GED to Work Curriculum—sample lesson

This lesson was developed for a program in which students are simultaneously studying to pass the GED test and looking for work.  It is part of a series of lessons designed around short stories and poems related to work.  

Key practices include:

· free-writing to help students activate background knowledge about the story they are going to read and connect to it personally; 
· role play to help students make inferences about characters, and 
writing-to-learn activities intended to help students become more aware of “literary” reading strategies as they use them.  

· One Stop Curriculum

Looking at Work through the Eyes of Writers

Lesson One

Activity:  Free-writing

Materials:  Pen and paper

Steps:  

1. Tell students that one of the things good readers do is think about what they already know about a topic before they read.  Authors expect that we are going to connect our own experience with the experience of characters in the story we’re reading.  Today they are going to read a story about a man who volunteers his time.  To help them connect to the story, they are going to do some free-writing on the subject.  Review what free-writing is:  Writing whatever comes into your mind for a certain period of time without stopping, without worrying about grammar or spelling—just keeping your pen moving on the page.

2. Write the prompt on the board:  Write about a time that you helped someone.  It may have been a neighbor or relative who needed help or you may have volunteered your time at your child’s school or to help out at a community organization.  Describe how it felt to help out.  If you think students need the support, you may want to describe briefly a time when you helped out/volunteered your time and talk about how it made you feel to do this.

3. Ask students to free-write for 10-15 minutes on this topic.  You may want to walk around as students are working to jumpstart those students who insist that they have nothing to say, to get students to add in details or feelings that were not included.

4. As students become finished, have them trade papers so that they can read what fellow students wrote.  Make it clear that no student has to trade if s/he feels that what s/he has written is too personal—most students will probably be willing to exchange.  As students finish reading, have them trade again, so as many of the students have read each other’s papers as possible.

5. Bring the class together.  Tell the class that there is time to hear two students read their writing.  Tell them that as students read, you would like the rest of the class to listen for two things:  (1)  what are the kinds of things that people do to help/volunteer and (2)  how does it make people feel to do that.  Choose two students to read their work out loud or ask for two volunteers.  (In your circulating around the class, you may have identified one or two students who have written in a way that is pertinent to the story and you may want to ask those students to read).

6. After students have read, give some feedback by mentioning one thing you liked.  Also, say what you heard in terms of (1) kinds of volunteering/help people provide and (2) their feelings about it.  When the two students have finished reading, ask other students in the class to briefly say some of the ways that they wrote about helping and (2) whether their feelings were similar/different.  Take some notes in response on the board.  

7. Introduce the next question:  If you were paid to do the work, or provide the help that you did voluntarily, do you think you would have felt differently about it?  Would you have done a better job?  Why?  Ask students to free-write briefly in answer to this question—say 5 minutes.

8. Have students meet together in pairs or threes.  Ask them to talk to each other about what they wrote in response to the question in Step 7 and see if there is consensus.

9. After 5 minutes or so, bring the class back together and ask for a report back.  Take a few notes on the board in response to a general question—Do people do a better job when they are paid?  Do they feel differently about work they do voluntarily and work that they are paid for?

10. Tell students that they are going to read a story that is about a man who does work for free.  As they read, they should think about what the author might be saying about volunteer vs. paid work.

Activity:  Practice making inferences.

Materials:  Copies of Part 1 of “A Delicate Balance” by Jose Armas for each student

Steps:

1. Tell students that good readers use strategies when they read.  One of the strategies that good readers use is thinking about what they know in connection with a topic.  They have just done this.  Another strategies used by good readers is inference.   Ask students what they know about this word.  Explain that an inference is something that a reader knows without having to be told directly.  It’s something like reading between the lines.  In everyday life, we make inferences all the time.  We see someone come in with dripping, wet clothes and we make the inference that it is raining outside.  We see someone come into the room and slam their books down on a table or slam the door and we make the inference that they are angry.  When reading fiction, we need to make inferences about character, setting, etc.  This is an important skill to practice for the GED and they are going to start now.

2. Hand out Part I.  Tell students that as they read, you would like them to make inferences about the following:  (1)  What kind of place does the story take place in?  (2)  What kind of person is Romero?  Make the suggestion that students read twice to make sure they feel right about their inferences about each question.  

