Cara Neri

ENG 504 Writing Assignment 

Writing Assignment: Explaining Theme through Literary Elements


This assignment is part of a genre study of poetry taught in November to a class of 9th grade students.  We will be studying many different kinds poetry, but first we will examine lyric poetry focusing on the theme of the impact of one’s decisions.  The students just finished a study of the book Monster by Walter Dean Myers.  This book’s theme is about forging one’s identity through the decisions one makes throughout life.  It focuses on the individual as the one who decides his/her fate.  Eventually, as in any genre study, students will write their own lyric poems about their journeys (both physical and metaphorical).  This poetry genre study comes before a study of Greek Mythology and The Odyssey.  This poetry study will segue into Greek Mythology and The Odyssey by giving the students the foundation and vocabulary they need to analyze Greek culture and society and The Odyssey.  The class will also provide a nice foundation for the poetic verse found in Romeo and Juliet.

In discussing poems, we will work on analyzing structure and feel.  The students will receive essential vocabulary in order to analyze the structure and feel of the poems we study.  Structure refers to the rhyme scheme, meter, layout, and includes specific forms such as sonnet and haiku.  Feel refers to the overall meaning the reader gets from the poem.  It explores the effects of figurative language, diction, imagery, tone, and theme on the poem’s meaning.  


In preparing for the theme of decisions and consequences, students will begin by free writing in response journals about the word “consequences.”  I will offer sentence starters such as “Consequences are. . .,” “A good consequence I once experienced was…  “A bad consequence I once experienced was…”  “Consequences have taught me. . .” A discussion will follow in which I volunteer what I have written in response and ask the students to share what they have written.  I will then discuss with the class the process of decision making.  How do we decide what to do?  Do we think about the consequences of our actions when we make decisions?  What do the decisions we make tell about what kind of character we are?  The discussion should boil down to the idea that the decisions we make in life affect who we are. 

In class I will go over important poetic terms that will help students to analyze poetry.  I will use a think-aloud as we go through Robert Frost’s “The Road Not Taken,” modeling how I respond to the text as I read it.  I will follow an outline I created and distributed to students that is a step-by-step guide for responding to poetry.  The first step is to always read the poem the whole way through.  The next step is to go back and look for clarification of any words that are confusing- sometimes a dictionary must be used.  My think-aloud will serve as a type of scaffolding for the students when they go to analyze a poem.  I will share my own responses and then take responses from volunteers.

As I read the poem aloud, I will use sentence starters with the class focusing on monitoring, revising meaning, and reflecting and relating.  This modeling of what goes on in the mind of the reader shows the students how to use a specific cognitive strategy.  I will continue to use sentence starters, such as “I got lost here because. . .” “I need to reread the part where. . .”  With the class, I will go through revising meaning, such as “At first I thought… but now I…”  Upon reflecting on and relating to the bigger idea of the poem, I would initiate conversation by saying “A conclusion I’m drawing is. . .” or “This is relevant to my life because…”  Rather than telling students how to analyze a poem, I will be showing them how I think as I analyze one.

For the writing assignment, students will analyze Robert Frost’s “The Road Not Taken” and “The Debt” by Paul Laurence Dunbar by identifying a theme common to both poems and explaining how that theme is demonstrated similarly and differently (compare/contrast).  They will support their evaluation by referring specifically to the text and the poetic devices the poets use.  

Comparing and Contrasting Theme Writing Assignment
Ms. Neri

Your task:

After reading the poems, write an essay about how these poems inform the reader about the impact of one’s choices and decisions throughout life.  In your essay, use ideas from both poems to establish a controlling idea about the theme of how decisions affect life.  Using evidence from each poem, offer an in depth explanation of your controlling idea, and show how the authors use specific poetic devices to convey that idea.

Purpose and Audience:

The purpose of your essay is to inform readers who are unfamiliar with these two poems of the message about the impact of one’s choices in life that the poets are trying to convey.  You want to show your reader how each poet uses literary devices to make his point.

Your first draft will be graded on your ability to thoroughly address all the requirements of the essay.  Your final draft will be graded on the quality and extent of your revisions and how well you completed the task.  See rubric for further detail. 

Format:

In order to complete the task, your paper will have to be at least 2 typed, double spaced pages.  It must be in size 12 point Times New Roman font, with one-inch margins.

