Great Expectations by Charles Dickens
Sequence of Lessons

     The unit I have developed for Great Expectations is designed to accomplish two basic purposes. They are to teach the required standards for Ninth Grade Language Arts at West Jefferson High School and to prepare the students for success when taking the Ohio Graduation Test in the tenth grade. For the most part, those are two somewhat vague outcomes with which to try and build a unit around. 
     With that in mind, it is up to the teacher to develop a meaningful and creative unit that captures the interest of the students and one that fosters success in achieving desired outcomes. Such a unit must include lessons with step-by-step instructions, materials needed, standards to be covered, and questions students should be able to answer when the lesson is over. Ultimately, each lesson in the unit will require daily writing assignments in a student-kept journal and will culminate with a full-length personal essay writing assignment at the conclusion of the unit.

     The first sub unit is a lesson in critical thinking. This unit requires students to enhance their understanding of the basic elements of a short story or novel such as setting, theme and characters by observing, comparing and listing what they observe from various scenes from two different video versions of Great Expectations. This lesson allows students to look at the essential elements that must be kept true to Dickens’s intentions and determine how elements can be changed and still remain effective.
     The second sub unit is a lesson in analysis. The purpose of this lesson is to help students make a personal connection to the main character, Pip, early in the novel and to help them understand his motivations, feelings, and goals. This novel was written 150 years ago and students sometimes naturally assume they will not be able to relate to the characters or the events in the story. While some of Pip’s experiences are highly dramatic, many events in his life are very similar to those experienced by all adolescents. Students will keep a journal making entries as homework as an ongoing activity while reading the first two stages of the novel.
     The third sub unit is a lesson in character development. Great Expectations has a large cast of fascinating characters. Some have big parts; others are supporting players and a few make brief cameo appearances. Keeping track of all the characters (who they are and why they are significant in Pip’s life) is not easy for first-time readers. This sub unit uses a written organizer, oral reports, and discussion to clarify characters in their relationship to Pip. As in sub unit two, this is an ongoing activity to be completed concurrently with stages one and two of the novel.
    The fourth sub unit is a lesson in vocabulary. One of the obvious challenges for young readers attempting a Dickens novel is his broad vocabulary. While a few of the words in Great Expectations are obsolete, most are simply words not previously encountered by students. This novel provides an excellent opportunity to build vocabulary in the best way possible: contextually. This sub unit assumes the entire unit will take approximately four to five weks to complete. It uses a text-based vocabulary list combining traditional written exercise with active-learning improvisation.
     The final sub unit is a lesson in dialect. Great Expectations is a novel rich in both dialogue and dialect of the working class and the poor. What characters say and how they speak is one of the ways in which we, as readers, get to know about them. Dickens intended this novel to be a social commentary on the environment he grew up in and he uses dialect principally in two ways: to indicate social class and/or to make a humorous or ironic point about a character’s simplicity, ignorance, or self-importance. In order to depict dialect, Dickens uses omitted vowels and consonants, letter substitutions, drawn-out words and mispronounced words. These words are reading hurdles that students are not always able to leap over.
     At the conclusion of this unit, students have a portfolio of information they have created with a vast breadth of information about the novel and what they learned. The final project is a full length personal essay that meets the required standard for the writing portion of the Ohio Graduation Test. Students must write a five-paragraph essay, (each paragraph containing a minimum of eight sentences including a topic sentence, six supporting sentences and a concluding sentence), comparing their own lives to that of the character of Pip as far as their own personal great expectations for their lives. This writing prompt reinforces the idea that students can relate what they learn to their own lives, even material seemingly far-removed from today’s society and culture.
     This unit effectually incorporates reading and writing standards into a contextualized curriculum using the Basic Lesson Planning Model and typically is used in the second semester of the school year after pre-required concepts have been introduced.