3. Bring the class back together and hold a brief discussion about the two questions that were asked.  Make sure that students can back up their answers by referring to the text by asking “Where in the story did you see that?  Can you point out the place?”  

Activity:  Actively engaging with the story

Materials:  Part II of “A Delicate Balance” for each student

Steps:

1. Tell students, “OK, I’m going to tell you one thing that happens next in the story.  The thing that happens next is that someone proposes that Romero should be paid for sweeping the sidewalk in front of the barber shop.  I want you to think about whether you think he should be paid for this or not, and what your reasons are.”  Ask students to discuss this briefly in pairs or threes, then ask for a report back.  Make sure that students clearly give their reasons for/against paying Romero.  Take notes on the board based on students’ responses.

2. Give out Part II.  After students have read, ask for someone to briefly summarize what has happened in this part of the story.  Tell students “Three are two new characters in the story—who are they?  Write the names and ask students to give brief descriptions.  Take a few notes.

3. Return to the reasons students gave for/against paying Romero and compare them to (1) Barela’s reasons not to pay Romero and (2) Seferino’s reasons for paying Romero, discussing the differences if there are any, and getting students to paraphrase the reasons each character has, based on lines from the story.

4. Ask students to make a prediction.  Now that Romero is getting paid for his work, will he like it more or less?  Write students’ predictions, and their reasoning, on the board.  

Activity:  Role-playing to “get inside the head” of a character.

Materials:  Parts 3 and 4 of “A Delicate Balance”

Steps:

1. Hand out Part 3 of “A Delicate Balance.”  After students have read, return to the predictions they made in the last activity.

2. Tell students that one thing good readers do is try to “get inside the head” of a character.  This helps them understand the story better.  They are going to do that briefly now.  Ask for two volunteers to come up to the front of the room—hopefully those with a penchant for drama.  Ask them to read out loud the conversation between Romero and Seferino when Romero asks for a raise.  After Romero says “Quit!  I quit!”  say FREEZE in a loud voice.  Tell the students to freeze their body positions.  Tell the class “OK, now I want you to tell me what Romero is thinking right now.”  Ask for a few student volunteers to say what he is thinking.  Ask whether other students agree.  Repeat the process for Seferino.

3. Ask students to make a prediction about what will happen in the last, and final part of the story.

4. Give out Part 4 and have students read.  When students have finished reading, ask them whether they were surprised by the ending or not; whether they liked the story and why/not; what feeling the story gave them.

5. Bring up the central question:  Why did Romero prefer to sweep the sidewalk for free, rather than getting paid?  You may wish to handle this part of the lesson in a number of ways:  (1)  Hold a class discussion, either as a whole class or with students working in pairs/threes to discuss the question, then reporting back to the class.  (2)  Do another role play.  In this role play, it is five years later than the end of the story.  One of the neighbors, Manolo, comes up to Romero one day and says “Remember that time that Seferino started paying you to sweep the sidewalk?  Why did you get so mad?  Why do you prefer to sweep the sidewalk for free?”  Students should work in pairs to write the dialogue, then perform.  The rest of the class, while watching, should say whether they agree that Romero would say these things and give reasons.  (3)  Have students discuss, then write about, the question above.

6. Discuss, or have students write about, the following question:  Why do you think this story is called “A Delicate Balance?”

Activity:  Thinking about theme/moral of the story

Materials:  Handouts, attached.

Steps:

1. Tell students that they have been using two strategies that good readers use, today:  (1) thinking about what they know about a topic before reading and (2) making inferences.  They are going to work with one more, now.  That strategy is thinking about theme, and it applies mostly to literature.  One of the easiest ways to think about theme is to think about it as “the moral of the story.”  You are going to give them a story to read and ask them to write down what they think the “moral” is.

2. Hand out “The Shepherd Boy and the Wolf.”  Ask students to read it and write down the “lesson” or “moral” of the story is—what it teaches.  Ask for a report back.

3. Tell students you want them to try a harder one.  Hand out the story about the Serpent and the Eagle.  Ask students to read it and again write down what they think the story “teaches.”  Ask for a report back.  Put several suggestions up on the board and try to reach a rough consensus with the class.

4. Hand out the GED questions related to the Serpent and the Eagle and ask students to do them.  When students have finished, have them pair up with another student, compare answers, and discuss why they answered as they did. Then ask for a report back.  Review the students’ answers and make sure students understand why certain answers are considered correct.

