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2 English Language Arts

LISTENING AND READING – students will

▲ read/view texts and perfor-
mances

SPEAKING AND WRITING – 
students will

▲ present responses to/interpreta-
tions of literature

▲ use standard English effectively

Evaluating T heN o v e l

I use the following learning experience as an introduction to how we will
approach our study of novels.

I do this early in the year to introduce my students to expectations and stan-
dards for all formal responses to the study of a novel.

I want them to learn to support all that they say about a piece with details
from the work and the importance of taking notes to prepare for a given
written assignment.

Students: 

■ master the listed spelling-vocabulary words
taken from the novel.

■ take notes, collecting data needed for their
essay responses.

■ synthesize the notes into a well organized essays.

■ follow the rules for sentencing and punctuation.

The first novel we study is Call of the Wild, by Jack London.

The project is teacher directed to show helpful techniques and expectations
for  all work of this kind for the school year.

Students receive a unit packet that outlines the expectations for the assign-
ment and provides students with the essay questions they will be required to
answer. Rubrics for these exercises are provided on the day they do the writ-
ing in class. 

I show the students how to use double
entry journals—a technique I learned at
one of the May writing conferences that
used to be held in Albany each year.

I N T E R M E D I AT E
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First, students are given the unit packet for this assignment which provides them with the essay
questions and vocabulary/spelling lists which they are responsible for in the study of this novel.
I encourage them to read for the information that they will need to answer the essay questions
and give them note taking techniques that they should find helpful.

STUDENTS:

■ list, in their notes, the various information asked for in the essay questions, and we work on
these daily as we progress through the novel.

■ synthesize the information into their essays following the directions in the rubric regarding
introduction, content, conclusion and mechanics.

■ are given two days class time to write the rough and final drafts of these essays, coming to me
for help if they have any questions as they work.

■ are directed to use the opening statement on the rubrics as the opening statement in their
introductions.

The re s o u rce room teacher
writes the notes on the board
as the students respond to
my questions. She will also
have a copy of the notes so
that students who are
unable to work fast enough
to take down the informa-
tion during the class dis-
cussion will have them to
refer to in the re s o u rc e
room later.  One of  us
checks the rough drafts of
students whose
Individualized Education
Plan (IEP) indicates that
spelling does not count.
We correct spelling erro r s
which we expect them to
copy correctly in the
final draft. These stu-
dents usually re q u i re
extra time to complete
assignments, and the
re s o u rce room teacher
monitors their
p ro g ress outside of
English class.

Students are able to
work in my class-
room and in the
resource room if they had learning
problems that affected their ability to complete this assignment.
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Assessment 
Conferring with students as they work allows the teacher to monitor their progress, especially
their grasp of the directive, “support what you say with accurate details.”

Synthesizing the notes into an organized essay is a challenge for some, and one-on-one help is
sometimes necessary for students to grasp the skill. I keep referring students to the directives
given in the rubric to keep them on task. I also expect them to refer to their notes. If they didn’t
take the notes or wrote them illegibly or lost them, they quickly see problems to be avoided in
the future.

It usually takes three weeks to read this particular novel and write the essays, but the length of
the novel and the number  of responses required will affect the number of weeks needed to
cover the work in class.

Key Elements:
1. The skill of taking notes on the key points needed to respond to a given written assignment is

one that will be required in many courses and in the Regents exam.

2. The skill of synthesizing notes into a well organized essay is one that will be required in
many courses and in the Regents exam. The resource room teacher has said that when her
students are working on essays for their other subjects and they get stuck, she says, “Pretend
you are in Mrs. Donnelly’s class.” Alight goes on in their heads, the connection is made, and
they proceed with their work.

3. Modeling the format for notes, giving students help as they work, giving them extra time to
complete the assignment, gives everyone the opportunity to do well and master the various
skills in the lesson.

4. The double entry journal format is one that they can apply in other classes where supporting
data is needed on a topic studied.