Schedule 

Today: I will give you time in class today to plan and organize your thoughts.  This is also the time to conference or schedule a conference with me if you feel you need further clarification or help getting started.
First Draft Due: Thursday/Friday.  You will peer edit the papers in class.  

Returned Drafts: Monday/Tuesday

Final Drafts: Thursday/Friday

This assignment allows students to practice critical literary analysis and provides scaffolding for the compare/contrast theme essay on the Regents.  The writing assignment and rubric are based on the Regents format in order to increase students’ comfort and familiarity with this format.  Students will have written essays similar to this in the beginning of the year.  However, students will not have worked extensively with interpreting and evaluating poetry, so this introduces and develops a new skill.


Throughout the year, we have worked with the terms figurative language and imagery in what we have read in class.  We will pre-write about how these devices are used in “The Road Not Taken” by Robert Frost and “The Debt” by Paul Laurence Dubar.  After I model-read the first poem with students, we will go through each poem focusing on the poem’s purpose: how a lesson learned from a decision is illustrated through the literary elements, structure, feel, word choice, images, and characters.  I will divide the students into groups and monitor the students as they read the poem “The Debt” by Paul Laurence Dunbar.  They will first be responsible for a group response and then we will discuss the poem and our responses to it as a class.  At this point, I will distribute the writing assignment.


After distributing the writing assignment, I will give a handout and lesson on how to compose compare and contrast essays.  I will then distribute a model of a compare and contrast essay.  In my lesson, I will show students how to use a double bubble thinking map (similar concept to the Venn diagram) to organize their thoughts.  Then I will provide deep modeling on how to organize their essays in a subject-by-subject (literary device by literary device) or poem by poem (discussing all of Poem A first, then discussing poem B while continuing to look back on Poem A) format.


In order to monitor progress, I will ask students to submit their double bubble maps as an outline for their essays.  After making sure the outlines are appropriate and on track, I will hand back the bubble maps back to the students.  At this point, students will write the first draft of the essay.  Once they have completed the first draft, students will complete a self-checklist and peer review each other’s essays. They will then turn in the draft, self-checklist, and peer review comments to me.  The self-checklist and peer review are listed below.

Self- Checklist

· Did writer clearly state the controlling idea about decision making in the introduction?

· Did writer include the TAG (title, author, and genre) for each piece of literature?

· Did writer appropriately punctuate the title of the poems by using quotation marks?

· Did writer specifically refer to the texts- using direct quotations- in the body paragraphs?

· Did writer thoroughly explain the meaning and purpose of the quotes the writer chose?

· Did writer integrate the quotes smoothly?

· Did the writer refer to literary devices the poet uses?  Did writer show a complete understanding of the terms in the paper?

· Did the writer check the paper for organization?  Was each poem clearly compared and contrasted?

· Did writer use any higher level vocabulary (and correctly use it)?

· Did writer meet the format and requirements of the assignment?

· Did writer check paper for typos, missing words, spelling errors?

· Did writer avoid colloquialisms and contractions?

Peer Review Checklist

· Did writer clearly state the controlling idea about decision making in the introduction?

· Did writer include the TAG (title, author, and genre) for each piece of literature?

· Did writer appropriately punctuate the title of the poems by using quotation marks?

· Did writer specifically refer to the texts- using direct quotations- in the body paragraphs?

· Did writer thoroughly explain the meaning and purpose of the quotes the writer chose?

· Did writer integrate the quotes smoothly?

· Did the writer refer to literary devices the poet uses?  Did writer show a complete understanding of the terms in the paper?

· Did the writer check the paper for organization?  Was each poem clearly compared and contrasted?

· Did writer use any higher level vocabulary (and correctly use it)?

· Did writer meet the format and requirements of the assignment?

· Did writer check paper for typos, missing words, spelling errors?

· Does the writer write in present tense while avoiding contractions and colloquialisms?

