Unit of Study: Following Characters into Meaning
Lesson 13

Minilesson

Teaching Point:


Materials:


Connection:


Teach



Active Involvement



Link:

Readers sharpen our ideas about characters by using precise language to describe them and their actions.





The Tiger Rising.


Prepare the chart “To Make Sure I am Using Precise Words, I Can Ask Myself …”





Celebrate that students are noticing the decisions that characters in books make, and the actions they take, and letting those decisions and actions act as clues about the characters.


“I remember one day when my son came home from school, slammed the door, threw his stuff onto the dining table, and then plopped himself on a chair like a sack of flour.


“Watching this scene, I formed a theory about Clarence.  ‘You’re upset,’ I said.


“I’m telling you this because I know you do the same thing I do.  You read people.  I can tell that some of you notice little things that I do at the start of a day, for example, and you whisper to each other, ‘It’s gonna be a good day,’ or, ‘Watch out.’


“You read people not only in real life, but also in books.  You’ve been paying attention to what your characters do, and you’ve been using that information as clues, helping you to theorize about the sort of person a character is.  We did this work with Rob when we … give an example from your own class.


“And I know when you are reading your own independent books, you are also noticing decisions your character makes, actions he or she takes, and you use those clues to help you figure out stuff about the people in your books.”


Name your teaching point.  Specifically, tell students that it helps to reach for precise words to convey something about a character.


“Because all of you are growing lots of ideas about your characters, today I want to teach you a technique that smart readers use to help us grow not just any ol’ ideas about characters, but wise and sophisticated ideas.  And, specifically, I want to teach you that it can help to try to reach for the exactly, precisely true word (or words) to convey something about a character.





Tell students to watch as you read aloud and then reach for precise words to talk about a character.  Struggle as you do so to demonstrate specific techniques.


“So right now, I’m going to reread a little bit from Chapter 14 of The Tiger Rising, and you’ll see me notice Sistine’s actions and decisions.  As I do so, pay close attention to how I come up with words to describe the sort of person Sistine seems to be.  Notice, specifically, that I take the time to reach for the exactly, precisely true words to describe her.”  Read the first page of Chapter 14 and a tiny bit beyond that.


“What’s he doing out here?” she demanded… “It’s our tiger to save,” Sistine fiercely.


“So, I’m thinking that Sistine is bossy.  She is a bossy friend.  And I say this because she seems to order Rob around a lot.  The tiger isn’t hers.  It’s not even her discovery.  Yet she talks about what she and Rob should do with as if the tiger – and the decision – belong to her.  This isn’t the first time Sistine has been bossy.  On several occasions throughout the books, she’s told Rob what to do and what not to do.  She’s definitely bossy.” Pause.


“Oops.  My goal is to use precise words to talk and think about characters, and I’ve just said that Sistine is bossy.  That’s not the most precise word I could choose!  And it doesn’t say much about Sistine as a person.  It really just describes her behavior.  I know Sistine is more complicated than her actions.


“Do you see, readers, that I am on watch as I do this work?  Sometimes I catch myself using generic, general, nonspecific words to describe a character, or really to convey any of my reading ideas.  When I catch myself doing that I say, ‘Oops,’ and then I press rewind on the tape o life, and I back time up so I can try again.  Watch.”


Think aloud in a mulling sort of a voice.


“Let’s see.  Sistine seems to me to be bossy.  No, let me be more specific.  Exactly what is she like?  Um .. controlling?  Sistine is being bossy and controlling, yes, but she’s much more than bossy.  Feisty maybe?  Hmm, … I’d say she’s passionate.  She’s speaking up for something she believes in.  She’s figh ting for that tiger with all her might.  She’s awfully fiery and determined, isn’t she?  Actually, she reminds me a bit of Willy in Stone Fox.  Sistine isn’t willing to let the fact of ownership get in her way anymore than she’ll be stopped by the locks on a cage, or be the fact that tiger, if it gets out, will surely turn on her.  Sistine wants to ‘save’ the tiger, she wants to ‘set him free.’  She thinks Beauchamp is being ‘selfish’ and that what he’s doing ‘isn’t right.’  It seems to me that Sistine is on a mission.  She’s a person with a cause.”


Name the thinking you used to avoid thinking in circles.   Specifically, teach students to self-monitor for vague language and then to rewind and try again.  Teach them that more words are generally more precise than a single word.





“Do you see how from two general words I made a list of other possible words, ones that are more precise descriptors of Sistine?  As I think of a word, I consider it, thinking, ‘Is this exactly true?’ Then, ‘Is this?’  Then I take a few words that feel right and run with them, coming up with more and more to say that accurately describes this character.  


“Often it seems to me that no one words sums up a person, because, after all, people are complicated.  So sometimes I find other ways to capture what a person is like.  Sometimes I compare a person to something.  Like I might say, ‘She is like a porcupine.  She seems all prickly and dangerous, but really, underneath all those prickles, she has a soft belly.’


“So let me see if I can say something about Sistine that feels true.  It seems to me that Sistine is passionate and determined and a real believer in justice.  She doesn’t let fear or rules or friends get in her way when she believes in something big.  Something like freedom.


“Do you see, readers, that when I set out to describe Sistine, I first did what you have been doing and paid attention to her actions?  But then, when coming up with words that would describe her specifically, I tried several out to see which fit her precisely, just as someone might try on clothes on to see which fit best.  So I came up with a little list of possible words for describing her and then selected the ones from the list that work the best and used those words to talk at more length about Sistine, painting a fuller, more accurate portrait of her that felt right.”





Read students a passage from the text and then have them describe the character in that passage using precise words.


“So let’s try this.  Let’s finish this chapter, holding on to our new, precise image of Sistine, and see if we can say something equally precise about Rob.  We’ve talked at length about both Sistine and Rob, and our descriptions of these characters – our ideas about them – have changed and grown.  Listen closely as I read and keep your minds open to the most accurate pictures you might draw of Rob.  Be sure to notice the tiny details that the author gives us.


Read the rest of the chapter.





“Let’s pause there.  Hmm, .. I’m thinking about what we have learned in these pages (and earlier – readers are always drawing on earlier stuff as well) that can help us come up with theories about Rob.  (Review a few details.) Hmm, … what are some more precise words that could describe him?  Stop and jot.


“Remember that sometimes, there is no one single word that will do it.  Sometimes it helps to compare a person.  Think for a moment about what you are trying to say.  Could you make your point by describing Rob as being like another character in another book?  As being like an animal?  An object?  Here are some questions you can ask yourself to make sure you are using precise words, words that come from the heart:


Is this what I mean to say?


Is this really true about my character?


Is this a precise/deep idea or word that comes from my heart?


Can I compare the character to someone or something else?


“For a second, talk with your partner and see if the two of you can come up with a way to describe Rob by comparing him to something or someone else.  You can start with, ‘Rob is like a ….”


Listen in.


“Readers, can I stop you? I heard … These are such terrific, precise descriptions of Rob.  I think of him as …”





“So, readers, I know today you will be reading with your minds on fire, paying attention to lots of things in your books and capturing your mind work on Post-it notes.  I know you will always be reading the people in your book.  Remember that your ideas about characters will be more sophisticated if you take the time to reach for that precisely right word – and usually that means making a little list of possible words, or of images, and choosing the one that fits your character just right.”
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