5. Tell students that you now want them to think about what the “moral” of A Delicate Balance is.  Does it teach a “lesson” about human nature?  What is it?  You may want to have students write, discuss in pairs, and then report back.  When students have had some time to think about this, ask them to suggest what the “moral” is.  Write student suggestions up on the board.   See if other students in the class agree with each suggestion.  When all suggestions have been given, ask students to say which they think is the best description of the moral of A Delicate Balance.  

6. Give out the multiple-choice question on A Delicate Balance and give students time to complete it.  Review the question and say why you think the correct answer is best.

7. Optional:  Give out the GED questions related to The Story of an Hour by Kate Chopin.  Have students do the questions, compare their answers in pairs, then do a review with the whole class, making sure that it’s clear to students why the correct answers are the best ones.

Activity:  Thinking about Irony

Materials:  Handout on irony, attached.

Steps:

1. Tell students that they have practiced many reading strategies today.  There’s one final one to learn about.  This is a concept called irony.  See if any students have any associations with this word and if they do, write them on the board.

2. Give out the handout on irony.  Ask students to read through it.  

3. Ask students to meet in pairs and discuss whether, based on the handout you’ve just given them, A Delicate Balance is an ironic story.  If it is, which definition of irony in their handout applies?

4. Ask for a report back and discuss, with students, why this story is an ironic one. 

Activity:  Writing to Learn/Thinking about literary strategies

Materials:  pen and paper; literary strategy list, attached

Steps:

1. Tell students that you want them to write for five minutes about something they feel they learned today that was useful and will help them while reading literature.  It could be anything.  Time the writing—stop after five minutes.

2. When students are finished writing, collect their papers so you can get a sense of what students notice in their learning.

3. Ask students to volunteer what they remember about the strategies they learned about today to help them when reading literature.  List these out on the board.

4. When you feel students have listed out all that they remember, give out the strategies checklist and ask students to compare, taking note of those they forgot, and asking questions about those they don’t recognize.

5. Tell students to keep this list—we’ll be adding to it as we go along.

6. Tell students that as they read some of the excerpts from the GED workbook that you are giving them for homework, you want them to try out some of these strategies and see how they work.  They should be prepared to talk about which strategies worked for them in the next class.

Homework:  (1)  Work on the materials from GED practice books, attached.  (2)  Try to find an example of an ironic situation in their life and describe it in writing.

What is Irony?

Irony—incongruity, or gap, between what might be expected and what actually occurs (American Heritage Dictionary)

Irony—a condition of affairs or events of a character opposite to what was, or might naturally be, expected: a contradictory outcome of events.  (Oxford English Dictionary)

Ironic situations:

1. Lost in a hot desert and near dead from thirst, Norman crawled aimlessly in search of water.  He could hardly believe his good fortune when he came across an oasis.  He crawled forward on its bank, leaned down, and was just about to drink his fill when the bank collapsed under him.  He fell in the water and drowned.

2. Dorothy is a pensioner who enters the national lottery every week.  She selects the same numbers each time, but after thirty years she has still not won even a minor prize.  While waiting in line to purchase her next ticket, she sees an expensive book on lottery strategy and decides to buy it, after which, however, she has not money left and has to give up her entry for this week.  This time all her numbers come up.

There are different kinds of irony.  For example, someone may speak in an ironic way.  That is, they might say the opposite of what they really mean.  An example:  It is a very hot day.  The speaker says “Chilly enough for you?”  

In this kind of irony, which is sometimes called rhetorical irony, the speaker of irony assumes that his reader or listener understands the concealed meaning of his statement. 

“Literary” Reading Strategies

What are reading strategies?  Strategies are “mental moves” that we make as we read—things like looking at a newspaper headline and thinking about what we know about that headline.  Reading strategies help us understand what we are reading.

“Literary” strategies are strategies we use especially with literature—short stories, poems and plays.  

Strategies for Fiction

· Thinking and writing about what we already know about the subject of a story—sometimes this involves thinking about a situation in our own lives that connects with a situation in the story

· Making inferences (using clues the author gives us) about characters

· Making inferences (using clues the author gives us) about setting (where and when the story takes place)

· Getting “inside the head of a character”

· Thinking about the moral of the story—what a reader can learn from reading this story

· Noticing irony
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