☛Assessment
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C O M M E N C E M E N T

LISTENING & READING – students will

▲ interpret/analyze complex informa-
tional texts

▲ synthesize information from diverse
sources

▲ make distinctions about relative value

▲ make perceptive/well developed con-
nections

SPEAKING AND WRITING – students will

▲ write/present research report

▲ present controlling idea

▲ revise/improve early drafts

▲ use standard English skillfully

LISTENING & READING – students will

▲ analyze, interpret/evaluate

▲ make precise determinations

SPEAKING AND WRITING – students will

▲ present orally/in writing well-developed
analyses of issues

▲ make effective use of details 

▲ monitor/adjust to have greatest influ-
ence

▲ use standard English

LISTENING & SPEAKING – students will

▲ engage in conversations/discussions

▲ express thoughts/views clearly

READING & WRITING – students will

▲ make effective use of language to con-
nect

Politics and The Natural World: 
THE TOWN MEETING

The Politics and The Natural World
activities presented here seek to
help students make connections

between environmental issues and their
own lives. From these activities, students
develop an awareness of the number of
factors which play a role each time peo-
ple act to change the natural environ-
ment. For the science component stu-
dents learned what specific factors were
involved for our particular project, and
they learned the political process
involved with the proposed change. For
the English component, students demon-
strated the ability to communicate scien-
tific concepts to a general audience

ELA
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Learning experiences like the Politics activ-
ities support student progress because they
require students to use many standards. It
is sound classroom practice because, in
this case, the three standards allowed for
the smooth integration of two vastly differ-
ent academic disciplines, enabling students
to learn material which was used in hands-
on activities, and increasing knowledge
about reading, writing, listening and speak-
ing in the natural world.
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through writing and speaking. In addition, they
gained exposure to “real documents” (i.e., environ-
mental impact statements), and an understanding
local politics.

In order to be successful with this learning experi-
ence, students need to demonstrate an understand-
ing of the numerous scientific and political factors
which affect development of the natural environ-
ment. They must be able to look critically at a
problem, determine possible solutions. They
must be able to formulate and support a contro-
versial position through writing and speaking.
They must be aware of and understand the
political process in developing the natural
environment.

Students can’t study the natural world unless
they periodically “get out in it,” rather than
learning about it solely in the artificial envi-
ronment of the classroom. Therefore, several
times prior to beginning the Politics unit,
students have been on plot visits, con-
ducted experiments there, mapped the
plot and written journal entries.

At the start of the series of Politics learning
experiences, teachers introduce an artificial scenario of
proposed development on the plot. Students were told that the Stewart’s
Corporation wanted to build a convenience store on the plot. The convenience store was
proposed as a typical Stewart’s convenience store, with a parking lot, but no gas pumps.
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The Politics unit is a challenging one, especially for diverse students. The material is techni-
cal and sophisticated and calls for the use of complex thinking and reasoning skills.

The Form Students were then introduced to the local polit-
ical process for land development when they
were presented with the New York State Full
Environmental Assessment Form (FEAF). As a
class, teachers guided students through the
basic, informational sections of the beginning
the form—filling out basic site and project infor-
mation. Students were then grouped according
to sections of the form (impact on land, impact
on water), given resources to research one sec-
tion, and fill in one section. Teachers assisted in
the research process—though there were many
questions students could not find answers for
and/or fill in.

The completion process of
the form was sometimes
tedious, as the form, in
parts, seemed overly com-
plex and repetitive.
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The Terms Once the level of complexity of the FEAF was clear to stu-
dents, the teacher provided students with a handout of a list
of terms and laws which needed to be defined prior to fully
completing the FEAF. Students defined the terms, with the
help of reference material and teacher assistance, and identi-
fied resources for information on legal questions. In addi-
tion, teachers arranged for an expert on local issues and
impact statements from the Department of Environmental
Control (DEC) to speak to the class about the general
process, and answer specific questions related to our FEAF.
Finally, students were able to complete group-assigned sec-
tions and present to the class. The class, pooled its knowl-
edge to complete a full FEAF to the best of its ability.

Through the effort of the team, care-
ful attention was given on a daily
basis to make sure students stayed
up to date and on task with assign-
ments, and to ensure that students
understood the material. This was
difficult, especially in the face of
absenteeism among students.

The Persuasive Essay
Next, students were asked to write a persuasive essay about
their own personal position on whether the Stewart’s should
be built. Teachers taught the persuasive essay format,
showed students models of good persuasive essay and
guided students through the writing process to final copies.
Teachers then moderated a group share on the issue.

Some were more successful than
others in incorporating technical
scientific information into their per-
suasive arguments.
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The Roles Next the teachers got students set for a mock
environmental mediation and Guilderland town
meeting. They identified roles that students
would take for these remaining steps of the pro-
ject. Students signed up to play parts as: high
school students, school administrators, corporate
representatives of Stewart’s, environmentalists
(Nature Conservancy), homeowners  (neighbors
to the proposed Stewart’s).

