state prosecutors, the case was lost before it began. Although it was remarkable that this trial was even being held in the Mississippi Delta in the mid 1950s, the odds were slight that a white man would be convicted by a white jury for killing a black man. In his closing remarks, one defense attorney told the jurors that "every last Anglo-Saxon one of you men in this jury has the courage to set these men free." In the muggy afternoon of September 23, 1955, the all-white jury deliberated barely an hour before declaring Roy Bryant and J. W. Milam innocent. 

The tide of outrage at the acquittal swept across America. People realized that race relations had declined to such a low level, that even children were no longer safe from racist violence. For years, the NAACP had hosted training meetings and discussion groups to find ways to overcome Jim Crow laws, challenged segregation in the courts, and campaigned vigorously against lynching; but the murder of Emmett Till and the release of his killers made it clear that something had to happen. Soon. 

And it did. On December 1, 1955, just three months after the trial of Bryant and Milam, Rosa Parks refused to surrender her seat to a white person on a segregated Montgomery, Alabama, city bus. Her act of civil disobedience led to the Montgomery Bus Boycott and the emergence of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., as a powerful leader in the fight for civil rights. 

Most historical accounts of the modern Civil Rights Movement point to the 1954 Supreme Court school integration decision and the Montgomery Bus Boycott as two the events that kicked off the first large-scale campaign for equal rights. In reality, the Emmett Till case is equally important. Because of the Supreme Court's integration ruling, Mississippi in 1954 and 1955 was a hostile environment for all Africans Americans, but it was especially dangerous for African Americans from the North. Because of Emmett Till's murder and the sham trial of his killers in August and September 1955, Rosa Parks made a decision that now was the time to put an end to Jim Crow. And, because of Rosa Parks and all who followed, Jim Crow laws eventually became the subject of history instead of the law of the land. 

http://www.jimcrowhistory.org/resources/lessonplans/hs_es_emmett_till.htm

Lesson  3  “Incident”

A Continuation of a Lesson on Racism, Focusing on the Effect of Words

Objective:  Students will receive a class e-mail list, so they may contact each other regarding the group performance project.  Students will read Countee Cullen’s “Incident”, and will share their reactions in an open class discussion regarding the power of words.  Students will relate Cullen’s association with the word “nigger” to Jefferson’s association with the word “hog”.  

Resources: Handout #6 (Countee Cullen’s “Incident”) and Gaines’ novel

Motivation: With a background on racism and segregation, students will relate to Cullen’s experience with feelings of empathy.  Through his poem, students will gain a clearer understanding of the power of words and thus gain greater insight regarding Jefferson’s emotional state as a result of being labeled as a hog.

Strategy: 1.  The teacher will distribute the class e-mail lists and encourage students to contact each other as soon as possible in order to plan an initial meeting regarding the final group performance project.

2. The class will finish reading/discussing any material that was not covered in yesterday’s lesson.  The students will share their initial reactions.

3. The students will read Cullen’s poem aloud, at least twice.  The students will share their initial reactions.

4.  The teacher will refer back to the passage in A Lesson Before Dying that reads ‘Why, I would just as soon put a hog in the electric chair as this’ (p.8), and the passage that reads, ‘They called my boy a hog, Mr. Henri, … I didn’t raise no hog…’(p. 20).  After a close reading, in which the teacher will emphasize the word “hog”, the students will infer why the word “hog” is so significant.  The teacher will ask students to discuss the effect of the word “hog” on Jefferson and his loved ones.

4. The teacher will return to the poem and ask students to focus on the effect of the word “nigger” on Cullen.  The class will re-read the poem.

5.  The teacher will ask students to explain how the words “hog” and “nigger” are related in their effect.  The teacher will facilitate the discussion, but will allow the students to do most of the talking.

Homework: chapters 7-9 in the novel

HANDOUT #6


Incident


Once riding in Old Baltimore,

Heart-filled, head-filled with glee,

I saw a Baltimorean

Keep looking straight at me.

Now I was eight and very small,

And he was no whit bigger,

And so I smiled, but he poked out

His tongue, and called me, “Nigger.”

I saw the whole of Baltimore

From May until December;

Of all the things that happened there

That’s all that I remember.

-Countee Cullen

Lesson 4 “To Die Like A Man”

A Lesson on the Power of Dying with Dignity

Objective:  The students will do a close reading of page 13 in the novel.  The students will participate in a focused free-writing assignment and share their responses with the class.  Students will elaborate on the importance of Jefferson dying like a man. 

Resources:  Gaines’ novel

Motivation: Through the free-writing activity, the effect of the word hog will be solidified in students’ minds.  Students will understand the importance of Jefferson dying like a man, not a hog.

Strategy:  1. On the board, the teacher will write the following: 

‘I don’t want them to kill no hog, I want a man to go to that chair, on his own two feet.’  The teacher will ask students to participate in a five-minute free-writing exercise, in which they will reflect on the significance of this statement, in their own words.

2.  The teacher will ask students to share their views with the class.  The teacher will create a word-cluster on the board, with the word “hog” written on one side of the board and the word “man” written on the other side.  The teacher will write students’ comments on the appropriate cluster-side of the board.  Once the clusters are complete, the teacher will add any important details that the students may have omitted.

