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Dartmouth	Middle	School	

7th	Grade	English	Language	Arts:		

Applying	Critical	Lenses	to	Great	Works	of	Literature	with	a	Focus	on	the	Hero	

Unit	Project	for	the	1st	Quarter		

Fall	2016,	Teacher:	Mr.	Gallagher	

	

Class	Time:	2nd	Period,	Monday,	Wednesday,	and	Friday	

Classroom:	203	

If	you	have	any	questions,	I	am	available	during	4th	Period,		

Tuesday	and	Thursday,	and	afterschool	by	appointment.		

	

Course	Description	

	 In	this	course	you	will	be	reading	works	of	literature	that	examine	the	archetype	of	the	

hero.	 By	 applying	 Literary	 Criticism	 Theory,	 you	 will	 reflect	 on	 the	 characters,	 events,	 and	

overall	narratives,	through	the	lenses	of	Marxism/Socialism,	Cultural	Studies,	Feminist	Theory,	

Race	Theory,	and	Digital	Humanities,	along	with	other	theories	as	they	arise	 in	the	context	of	

your	studies.	Think	of	these	lenses	as	different	perspectives	or	points	of	view	that	allow	one	to	

gain	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	journey	of	many	types	of	heroes,	and	how	the	narrative	can	

help	each	of	us	to	find	the	hero	in	ourselves.		

	

Books	and	Supplemental	Materials	

The	Giver	by	Lois	Lowry	

Esperanza	Rising	by	Pam	Munoz	Ryan	



The	Dairy	of	a	Young	Girl	by	Anne	Frank	

Seedfolks	by	Paul	Fleischman	

Selections	from	How	to	Read	Literature	Like	a	Professor	by	Thomas	C.	Foster	

	

Films	

The	Giver	(2014)	

	

Music	

“Heroes”	by	David	Bowie	

“The	Wind	Beneath	My	Wings”	by	Bette	Midler	

“My	Hero”	by	The	Foo	Fighters	

“We	are	the	Champions”	by	Queen	

	

Course	Goals	and	Objectives	

Course	Goals:	

1. To	help	my	students	to	gain	an	understanding	of	Literary	Criticism	Theory	through	the	

theme	of	the	hero.		

2. To	help	my	students	to	view	literature,	and	life	in	general,	through	the	various	lenses	of	

Literary	Criticism.	

3. To	help	my	students	to	relate	to	the	struggles	and	obstacles	others	must	deal	with	on	

his/her	journey	in	life.		

Course	Objectives:	

1. To	gain	an	understanding	of	Literary	Criticism	Theory	through	a	variety	of	activities	and	

writing	assignments	related	to	a	hero	theme.		



2. To	 engage	with	 primary	works	 of	 literature	 and	 selections	 from	 a	 companion	 text	 to	

become	more	aware	of	the	world	around	us.		

3. To	 create	 a	 sense	 of	 empathy	 and	 understanding	 for	 the	 journey	 that	 is	 taken	 by	

characters	 in	 narratives,	 those	 around	 us,	 and	 individuals	 who	 are	 part	 of	 our	

community	and	beyond.		

	

Overview	of	Assignments	and	Grading	

Requirements:	

To	be	done	in	class:	

• Group	Activities	(3-4	Students)	

• Creative	Assignments	(Students	in	pairs)	

• Writing	Assignments	(Individual	Students)	

To	be	done	in	class	or	for	homework:	

• Journal	Entries	

• Diary	Entries	

	

Breakdown	of	Grades	

40%	Group	Activities	

30%	Creative	Assignments	

20%	Writing	Assignments	

								+			10%	Journal	and	Diary	Entries	

									___________________________	

	 100%	Final	Grade	for	Quarter		

	

Group	Activities	(3-4	Students)	



Example	of	one	of	the	Group	Activities	we	will	be	doing:	

 

Waiting	for	a	Train	Activity	

Here	is	the	set	up:	

You're	waiting	for	your	train	to	arrive	at	a	train	depot.	You	meet	a	person	who	has	been	having	

a	rough	day	and	they	could	use	some	inspiration	to	keep	them	going.	The	person	notices	that	

you	are	carrying	a	book	and	asks	you	about	your	favorite	character	from	a	piece	of	 literature	

that	you	have	read	or	a	person	from	popular	culture	that	you	admire.	