Students faced a great chal-
lenge in stepping into a
role, assuming a perspective
and arguing from that point
of view.  

The Mediation Process
Teachers introduced the concept of environmen-
tal mediation, and taught students about the for-
mat and goals of the process. With teacher guid-
ance, groups of students brainstormed
arguments that would fit with their assigned
part. Next, a certified mediator from Saratoga
Mediation conducted a double-period mediation
with students, hoping to come to an agreement
about the plot. 

No agreement was reached,
though students were
actively involved in the
mediation process.

The Mock Town Meeting
The last step in the process was for students to
conduct a mock Guilderland Town Meeting to
decide on the question of development of the
plot. Teacher used videotapes to educate stu-
dents about the process and format of town
board meetings. They outlined the procedures
with students. Students played largely the same
roles as they did during the environmental
mediation with the exception of several students
who were assigned to play board members.
Teachers then scheduled time in the high
school’s media center for rehearsal and video-
taping of the mock town meeting. Students
rehearsed, with teachers’ and media director’s
guidance their town meeting; then they taped it.
The students, much to their surprise, were then
interviewed for the morning news by the stu-
dent journalists who staff the media center. The
tape of their interview, and highlights from the
town meeting, were then broadcast to the school
during the morning news.

Fear of videotaping and the
intimidation of the lights
and cameras in the Media
Center was a hurdle to be
overcome.

13 English Language Arts
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The Politics and The Natural World
activities provide students with a well-
rounded and sophisticated learning
experience. This learning experience
connects with local interest and real-
world activities. The variety of
activities meet the needs of all learners
by sequencing them and breaking large
activities into small, manageable
portions.
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Assessment
Teachers used daily observations and periodic grades to document student progress. Daily
observations were of group work and class discussion/work sessions, mediation participation.
Grades included completion of the resource and vocabulary list, the FEAF, and the persuasive
essay. Students participated in a peer review of persuasive essays prior to submitting final
copies. The items on the peer review sheet served a dual purpose as an informal rubric for teach-

ers to assess persuasive essays. The
town meeting was graded by teach-
ers, who reviewed the videotape,
based on a rubric of requirements.

The interest of the Media Center
student journalists in interviewing
students about the town meeting
supported the teachers assessment
that students performed beyond
expectations for an exciting pro-
ject.

The presence of two teachers (one
English and one science) and an
aide helped make the complex
nature of the integrated science/
English subject matter of this
unit a success!  

☛SSESSMENT

15 English Language Arts

The unit was carefully scaffolded. 

■ Each activity built on the last, requiring stu-

dents to demonstrate an understanding of

course material and the ability to adapt and

apply that material to given scenarios

which were first analyzed. 

■ Guilderland Central High School was fortu-

nate to have the community support of a

local resident who gave permission for the

class to use the wooded plot. 

■ The plot was familiar to students, and of

interest, since it is part of the local commu-

nity. (Other schools might face a greater

challenge in identifying a similar undevel-

oped piece of land to use as an “environ-

mental classroom” within walking distance,

though a small piece of a school’s property

could be used.)
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C O M M E N C E M E N T

LISTENING AND READING – 
students will

understand how multiple levels
are conveyed

SPEAKING AND WRITING – students
will

▲ present responses to/interpretations of
works of recognized literary merit

▲ produce literary interpretations

▲ use standard English skillfully

LISTENING AND READING – students will

▲ analyze, interpret/evaluate

▲ evaluate quality of the texts

SPEAKING AND WRITING – students will

▲ make effective use of details 

▲ use standard English

Author Analysis Essay

ELA
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Design the experience to allow students
the necessary time to conference with the
teacher and other students. IEP
(Individualized Education Plan) students
should be afforded the opportunity  to
work with their resource teachers during
scheduled resource time.

Peer conferencing is a
standard procedure in the
classroom.

Teacher

As part of their Regents portfolio, stu-
dents select an American author/poet
from a teacher prepared list to study

for the entire year. The author analysis essay
is the second part of the author project. After
reading specific works by the author/poet,
the students prepare an in depth critical
analysis of a specific aspect of the works.

The American author/poet project encom-
passes the entire year and is worth 45 percent
of the students’ Regents grades. 