3.  The teacher will ask students to reflect on the class discussion and elaborate on the importance of Jefferson dying like a man, and not like a hog.

4.   The teacher will collect the free-writing activity and remind students about tomorrow’s quiz.

Homework: chapters 10-13, in the novel

Lesson 5 “If We Must Die”

A Lesson on the Power of Dying with a Purpose

Objective:
 The students will take the first quiz in this novel unit. The students will read Claude McKay’s “If We Must Die” and compare it to a passage in the novel.  Students will discuss the significance of the word “hog”, in the poem, and the word “nigger”, in the novel, and relate the meaning between both words.

Resources:  Quiz #1, Handout #7(Claude McKay’s “If We Must Die”), and Gaines’ novel

Motivation: The students will analyze the word choice in McKay’s poem and on page 79 of the novel and discuss the themes of both.  Through this activity, students will understand the relevance of the poem’s theme to Jefferson’s plight.  Yesterday’s lesson will be reinforced and students will begin to understand the significance and importance of defying society’s expectations and setting a new example.

Strategy:  1. The teacher will return yesterday’s free-writing activity.

 Then, the teacher will distribute Quiz #1 and allow 15 minutes for its completion.

2.  The teacher will distribute handout #7 and have students read the poem aloud at least twice.  The teacher will comment on the poem’s rhyme scheme and form.  The teacher will ask students to share their initial reactions and discuss the theme of the poem, paying close attention to the word “hog”.

3.  The teacher will direct the students’ attention to page 79 in the novel and focus on the lengthy paragraph in the middle of the page.  The teacher will ask a student to read it aloud.  Then, the teacher will re-read the last two lines, which read, ‘Years ago, Professor Antoine told me that if I stayed here, they were going to break me down to the nigger I was born to be.  But he didn’t tell me that my aunt would help them do it.’  Ask students to discuss the significance and the theme of this passage, paying close attention to the word “nigger” and its context.

4.  The students will re-read the poem and then re-read the last two lines of the lengthy paragraph on page 79 in the novel.  The teacher will initiate a discussion that creates closure, regarding the significance of the words used in both texts, as well as the importance of living and dying like a man, rather than a hog, and of setting a new standard.

Homework:  chapters 14-16 in Gaines’ novel

QUIZ #1 (Chapters 1-13)

Name:

Period:

1. At Jefferson’s trial, his lawyer says that ‘he’d just as soon put a _________ in the electric chair as this.’

a. turkey

b. hog

c. fish

d. dog

2. Jefferson’s godmother wants Grant to visit Jefferson in jail because Grant is ____________________.

a. a devout Catholic

b. related to the Deputy 

c. the teacher

d. experienced in jail breaks

3. When Grant visits Jefferson at the jail, Jefferson asks Grant if he brought a certain type of food.  What type of food does he ask Grant for?

a. corn

b. chicken

c. biscuits

d. mashed potatoes

4. In chapter 11, Grant discusses some of his heroes.  Name one of those heroes.

5. Grant waits for over two hours in _________ kitchen.

a. Sam Guidry’s

b. Tante Lou’s

c. Henri Pichot’s

d. Claiborne’s

6.   What is Grant’s girlfriend’s name? 

7.  Grant’s former teacher is named __________.

a. Poulaya

b. Smitty

c. Henry Lewis

d. Matthew Antoine

8.  When Dr. Joseph visits the plantation school, his inspection of the children conveys the __________ during that time period.

a. pride

b. racism

c. patriotism

d. caring

9.  When Grant must ask a student to watch over the class, he asks ________ to be in charge.

a. Irene Cole

b. Schmeling

c. Gloria Herbert

d. Eloise Bouie

10.  List one reason why Grant is reluctant to go visit Jefferson at the jail.

11.   List one reason why Jefferson is reluctant to talk/eat.

12. The town in which the novel is set is called _________.

a. New Roads

b. New Orleans

c. Bayonne

d. Lafayette

13. What is Jefferson’s godmother’s name?

14.  What is Grant’s aunt’s name?
15. When Grant visits Jefferson,  Sam Guidry warns Grant that if he sees any sign of _________, he will stop the visits.

a. hope

b. friendship

c. loneliness

d. aggravation 

EXTRA CREDIT (worth 2 points)

- In chapter 12, Grant discusses a certain book written by James Joyce, which contains a story entitled “Ivy Day in the Committee Room.”  What is the name of Joyce’s book?
HANDOUT #7

If We Must Die

If we must die, let it not be like hogs

Hunted and penned in an inglorious spot,

While round us bark the mad and hungry dogs, 

Making their mock at our accursed lot.

If we must die, O let us nobly die,

So that our precious blood may not be shed

In vain; then even the monsters we defy

Shall be constrained to honor us though dead!

O kinsmen! we must meet the common foe!

Though far outnumbered let us show us brave,

And for their thousand blows deal one deathblow!

What though before us lies the open grave?

Like men we’ll face the murderous, cowardly pack,

Pressed to the wall, dying, but fighting back!

- Claude McKay
Lesson 6 ‘Keep on Vexing Me!’

A Lesson on Comparing Text to Film Adaptations

Objective:  Students will be reminded about the group performance project and Quiz #1 will be returned and reviewed.  The students will compare important scenes in the novel with their adaptations in the HBO video of A Lesson Before Dying.  Students will discuss the differences between the novel and the movie and express which version they feel is more effective in conveying Gaines’ message and why that is the case.