What	would	 you	 say?	How	would	 you	 describe	 this	 character	 or	 person?	 Is	 the	 character	 or	

person	a	hero	in	some	way?	Remember	that	the	person	you	are	talking	to	at	the	train	depot	is	

in	a	tough	spot	and	could	use	an	uplifting	exchange.	

This	activity	will	be	acted	out	as	if	we	are	on	the	platform	at	a	train	depot.	Once	a	student	has	

told	the	 inquisitive	stranger	about	their	 favorite	character	or	person,	 that	student	boards	the	

train	and	decides	to	ask	a	stranger	(another	student)	on	the	train	the	same	question.	

Each	 student	 will	 have	 a	 few	 minutes	 to	 tell	 the	 stranger	 about	 their	 favorite	 character	 or	

person.	When	 the	 train	whistle	blows	you	will	have	 to	be	 ready	 to	 say	goodbye	 to	your	new	

friend	and	get	on	your	train	or	get	off	at	the	next	stop.	Happy	Travels!	

After	the	activity,	we	will	discuss	the	various	literary	characters	and	popular	cultural	icons	that	

were	mentioned	by	each	student	during	the	activity.	Under	what	Literary	Criticism	Lenses	can	

we	look	at	them?		

Creative	Assignments	(Students	in	pairs)	

Example	of	one	of	the	Creative	Assignments	we	will	be	doing:	

	

What	does	it	mean	to	be	a	hero?	



When	 you	 hear	 the	 word	 hero,	 what	 comes	 to	mind?	 Is	 it	 a	 human,	 a	 super-human,	 or	 an	

everyday	person?	What	qualities	do	you	associate	with	a	hero?	If	you	would	like,	you	can	focus	

on	a	person	you	consider	to	be	a	hero	in	the	media;	a	person	from	popular	culture.	You	can	use	

the	computer	to	research	who	you	would	like	to	focus	on.	You	can	even	print	an	image	and/or	

gather	any	writing	you	can	find	about	this	person.	

Please	write	a	paragraph,	a	poem,	or	a	song	that	captures	the	essence	of	what	a	hero	is	to	you.	

You	will	work	 in	 pairs	 on	 this	 activity.	 You	will	 have	30	minutes	 to	work	 on	 your	 paragraph,	

poem,	or	song	and	then	you	can	share	your	creation	with	the	class!			

Once	all	of	the	creations	have	been	shared	with	the	class,	students	will	apply	Literary	Criticism	

Lenses	and	point	out	what	type	of	impact	these	heroes	have	had	on	our	society.	Did	they	have	

to	overcome	situations	that	relate	to	class,	race,	or	gender?	Is	the	journey	they	have	made	part	

of	what	makes	them	a	hero	to	others?				

	

Writing	Assignments	(Individual	Students)	

Example	of	one	of	the	Writing	Assignments	we	will	be	doing:	

 

Letter	to	a	Personal	Hero	

Please	write	a	 letter	to	a	person	in	your	 life	who	has	been	a	hero	to	you.	 It	could	be	a	family	

member,	a	friend,	or	a	favorite	teacher;	anyone	who	has	had	an	impact	on	you	and	has	helped	

you	to	become	the	person	that	you	are	today.	

Things	to	consider	as	you	write	your	letter:	Does	this	person	know	that	they	are	a	hero	to	you?	

Have	you	never	told	them,	but	wish	you	could?	Why	is	this	person	a	hero	to	you?	Make	use	of	

your	Literary	Criticism	Lenses	and	consider	what	this	individual	had	to	overcome	in	order	to	get	

to	a	place	where	he/she	inspired	you.	Is	this	part	of	why	he/she	is	a	hero	to	you?	



You	will	have	20	minutes	to	write	your	letter.	Once	you	are	done,	please	share	it	with	the	class.	

	

Journal	and	Diary	Entries	

Example	of	one	of	the	Diary	Entries	we	will	be	doing:	

 

I	can't	take	all	of	it...	