There are three parts to the project: 
1. Research Paper
2. Analytical Essay 
3. Oral Presentation 

During the second week of school, students
meet in the media center and are introduced
to the authors/poets and references that will
be used to complete this project. The media
specialist and I provide information on the
authors/poets on the teacher generated list as
well as on the many references available to
use for additional information before choos-
ing the authors they will study for the year.
Once students have made their choices, they
begin the first part of the project, a research
paper on the author/poet’s life, writing style,
and time period. Students engage in research
for three days, collecting and gathering infor-
mation to be used in the paper. The paper is
due at the end of the 1st quarter.
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The author analytical essay is the most heavily weighted part of the project as well as the most
challenging.

After submitting the research paper, students begin the second part of the project, the author
analytical essay. At the beginning of the second quarter, students return to the media center to
select works by their authors/poets to read and analyze. The students read the works through-
out the second quarter and prepare essays interpreting and synthesizing information. After all

works have been analyzed, the students develop a thesis for the culmi-
nating critical analysis that provides an insightful understanding of a
specific aspect of the authors/poets’ works. The final essay is rated by
two teachers according to the criteria in the rubric. Students’ scores are
multiplied by five and recorded on their individual Regents portfolio
grade sheets.

During the second quarter, the teacher provides an organizational framework that enables the
students not only to read and analyze their authors/poets’ works, but also to complete class
assignments without succumbing to the pressure of all the demands. Due dates for the critical

The entire process—reading works, analyz-
ing individual works, and writing the final
essay—requires at least 10 week.
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analyses are strategi-
cally planned to try to
avoid any overlap-
ping. The teacher
needs to provide
resources which will
provide some insight
to the works, such as
access to the media
center, Magill’s Survey
of American Literature
and other sources that
enable them to con-
struct an analytical
focus for the Regents
essay. Finally, the
teacher needs to con-
ference with the stu-
dents to ensure that
they are focused in the
right direction. 

Models from previous years are
a valuable source. Classroom
time is provided for student
editing and typing. Students

meet with the teacher throughout the
day—lunch periods, study halls—as well as before

school and after school. Certain days are devoted to conferencing, edit-
ing, and typing. Students decide what they will be doing on these days.

Assessment
Students’ final essays are graded according to the criteria in the rubric. In order to familiarize
students with the scoring rubric, I devote 2 to 3 instructional periods to the process of develop-
ing a checklist from the rubric that is used in the editing process. 

The procedure I use begins with a general discussion of the rubric. Then students work in
groups breaking the rubric down into different sections with specific indicators. After the groups
have finished, the results are presented on the overhead, and the class assimilates information
from the groups to develop one checklist. The next class period each class reviews checklists
from other classes and makes any additional changes to finalize one checklist that will be used
by all classes. Through this process, my students internalize the rubric used to rate their essays.

ASSESSMENT
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Making Decisions From the beginning of the project to its completion, students are
actively engaged in making decisions about their learning. They
must choose the author; they must choose the reference sources
to use; they must develop a focus/thesis; they must decide
what to read.

Accepting Responsibility Accepting responsibility for one’s own learning is a process that
develops over time. This project is, in many cases, the first step
in that process.

Modeling Process It is imperative to provide models for the students throughout
this experience. At the beginning of the year, the media special-
ist and I select an author who has not been chosen by the stu-
dents and model the research process. Likewise, when it is time
to read the author/poet’s works, the same author/poet is used
to model the process of selecting works to be read and refer-
ences to be used in order to complete the analytical essay suc-
cessfully.

Needing Check Points After the first year, I realized that my students needed check
points. Class periods are provided for editing, conferencing,
and checking to ensure students are focused. In addition, I
require the students to write separate critical analyses on the
authors/poets’ works during the second quarter. Athesis is
developed for the final essay; it helps the students to make con-
nections between the works.
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Student A
This is a model paper. The student devoted an exorbitant amount of time reading,
researching, drafting, editing, and conferencing. Initial drafts were wordy and ram-
bling, although he created a good focus. After the student developed a concise,
well-developed introduction, the topic sentences for the body paragraphs emerged
immediately. The final essay makes effective use of specific examples from the
story, and the transitions between body paragraphs are exceptional. Diligence and
perseverance resulted in a wonderful essay.

STUDENT 
A

ESSAY

Excerpt
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Student B 
This student struggled to find a focus and develop a thesis. After many confer-
ences, the student was able to make a connection. Her introduction required many
first drafts; too often the student would begin to summarize the works and then
have to rewrite. After the development of a well-defined thesis, the essay began to
take shape. Since this is a comparison contrast essay, the student needed to be sure
to select transitions noting this organizational pattern. The end result was an essay
that is thorough and well executed.

STUDENT 
B

ESSAY

Excerpt