Resources: Gaines’ novel and the HBO video of A Lesson Before Dying (DVD chapters 7 and 9)

Motivation:  Students will gain an appreciation for the dialogue in the novel.  Students will also be forced to carefully analyze details, in both the novel and the movie, in order to support their opinions.  Students will be more aware of the word author’s word choice, as well as the overall dialogue and details in the novel and realize their inherent value.

Strategy:  1. The teacher will remind students about the group performance project, which is due in about two weeks.  The teacher will return Quiz #1 and review the answers with the class.

2. The students will do a close reading of pages 82 and 83 in the novel, beginning with Grant’s question of ‘You hungry?’

3.  Before discussing the reading, the teacher will tell students that they are about to view the same scene in the movie and will ask the students to focus on the actors’ body language, the words they speak, and the tone they have when they speak.  Also, the teacher will ask the students to take note of the lighting, background noise/music, and any other features that contribute to the effect of the scene. Then, the teacher will show the first movie clip (DVD chapter 7 – about 5 minutes in length), in which Jefferson asks Grant if he brought him some corn.  Also, in this scene, Jefferson tells Grant that ‘Hogs don’t eat no candy.’  

4.  After viewing this film clip, the teacher will ask students for their initial reactions to both the text and the movie version of the same scene.  The teacher will initiate the discussion with the following questions:

Which version did they prefer?  Which was more effective?  Why?  Which lines were emphasized in the movie? Why?

5.  Then, the teacher will go back to the novel and do a close reading of pages 129-130, in which Jefferson says, ‘Just keep on vexing me.’  Then, the teacher will follow the same instructions as before and show the students the movie clip of this scene (DVD chapter 9 – about 5 minutes in length) and have students pay close attention to the previously mentioned film aspects.

6. The teacher will ask students the same series of questions as noted above.

Homework: chapters 19-21 in Gaines’ novel

Lesson 7 “Found Poetry”

A Lesson on Creating an Original Poem

Objective: Students will be introduced to Found Poetry. Students will do a close reading of a passage in the text. Then, using that particular passage, students will create original poems and share their work with the class

Resources: Gaines’ novel

Motivation:  Students will realize that poetry can literally be found anywhere and will be less apprehensive in regards to writing poetry and sharing it with the class.

Strategy:  1.  The teacher will explain the concept behind Found Poetry.

2.  The students will read page 197-198 of the novel, aloud, beginning with the second full paragraph on page 197 and ending with the continuation of the lengthy paragraph on page 198.

3.  The teacher will tell the students that they will each create an original poem, using only the words/phrases in the selected passage.  The teacher will tell students that each poem should be approximately 10 lines in length and that each poem must have a title.  The teacher will allow 15 minutes for the poetry writing.

4.  Then, the teacher will ask the students to share their poems aloud.

Homework: chapters 22-24 in Gaines’ novel


Lesson 8 “Sin Company”
A Lesson on Symbolism: What Does the Radio Represent?

Objective:  Students will focus on the symbolism of the radio.  Students will do a close reading of a passage in the novel, followed by a film clip of that passage, in order to convey the full extent of the radio’s symbolic value.  

Resources:  Gaines’ novel, HBO video of A Lesson Before Dying (DVD chapter 15)

Motivation:  Through the close reading and the viewing of the film clip, students will understand the symbolic value of the radio and realize that it is one of the few connections that Jefferson has to the outside world.

Strategy:  1.The teacher will ask the students to read page 180 aloud, beginning with ‘You know what you done done?’ (towards the bottom of the page).  The students will continue reading aloud until page 183, where Grant says, ‘It was the first time he didn’t call himself a hog.  The teacher will interrupt the reading, at times, in order to emphasize key lines, such as:

‘That radio is there to help him not think about death….That radio makes it less painful.’

2.  The teacher will ask the students what they think the radio represents.  This will be followed by an open discussion regarding the radio’s significance.

3.  The teacher will play the movie clip of this scene (DVD chapter 15), and ask students to describe the techniques used in the film, which make this scene so memorable.  The teacher will add any important details that students may have omitted, such as the radio’s role in connecting Jefferson with the outside world.
Homework: chapters 25-27 in Gaines’ novel

Lesson 9 ‘A Whole Gallona Ice Cream’

A Lesson on Getting What You Deserve
Objective:
 Students will focus on Jefferson’s desire to eat vanilla ice cream.   Students will discuss the significance of this desire and the implications therein.  Students will participate in a free-writing activity regarding this topic.

Resources:  Gaines’ novel

Motivation:  Through the free-writing activity, students will recall what it feels like to not have something that is wanted.  By following this activity with a close reading of the text and a discussion of what the ice cream truly symbolizes, students will relate to and understand that Jefferson has finally decided that he wants to attain respect for himself and therefore, “get his share”.

Strategy:  1. The teacher will initiate a free-writing activity by writing the following on the board:

“Did you ever feel like you deserved something, but didn’t get it?  How did you handle the situation?  Did you fight for it or did you give up?”

The teacher will allow 5 minutes for students to write their responses.

2.   The teacher will ask a few students to share their experiences.

3.   Then, the students do a close reading, aloud, of page 170 and the top of page 171 in the novel.  The teacher will ask the students for their reactions.