I	begin	by	asking	my	students	what	their	favorite	thing	in	the	world	is.	As	a	class,	we	generate	a	

list	on	the	overhead.	Then	I	 tell	 them	that	 I	am	going	to	read	a	selection	from	The	Dairy	of	a	

Young	Girl	by	Anne	Frank.	I	help	them	to	understand	the	historical	context	as	it	relates	to	the	

extremes	of	Marxist	and	Socialism	thought,	which	is	Fascism.	

My	students	then	read	this	selection:	

“These	 were	 questions	 I	 was	 not	 allowed	 to	 ask,	 But	 I	 couldn't	 get	 them	 out	 of	 my	 mind.	

Margot	and	I	began	to	pack	some	of	our	most	vital	belongings	 into	a	school	satchel.	The	first	

thing	I	put	in	was	this	diary,	then	hair	curlers,	handkerchiefs,	schoolbooks,	a	comb,	old	letters;	I	

put	 in	 the	 craziest	 things	 with	 the	 idea	 that	 we	 were	 going	 into	 hiding.	 But	 I'm	 not	 sorry,	

memories	mean	more	to	me	than	dresses.”	

We	discuss	the	significance	of	the	objects	that	Anne	wants	to	bring	with	her.	

As	a	class,	we	create	a	new	list.	This	 is	a	 list	of	things	that	students	would	want	to	bring	with	

them	if	they	were	in	a	similar	situation	to	the	one	that	Anne	found	herself	in.	The	two	lists	will	

probably	be	pretty	different	 and	 this	 difference	 can	be	discussed.	 Students	 then	pair	 up	and	

help	each	other	 to	write	 their	own	diary	entry	discussing	 three	 things	 they	would	bring	with	

them	and	why,	if	they	had	to	go	into	hiding.	Work	is	then	shared	with	the	class.	

	

Fall	2016	Calendar	for	the	1st	Quarter:	



1. Week	 of	 September	 4th:	 Introduction	 to	 Literary	 Criticism	 Theory,	 Creating	 a	 Hero	

Activities:	 Finding	 the	 Heroes	 in	 Everyday	 Life,	 Read	 the	 1st	 chapter	 “Every	 Trip	 Is	 a	

Quest	(Except	When	It’s	Not)”	from	Foster’s	How	to	Read	Literature	Like	a	Professor	 in	

class,	Begin	reading	The	Dairy	of	a	Young	Girl	by	Anne	Frank.	

	

2. Week	of	September	11th:	Introduction	to	Marxism	and	Socialism,	What	it	takes	to	be	a	

Hero	Activities:	Personal	Heroes,	Read	selections	from	the	13st	chapter	“It’s	All	Political”	

from	 Foster’s	 How	 to	 Read	 Literature	 Like	 a	 Professor	 in	 class,	 Continue	 reading	 The	

Dairy	of	a	Young	Girl	by	Anne	Frank.	

	
	

3. Week	of	 September	 18th:	 The	Dark	 Side	 of	 Socialism:	 Fascism,	Heroes:	 Trying	 to	Hold	

onto	the	Light	Activities:	Anne	Frank,	Read	selections	from	the	24th	chapter	“Don’t	Read	

with	 Your	 Eyes”	 from	Foster’s	 How	 to	Read	 Literature	 Like	 a	 Professor	 in	 class,	 Finish	

reading	The	Dairy	of	a	Young	Girl	by	Anne	Frank.	

	

4. Week	of	September	25th:	Introduction	to	Cultural	Studies,	Hope	and	the	Hero	Activities:	

Finding	 Community,	 Read	 selections	 from	 the	 13st	 chapter	 “It’s	 All	 Political”	 from	

Foster’s	 How	 to	 Read	 Literature	 Like	 a	 Professor	 in	 class,	 Read	 Seedfolks	 by	 Paul	

Fleischman.			

	
	



5. Week	of	October	2nd:	Continue	with	Cultural	Studies:	One	Possible	Existential	Future,	

The	 Hero	 who	 gives	 Activities:	 A	 Bland	 Community,	 Read	 selections	 from	 the	 10th	

chapter	 “Never	 Stand	Next	 to	 the	Hero”	 from	 Foster’s	 How	 to	 Read	 Literature	 Like	 a	

Professor	in	class,	Begin	reading	The	Giver	by	Lois	Lowry.				