4.   The teacher will ask the students to explain the significance of Jefferson’s desire to eat ice cream.  The teacher will point out how this is Jefferson’s first desire to do anything for himself.  

5.  The teacher will ask the students the following:

Why is it is important that Jefferson has never had a large portion of ice cream before?  Why should now be any different?  Why does Jefferson want to wait to eat the ice cream?  The students will discuss the answers as a class.
6.  The teacher will collect the free-writing assignment and remind students about tomorrow’s quiz.
Homework: chapters 28-29 in Gaines’ novel

Lesson 10 “A Letter to the ‘Teacher’: Grant’s Response”

A Lesson on Gauging Students’ Comprehension

Objective:  Students will take quiz #2. Then, students will write a diary entry to Jefferson, playing the role of Grant, in response to Jefferson’s diary. The final reader-response log homework will be assigned and students will be reminded that their reader-response logs are due on the next class day.

Resources: Quiz #1, Gaines’ novel

Motivation: The will be collected, but not graded, in order for the teacher to gauge the level of students’ comprehension of the novel.  Students will be unaware that this assignment will not be graded so that they will put forth their greatest efforts in expressing themselves.  After reviewing the entries, the teacher can determine the best course of action in terms of ensuring the students’ comprehension of the text.

Strategy:  1. The teacher will return yesterday’s free-writing activity.

2.  The teacher will administer Quiz #2.  The teacher will allow about 15 minutes for the quiz.

3.  Once the quizzes are completed, the teacher will ask the students to write a diary entry in response to Jefferson’s diary, from Grant’s perspective.  The teacher will tell the students that they have the remainder of the period to complete this task and that it must be handed in at the end of class.

4. The teacher will remind the students that tonight’s reading assignment constitutes the final reader-response log assignment and that their logs are due on the next day of class.

Homework: chapters 30-31 in Gaines’ novel

Quiz #2 (Chapters 14-29)

Name:

Period:

1. What characteristic do Tante Lou, Miss Eloise, and Inez all agree that Vivian has?

a. beauty

b. honor

c. intelligence

d. quality

2. When Miss Emma and Grant visit Jefferson in jail, why does Miss Emma slap Jefferson?

3. Which character is most sympathetic towards Jefferson?

a. Sam Guidry

b. Paul Bonin

c. Henri Pichot

d. Matthew Antoine

4. What race is Vivian?

5. On Jefferson’s last day, he wishes to do what?

6. What present does Grant buy for Jefferson?

a. a jacket

b. a watch

c. a radio

d. a television

7. At Claiborne’s bar, what does Grant do to the man who was bad-mouthing Jefferson?

a. Grant hits him

b. Grant buys him a drink

c. Grant ignores him

d. Grant joins him 

8. When Grant tells Vivian not to be mad, she replies, ‘I’m not mad.  Just _______.’

a. annoyed

b. aggravated

c. curious

d. disgusted

9. Who refers to the radio as “sin company”?

a. Tante Lou

b. Reverend Ambrose

c. Grant

d. Vivian

10. Who insists that the radio is Jefferson’s only company?

a. Tante Lou

b. Reverend Ambrose

c. Grant

d. Vivian

11.  Reverend Ambrose wants Jefferson to do something before he goes to the chair and the Reverend asks Grant to tell Jefferson to do it.  What is it that the Reverend wants Jefferson to do before he goes to the chair?

12. Reverend Ambrose gets angry with Grant because Grant refuses to _______ Jefferson.

a. go to church for

b.  lie to

c. speak to

d. console

13. Grant tells Jefferson that there is something greater than possessions.  What does Grant say is greater than possessions?

a. love

b. liberty

c. ice cream

d. beauty

14. In Jefferson’s diary, what does Jefferson claim is the reason why he cries?

a. because they only had chocolate ice cream

b. because Grant makes him feel like he’s somebody

c. because he can’t get reception on his radio

d. because his pencil broke

15. When Jefferson asks Grant what he should pray for, Grant tells Jefferson to pray for 

a. his nannan

b. Sam Guidry

c. Vivian

d. Reverend Ambrose

Extra Credit (worth 2 points)  

What is the significance of Jefferson’s execution date?

Lesson 11 “My Hero”
A Lesson on Becoming More Than a Piece of Drifting Wood

Objective:  Students will receive feedback regarding their diary entries. Students who displayed a complete lack of understanding regarding the significance of Jefferson’s diary will be asked to speak with the teacher after class, in order to arrange an extra-help session.  Then, students will participate a free-writing activity and do a close reading in the novel.  Afterwards, students will have an open discussion regarding the example that can be set by Jefferson.  If time allows, students will view a clip from the film version.  If not, the film clip will be viewed the following day.

Resources: Gaines’ novel, HBO video of A Lesson Before Dying (DVD chapter 18), and Handout #8 (chapter 24 of Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings)

Motivation:  Students will analyze the significance of Jefferson’s diary, understand the power that Jefferson has in setting an example, and understand not only how Grant has influenced Jefferson, but most importantly, how Jefferson has influenced Grant.

Strategy:  1. The teacher will collect the students’ reader-response logs, return quiz #2, and review the answers.

2. Next, the teacher will comment on the overall comprehension level of the class, regarding the significance of Jefferson’s diary.  Common misconceptions will be clarified and students who displayed a complete lack of understanding will be asked to stay after class, so that extra-help sessions can be arranged.

3.  The teacher will ask students to participate in the fourth free-writing activity by asking the following questions: 

“Who is your hero?  Why?”  Students will be given 5 minutes to write a response.

4.  The teacher will ask some students to share their responses with the class.

5. Next, students will do a close reading of pages 191-193 in the novel, beginning with the first full paragraph on page 191.  This will be followed by an open class discussion regarding the example that Jefferson can set.  

Special attention will be paid to lines such as:

 -‘A hero does for others.’ 

 -‘As long as none of us stand, they’re safe.’ 

-‘You-you can be bigger than anyone you have ever met.’ and 

-‘that’s all we are, Jefferson, all of us on this earth, a piece of drifting wood, until we-each one of us, individually-decide to become something else.’

6. If time allows, the teacher will show a scene from the film version 

entitled, “Saying goodbye” (DVD chapter 19 – about 5 minutes in length).  If not, the film clip will be viewed during the beginning of the following class.  Students will discuss the impact that this scene has on their emotions.

7. The teacher will remind the students that the group performances are only seven classes away and encourage them to start rehearsals if they have not already done so.  Also, students will be reminded that they must select their final scenes by tomorrow.

8. The teacher will distribute Handout #8 and students will be told that they should be prepared to discuss the handout the following day.

Homework:  read handout #8
Lesson 12 “The Peckerwood Dentist”

 A Lesson on Why People Lie

Objective:  Students will participate in a free-writing activity, followed by a class discussion regarding the handout. The teacher will have a final list regarding which scene each group has chosen for the final group performance.

Resources: handout #8, Gaines’ novel

Motivation: The issue of lying and Reverend Ambrose’s request will be discussed as a class, by relating the handout back to a passage in the novel.

Students will have a better sense of what makes people lie and the consequences thereof.  Students will understand the inner-struggle of blacks during this time.

Strategy:  1. The teacher will return the graded reader-response logs. Students who have questions regarding their grades will be encouraged to set up a meeting with the teacher, in order to discuss the issues.

2.  Then, students will participate in the fifth, and final free-writing activity for this unit.  They will be given 5 minutes to write a brief response to the following:  “Have you ever done something minor, yet still dishonest, in order to achieve your desired result?  What did you do and what was the result of your actions?”   Then, the teacher will ask some students to share their responses with the class.

3.  The teacher will initiate an open class discussion regarding the handout, in which students will be asked to focus on Momma’s demand for retroactive interest and her reasoning for lying.  The teacher will also make sure to define “peckerwood” and point out the malapropism on page 162 of Angelou’s novel.

4.  Then, students will do a close reading of pages 217-218 in Gaines’ novel, focusing on the Reverend’s statement, ‘You think I never had to lie?’ as well as the paragraph on page 218.

5.   Then, the students will have an open discussion regarding the significance of this passage.  The teacher will focus on the fact that many blacks had to lie to themselves or others in order to endure the injustices they suffered.  

6.   Each performance group will tell the teacher which scene they have selected for the group performance project.

Lesson 13 “Oral Reading of Selected Passages”

A Lesson on Regents-Based Oral Comprehension Skills

Objective:  Students will listen to three selected oral reading passages, while taking detailed notes. Then, each student will select one of the passages and create a poem from the words included in their notes. 

Resources: Gaines’ novel 

Motivation: Students will practice oral comprehension and note-taking skills, which are a component of the NYS Regents Examination.  Then, students will utilize their notes in creating a poem, which will reinforce the view that poetry can be found anywhere and will reinforce the value of word selection in literature.
Strategy:  1. The teacher will tell the students that s/he is going to read three selected passages, which were selected for the beautiful way in which they were written.  The teacher will read each passage twice, and students will be instructed to take detailed notes during each reading, focusing on key words and trying to develop a theme for each passage.

2.  The teacher will read the paragraph that focuses on the word “eyes” on page 73, pages 174-177 (beginning in the middle of page 174 –“I ate the food hungrily…”), and pages 199-203 (beginning towards the end of page 199 –‘Shut up’).   After each passage has been read twice, each student will be instructed to select the one passage that s/he feel s/he understood the most and took the most notes on.  Using the notes from the selected passage, each student will be instructed to create a poem of approximately 10 lines, which conveys the theme of that particular passage and cites key words as well.

3.  Students will begin their poems in class, if time allows, and will hand in their final poems the following day.

4.  Students will be reminded of their upcoming quotation quiz.

Lesson 14 “Symbolism, Themes, Imagery, and Other Important Details”

A Lesson on Crucial Symbols, Themes, and More

Objective:  Students will discuss the uses of symbolism, theme, imagery, and first-person perspective in the novel. Students will brainstorm in small groups before the class discusses the former as a whole.  Students will do a close reading of the novel in order to highlight certain aspects of the former.

Resources:  Gaines’ novel

Motivation:  Through group and whole-class discussions, students will understand the major symbols and themes of the novel.  Students will realize that the novel’s use of the first person perspective makes the novel much more personal.  Also students will comprehend the significance of Jefferson’s date of execution and his role as a Christ figure.

Strategy:  1. The teacher will collect the homework poem based on yesterday’s class.