	

6. Week	of	October	9th:	Introduction	to	Digital	Humanities,	Continue	with	The	Hero	who	

gives	 Activities:	 A	 New	 Vision,	Watch	 half	 of	 The	 Giver	 (2014),	 Continue	 reading	 The	

Giver	by	Lois	Lowry.				

	
	

7. Week	of	October	16th:	Introduction	to	Race	Theory,	Heroes:	Looking	through	the	Lense	

of	 the	Media	Activities	 –	A	 continuing	 look	 at	Digital	Humanities,	 Finish	watching	The	

Giver	 (2014),	Compare	and	contrast	The	Giver:	The	Book	vs.	The	Film,	Read	selections	

from	 the	 24th	 chapter	 “Don’t	 Read	 with	 Your	 Eyes”	 from	 Foster’s	 How	 to	 Read	

Literature	Like	a	Professor	in	class,	Finish	reading	The	Giver	and	begin	reading	Esperanza	

Rising	by	Pam	Munoz	Ryan.	

	

8. Week	 of	 October	 23rd:	 Introduction	 to	 Feminist	 Theory,	 The	 Journey	 of	 the	 Hero	

Activities,	continue	reading	Esperanza	Rising	by	Pam	Munoz	Ryan.	

	

9. Week	of	October	 30th:	 Review	of	 Literary	Criticism	Theory	 –	A	Better	Understanding,	

Culminating	 Activity:	 The	Hero	 goes	 on	 a	 Journey,	 Finish	 reading	Esperanza	 Rising	 by	

Pam	Munoz	Ryan.	



Rationale	for	Syllabus	

	 Introducing	 Literary	 Criticism	 to	 7th	 Grade	 students	 seemed	 to	 be	 a	 challenge	 to	me	

initially.	I	had	to	consider	which	theories	were	appropriate	for	the	age	group	and	which	ones	I	

should	allow	teachers	in	later	grades	to	introduce.	Once	in	the	classroom,	getting	to	know	my	

students	and	utilizing	this	syllabus	and	a	lesson	plan,	I	am	open	to	addressing	other	theories	if	

the	 need	 or	 the	 interest	 arises,	 but	 for	 now	 I	 have	 decided	 to	 focus	 on	Marxism/Socialism,	

Cultural	Studies,	Feminist	Theory,	Race	Theory,	and	Digital	Humanities.	I	have	even	included	a	

bit	of	Existential	Thought	due	to	the	bleak	existence	that	readers	discover	in	the	world	of	The	

Giver.	

	 I	believe	that	I	have	also	found	a	strong	theme,	the	hero,	to	keep	my	students	engaged	

as	they	explore	the	lenses	of	Literary	Criticism.	My	students	will	be	able	to	see	the	characters	in	

the	literature,	as	well	people	in	their	own	lives,	in	new	ways.	They	will	be	able	to	gain	a	clearer	

understanding	of	the	struggles	and	difficulties	that	many	people	face	in	their	lives.	By	the	use	of	

the	narrative,	and	an	overarching	hero	 theme,	my	 students	will	be	able	 to	 see,	 through	new	

Literary	Criticism	eyes,	that	all	of	us	have	the	potential	to	be	heroes.		

	 I	 begin	 by	 introducing	 the	 academic	 approach	 of	 Literary	 Criticism	 Theory.	 I	 give	my	

students	an	idea	of	how	we	will	be	looking	at	literature	as	if	we	were	looking	through	different	

lenses.	I	am	starting	with	Anne	Frank	because	out	of	the	four	primary	works,	it	is	most	likely	a	

name	that	has	come	up	in	their	studies	so	far.	It	is	also	a	way	for	me	to	address	the	concept	of	

class,	which	is	a	secondary	theme	which	runs	throughout	the	works	that	I	have	chosen	for	the	

quarter.	The	subject	matter	early	in	the	quarter	is	heavy	and	dark,	but	it	allows	me	to	make	the	

point	that	there	are	always	extreme	ways	of	thinking	regarding	any	theory,	belief,	or	political	

view.		