2.  Next, the teacher will separate the class into 5 groups, which will brainstorm on what they feel are the major symbols, themes, and images in the novel.  Students will be given 10-15 minutes for this brainstorming activity.  Then, each group will report their conclusions via an elected group representative and the teacher will write the ideas on the board.

3.  The teacher will add any important symbols, themes, and images that the students may have omitted - especially the radio, the notebook, the light, the chicken(and other food), redemption, lying, injustice, racism, Christian imagery, religion, love, pursuit of happiness, and the use of the first person perspective.

4.  Students will do a close reading of pages 156-158 in order to comprehend the significance of Jefferson’s date of execution.  If time allows, students will view a two-minute clip of the film version (DVD chapter 13), in which Grant asks Jefferson to “take up the burden.”

5.  The teacher will remind the students about their upcoming quotation quiz and its format.

Lesson 15 “What’s In a Title?”

A Lesson on “The Lesson”

Objective:  Students will take Quiz #3.  Students will discuss the significance of the novel’s title. 

Resources: Quiz #3, Gaines’ novel

Motivation:  Students will understood the irony in the novel’s title.  Students will also understand that the true lesson was learned by Grant, before Jefferson’s death, and through his death as well.

Strategy:  1. The teacher will administer Quiz #3.  Students will have approximately 15 minutes to complete the quiz.

2.  Then, the teacher will return the poems created from the oral reading passages.

3.  Next, the teacher will write the word “irony” on the board and ask the class for a definition.  The teacher will ask the students, “What is ironic about the title of the novel?”  Students will have an open discussion regarding the irony and the significance of the novel’s title. 

4.  The teacher will write the students’ ideas on the board and correct any information that is inaccurate (since students must realize that their opinions must be supported by what is written in the text) and add any information that is missing.  The teacher will emphasize why the title is ironic.  This is crucial, since many students will think that the novel is about the lesson that Jefferson learns.  The teacher will emphasize that while it is true that Jefferson learns a valuable lesson, the true lesson and the true value of the novel comes from the lesson that Jefferson teaches Grant.  It is of paramount importance that students understand this concept.

5.  Then, the teacher will be remind the students that this is the final weekend that they have to rehearse for their final group performances.  Also, the teacher will inform the students about the format of their novel unit final examination.

QUIZ #3 (The Entire Novel)

Name:

Period:

Directions:

For each quotation, name the person who is speaking and briefly explain the significance of the quotation.

1. ‘What justice would there be to take this life?  Justice, gentlemen?  Why, I would just as soon put a hog in the electric chair as this.’

2. ‘Do I know how a man is supposed to die?  I’m still trying to find out how a man should live.  Am I supposed to tell someone how to die who has never lived?’ 

3. “So you think you can?  he said.  So you think you can?  No, he did not say it with words, only with his eyes.  You will be the loser, my friend.  Maybe he did not say ‘friend’; he probably didn’t say ‘friend’; ‘fool,’ more likely.  Anyway, you will be the loser he said.  Yes, I will teach you.  You want to learn, I will help you learn.  Maybe in that way I will be free, knowing that someone else has taken the burden.  Good, good, you want to learn?  Good, good, here is the burden.’

4. ‘That’s how I want to go, Mr. Wiggins.  Not a mumbling word.’

5. ‘Tell him to fall down on his knees ‘fore he walk to that chair.  Tell him to fall down on his knees ‘fore her.  You the only one he’ll listen to.  He won’t listen to me.’

6.  “And on Friday too.  Always on Friday.  Same time as He died, between twelve and three.  But they can’t take this one’s life too soon after the recognition of His death, because it might upset the sensitive few.  It can happen less than two weeks later, though, because even the sensitive few will have forgotten about their Savior’s death by then.”

7.  “’Tell Nannan I walked.’”

8. ‘Allow me to be your friend, Grant Wiggins.  I don’t ever want to forget this day.  I don’t ever want to forget him.’

9.  ‘I’ve seen her hands bleed from picking cotton.  I’ve seen the blisters from the hoe and the cane knife.  At church, crying on her knees.  You ever looked at the scabs on her knees, boy?  Course you never.  ‘Cause she never wanted you to see it.  And that’s the difference between me and you, boy; that make me the educated one, and you the gump.  I know my people.  I know what they gone through.  I know they done cheated themselves, lied to themself-hoping that one they all love and trust can come back and help relieve the pain.’

10. ‘Never had more than a nickel cone.  Used to run out in the quarter and hand the ice cream man my nickel, and he give me a little scoop on a cone.  But now I’m go’n get me a whole gallon.  That’s what I want – a whole gallon.  Eat it with a pot spoon.’ 

Lesson 16 “Character Analysis: Jefferson and Grant”

A Lesson on In-Depth Character Analysis

Objective:  Students will participate in an in-depth character analysis of Jefferson and Grant.  Students will work in pairs first, and then have a final discussion as a class.

Resources:  Gaines’ novel

Motivation:  Students will gain greater insight into the words and actions of Jefferson and Grant, as well as the effects of their words/actions.  
Strategy:  1. The teacher will return quiz #3 and review the answers with the class.

2.  Next, teacher will separate the class into groups of two.   Half of the class will analyze Jefferson and the other half will analyze Grant.  Students will be asked to write down specific characteristics for the character they are assigned.  Furthermore, students will explore how those characteristics contribute to the character’s role in the novel.  Students will work in pairs for approximately 10 minutes.

3. Then, the teacher will write the names of both men on the board and form word-clusters around each name, as the students share their conclusions.  The teacher will add any additional comments, and be sure to include the words “selfish”, “cynical”, and “student”, in Grant’s word-cluster and “Christ figure”, “innocent”, and “teacher”, in Jefferson’s word-cluster.

4.  The teacher will inform students that there will be a final exam extra-help session offered, tomorrow, after school, for any last minute questions on the novel or any of the supplements that were distributed.  The teacher will stress the importance of being familiar with the supplements in order for students to score well on the novel unit final exam – part two.
Lesson 17 “Character Analysis: Tante Lou, Vivian, Miss Emma, Sam Guidry, and Paul Bonin”

A Lesson on In-Depth Character Analysis- Continued

Objective: Students will participate in an in-depth character analysis of Tante Lou, Vivian, Miss Emma, Sam Guidry, and Paul Bonin.  Students will work in groups of two, with half of the class focusing on Tante Lou and Vivian, and the other half focusing on Miss Emma, Sam Guidry, and Paul Bonin. Then, students will share their conclusions with the entire class.

Resources: Gaines’ novel

Motivation: Students will gain greater insight into the words and actions of Tante Lou, Vivian, Miss Emma, Sam Guidry, and Paul Bonin, as well as the effects of their words/actions.  
Strategy:  1. The teacher will separate the students into groups of two.  Then, half of the class will focus on a character analysis of Tante Lou and Vivian, while the other half will focus on a character analysis of Miss Emma, Sam Guidry, and Paul Bonin.  Students will explore the characteristics of each person, as well as the role of each character that they are assigned.  Students will work in pairs for approximately 10 minutes.

2.  Then, the teacher will write the names of the characters on the board, and word-clusters will be formed around each name, as students share their conclusions.  The teacher will add any crucial information that has been omitted by the students.

3.   The teacher will remind the students that the final group performances, along with the screenplays, are due tomorrow, and that the final unit exam days will follow.  The teacher will remind students that extra-help will be offered today, after school, for any last minute questions regarding the novel or supplements.

Day 18 “Final Group Performances”

A Day to Showcase Students’ Efforts

Objective:  Students will present their final group performances. 

Resources: television and VCR (if students selected the videotape option)

Motivation: Each group will showcase their efforts and have fun, while displaying what they learned in the process. 

Strategy:  1.  The teacher will ask students to volunteer, in order to determine the order of the performances.  The teacher will select groups if no one volunteers.

2.  The teacher will ask students to sit back, and enjoy the shows!  They deserve it!

3.  The teacher will collect all of the screenplays at the end of class and remind students about the novel unit final exam.

Day 19 “Novel Unit Final Exam – Part One”

-Distribute Part One of the Novel Unit Final Exam.

-Before Class Ends, Distribute Handout #9, which is the Rubric for Part Two of the Novel Unit Final Exam.

A Lesson Before Dying

Novel Unit Final Exam – Part One

Name:

Period:

Point Distribution:Total Possible Score = 60 Points

Multiple-Choice/Fill-In– 1 point each – 15 questions
True/False – 1 point each – 5 questions

Quotations – 4 points each (2 points for identifying the speaker and 2 points for identifying the significance) – 5 questions
Identifications –5 points each (1 point per valid statement, that is appropriate for the question asked) – 4 questions

1. All of the following are Grant’s heroes except

a. Jefferson

b. Joe Louis

c. Jackie Robinson

d. Henri Pichot

2. Grant’s girlfriend is named

a. Vivian

b. Sabrina

c. Emma

d. Irene

3. At first, Jefferson is reluctant to eat because 

a. he is on a diet

b. he feels like a hog

c. he is too tired

d. he’d rather sleep

4. Jefferson’s godmother is named

a. Rita

b. Eloise

c. Emma

d. Eleanor

5. Jefferson’s godmother asks __________to let Grant visit Jefferson at the jail.

a. Sam Guidry

b. Henri Pichot

c. Matthew Antoine

d. Paul Bonin

6. During one visit to the jail, Miss Emma ________ Jefferson.

a. kicks 

b. slaps

c. punches

d. spits at

7. Before Jefferson goes to the chair, Reverend Ambrose wants him to ________.

a. stand

b. walk

c. stagger

d. kneel

8. By what term does Reverend Ambrose refer to the radio? – the name he gives it

9. Who insists that the radio is Jefferson’s only company?

10. Who does Grant tell Jefferson to pray for?

11. Grant compares himself to ___________.

a. a boy

b. a piece of drifting wood

c. a dog

d. his cousin, Larry

12. What is the significance of Jefferson’s execution date?

13. Why does Grant hit one of the men at Claiborne’s bar?

14. Who is the character (of the white characters) that is most sympathetic towards Jefferson?

15. In what town is the novel set?

16. Vivian encouraged Grant to visit Jefferson.

a. true

b. false

17. Tante Lou, Miss Eloise, and Inez all agree that Vivian has “quality”

a. true

b. false

18. When Grant visits Jefferson, Jefferson asks him if he brought some chicken.

a. true

b. false

19. Jefferson wants to eat a spoonful of ice cream.

a. true

b. false

20. When Dr. Joseph comes to the plantation school, his behavior conveyed the “equal treatment of all” during that time.

a. true

b. false

For each quotation, name the speaker and identify the significance of the quotation.