	 I	 then	focus	on	Cultural	Studies	by	having	my	students	read	Seedfolks	and	working	on	

activities	 related	 to	 the	 novel.	 It	 is	 a	 novel	 that	 focuses	 on	 a	 diversity	 of	 characters,	 each	

introduced	 in	 their	 own	 chapter,	 who	 all	 live	 in	 an	 urban	 apartment	 building.	 By	 way	 of	 a	

community	garden,	each	character	 is	brought	 into	a	community	and	abandons	alienation	and	



general	loneliness.	Each	of	my	students	will	find	a	character	that	he/she	identifies	with,	but	will	

also	see	how	issues	of	class,	race,	gender,	and	age	are	overcome	by	each	of	the	characters.		

	 I	 then	 continue	with	 Cultural	 Studies	 by	 exploring	 a	 culture	which	 has	 lost	 all	 of	 the	

beauty	of	culture	 in	The	Giver.	The	main	character	 Jonas	 lives	 in	a	simple	time,	 in	 the	 future,	

where	 there	 is	 a	 sameness	 to	 everyone	 and	 everything.	 There	 is	 no	memory	 of	 the	 past	 or	

awareness	of	anything	better	until	 Jonas	meets	The	Giver.	Once	 Jonas	 is	able	 to	see	brighter	

possibilities,	he	escapes	from	the	life	he	has	known	and	looks	for	a	fuller	life	beyond	his	village.	

This	 narrative	 is	 an	 exploration	 of	 a	 lack	 of	 classes	 and	 personal	 identity.	 In	 the	 end,	 Jonas,	

along	with	a	baby	sibling,	finds	a	more	humane	society.		

	 I	 continue	 in	my	 syllabus	 by	 exploring	 Digital	 Humanities	 through	 the	 viewing	 of	 The	

Giver	 film	 from	2014	and	by	having	my	students	 create	mock	Facebook	pages	of	a	hero	 that	

they	have	developed.	I	then	have	my	students	delve	into	Race	and	Feminist	Theories	by	reading	

Esperanza	 Rising	 and	 doing	 activities	 related	 to	 the	 narrative	 and	 its	 characters.	 Esperanza	

Rising	 is	a	culminating	work	due	 to	 the	number	of	 issues	which	arise,	 including	 race,	gender,	

class,	 national	 identity,	 politics,	 and	 age.	 It	 is	 a	 narrative	which	 allows	my	 students	 to	 bring	

together	all	of	 the	Literary	Criticism	Theories	 that	have	been	explored	over	the	course	of	 the	

quarter.		

	 My	choice	of	a	supplemental	companion	text	is	How	to	Read	Literature	Like	a	Professor	

by	 Thomas	 C.	 Foster.	 This	 text	 is	 an	 entertaining	 and	 engaging	work	which	 explores	 various	

topics	of	Literary	Criticism	in	an	appealing	way.	Although	some	sections	are	more	appropriate	

for	high	school	students,	I	have	found	that	I	am	still	able	to	utilize	areas	of	the	work	to	enhance	

my	students’	understanding	of	the	many	lenses	of	Literary	Criticism.	Foster	makes	reference	to	

many	 great	 works	 of	 literature	 as	 well	 as	 timely	 popular	 cultural	 references.	 This	 is	 a	 great	

companion	 to	 my	 primary	 works	 because	 it	 provides	 a	 relatable	 voice	 to	 reinforce	 the	

exploration	of	Literary	Criticism	Theories,	as	well	as	to	get	my	students	interested	in	literature	

that	Foster	makes	reference	to.		

	 By	crafting	a	well	thought	out	syllabus	for	a	well	thought	out	lesson	plan,	I	hope	to	be	

able	 to	 provide	 a	 well-rounded	 introduction	 to	 a	 good	 number	 of	 age	 appropriate	 Literary	



Criticism	Theories.	My	hope	is	that	my	students	will	explore	these	theories	through	the	theme	

of	 the	 hero	 and	 find	 a	 deeper	 understanding	 of	 self,	 other	 peers,	 their	 community,	 and	 the	

world	we	 live	 in.	To	create	 learners	who	are	more	empathetic	 to	others	can	only	benefit	our	

society	as	a	whole.		