21. ‘What justice would there be to take this life?  Justice, gentlemen?  Why, I would just as soon put a hog in the electric chair as this.’

22. “’Tell Nannan I walked.’”

23. ‘Keep on vexing me-bet you I’ll scream.’

24.  ‘The only thing that keeps him from thinking he is not a hog is that radio.  Take that radio away, and let’s see what you can do for the soul of a hog.’

25.  ‘I want the teacher visit my boy.  I want the teacher make him know he’s not a hog, he’s a man.  I want him know that ‘fore he go to that chair…’

Identifications:  

26. A Lesson Before Dying – Explain the irony in the title of the novel in a minimum of 5 sentences.

27. Write a brief character analysis of Jefferson – be sure to include personal characteristics, as well as a general statement regarding his role in the novel (five-sentence minimum).

28. Write a brief character analysis of Grant – be sure to include personal characteristics, as well as a general statement regarding his role in the novel (five-sentence minimum).

29. and 30. – select two of the following characters and write a brief character analysis for each selection.  For each character, be sure to include personal characteristics, as well as a general statement about the character’s role in the novel.

Tante Lou

Vivian

Miss Emma

Paul Bonin

Sam Guidry

HANDOUT #9

Grading Rubric For the Novel Unit Final Exam –Part Two - The Critical Lens Essay

This essay will be graded on the basis of 5 categories:

1) MEANING: the extent to which the response exhibits sound understanding, interpretation, and analysis of the task and text(s)

2) DEVELOPMENT: the extent to which ideas are elaborated using specific and relevant evidence from the text(s)

3) ORGANIZATION: the extent to which the response exhibits direction, shape, and coherence

4) LANGUAGE USE: the extent to which the response reveals an awareness of audience and purpose through effective use of words, sentence structure, and sentence variety

5) CONVENTIONS: the extent to which the response exhibits conventional spelling, punctuation, paragraphing, capitalization, grammar, and usage

The Critical Lens Essay will be graded out of a total of 40 possible points.  Each of the 5 categories will be assigned a maximum of 8 points.  Therefore, if you receive 8 points on each of the 5 categories, you will have a perfect score of 40 points.

*The categories for this rubric have been taken from the Critical Lens Essay Rubric on actual Regents Examinations.  The point values have been slightly adjusted so that the total value of the points is sufficient for the purposes of this exam.

Day 20 “Final Unit Exam – Part Two”

· Distribute Part Two of the Novel Unit Final Exam

· Distribute Handout # 10, which lists the Web site that students will access in order to complete their next major assignment.
A Lesson Before Dying

Novel Unit Final Exam – Part Two

Name:

Period:

Your Task:

Write a critical essay in which you discuss two works of literature you have read from the particular perspective of the statement that is provided for you in the Critical Lens.  In your essay, provide a valid interpretation of the statement, agree or disagree with the statement as you have interpreted it, and support your opinion using specific references to appropriate literary elements from the two works.  

One of the two works you choose must be A Lesson Before Dying and the other must be one of the following:

-Countee Cullen’s “Incident”

-Claude McKay’s “If We Must Die” 

-Chapter 24 of Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings

Critical Lens:


Guidelines:


Be sure to

· Provide a valid interpretation of the critical lens that clearly establishes the criteria for analysis

· Indicate whether you agree or disagree with the statement as you have interpreted it
· Choose references from Gaines’ novel, as well as from the other work you choose, that you believe best support your opinion

· Use the criteria suggested by the critical lens to analyze the works you have chosen
· Avoid plot summary.  Instead, use specific references to appropriate literary elements (for example: theme, characterization, setting, point of view) to develop your analysis
· Organize your ideas in a unified and coherent manner

· Specify the titles and authors of the literature you choose

· Follow the conventions of standard written English

*This essay is a modified version of an actual critical lens essay task from the NYS English Regents.  Adjustments have been made in order to adapt this essay to the literature covered throughout this unit.

HANDOUT #10

A Lesson Before Dying – the WebQuest

Congratulations on completing the novel unit for A Lesson Before Dying.

Now, it is time to take your knowledge one step further, into the land of WebQuests.

A WebQuest is an inquiry-oriented activity in which some or all of the information that learners interact with comes from resources on the Internet, optionally supplemented with video-conferencing.1  For more information regarding WebQuests in general, please visit

http://edweb.sdsu.edu/courses/edtec596/about_webquests.html
Over the weekend, visit the following Web site and look over its contents.

www.geocities.com/kpzysler/intro.html
This WebQuest will be due three weeks from this coming Monday. 

Enjoy your weekend and we will discuss the details of this assignment on the following class day.




“It is not because things are difficult that we do not dare;


it is because we do not dare that things are difficult.”





-Seneca








1 Gaines, Ernest J. A Lesson Before Dying. New York: Vintage Books, 1993. 8.


1 � HYPERLINK http://edweb.sdsu.edu/courses/edtec596/about_webquests.html ��http://edweb.sdsu.edu/courses/edtec596/about_webquests.html�
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