I will comment on the drafts and look for common problems or shortcomings.  It may be that at this point I notice students are using too much plot summary of the poems in their compare and contrast essay.  If this is the case, I will use color-coding tests to help students distinguish plot summary, supporting detail, and commentary in analytic essays.  I will give the students two essays, one marginal and one strong.  They will then read the papers, voting on which is stronger and generate a rubric based on the characteristics of a strong paper.  We will then compare and contrast their rubric to the official state examination rubric.  We will then discuss the shortcomings of the marginal paper and I will train the students how to understand commentary and how to write commentary.  As I do this, I will use three different colors to separate plot summary, commentary, and supporting detail. The students will then be asked to color code the marginal paper, guided by me.  After that, they will code the stronger paper and eventually, their own essays.  The peer review and coding exercises will be part of the grade.  I will take the opportunity to do a mini-lesson on literature conventions before the peer review, such as using the present tense, working in quotations smoothly, and avoiding contractions and colloquialisms.  

I will then ask the students to revise the essays, directing them to add more commentary and to use the appropriate literature conventions.  I will then grade the essays in accordance with my rubric and hand them back.  Students will then put their rough drafts, checklists, and final drafts in their writing portfolios.  

NYS English Language Arts Standards: 2, 3, 4

2: Students will read, write, listen, and speak for literary response and expression.  

3: Students will read, write, listen and speak for critical analysis and evaluation.

4: Students will read, write, listen and speak for social interaction.

The Road Not Taken

Robert Frost

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,

And sorry I could not travel both

And be one traveler, long I stood 

And looked down one as far as I could

To where it bent in the undergrowth;

Then took the other, as just as fair,

And having perhaps the better claim,

Because it was grassy and wanted wear;

Though as for that the passing there

Had worn them really about the same,

And both that morning equally lay

In leaves no step had trodden back.

Oh, I kept the first for another day!

Yet knowing how way leads on to way,

I doubted if I should ever come back.

I shall be telling this with a sigh

Somewhere ages and ages hence:

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I- 

I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference

The Debt 
by Paul Laurence Dunbar 
This is the debt I pay 

Just for one riotous day, 

Years of regret and grief, 

Sorrow without relief. 

Pay it I will to the end — 

Until the grave, my friend, 

Gives me a true release — 

Gives me the clasp of peace. 

Slight was the thing I bought, 

Small was the debt I thought, 

Poor was the loan at best — 

God! but the interest!

Sample Essay



The choices one makes in life and the consequences one must live with are very popular themes in literature and poetry.  “The Road Not Taken” by Robert Frost and “The Debt” by Paul Laurence Dunbar both speak to the importance of decision making in life.  Frost’s poem shows how one goes about choosing a path in life and Dunbar’s poem illustrates the consequences one faces after making a choice. 



Both poems use figurative language to convey the central theme about the decision making process and the consequences of decisions.  Frost uses the metaphor of a road not traveled to emphasize the importance of choosing a path that is different from the popular one, even though it may be harder to travel.  He uses the vivid visual image of “two roads diverg[ing] in a yellow wood” to allow the reader to see the process of decision making is just like the process of choosing which path to travel (li. 2).  Although the traveler wants to go down both roads, he looks down one road- as far ahead as he can “to where it bent in the undergrowth / Then took the other as just as fair, / And having perhaps the better claim, / Because it was grassy and wanted wear” (li. 5-8).  This symbolic metaphor of the road taken emphasizes the decision the speaker makes to travel a path in life that may be more difficult because it is not worn in and “grassy.”  Choosing the tougher path “makes[s] all the difference” in the end (li. 20).  

Dunbar uses figurative language in the metaphor of paying a debt to symbolize how much the speaker has sacrificed because of a decision on a “riotous day” (2).  In the last stanza, the speaker notes how he initially thought the “debt would be small,” but the interest he has accumulated is much bigger than the original debt itself.  He uses the metaphor of the debt to signify the original decision and the “interest” to refer to the consequences, or aftermath, of his decision.  Dunbar shows that poor decision-making affects one’s life because the speaker must pay for his or her mistake with consequences for a long time. 

Both poems have a rhyme scheme that contributes to how the poem flows from one line to the next.  Frost’s pattern is ABAAB and Dubar’s is AABB.  The rhyme scheme sets a rhythmic beat, similar to the repeating cycle of decision making in one’s life.  If one continues to follow his or her unique beliefs in life, he or she may take different path from everyone else, but it will be rewarding.  If one constantly makes poor decisions, he or she will be forced to live a life of constant payment as a result of the mistakes once made.



There are many similarities and differences between “The Road Not Taken” by Robert Frost and “The Debt” by Paul Laurence Dunbar.  Both poems focus on the importance of decisions in the scope of a lifetime.  The figurative language and imagery allow the reader to visualize the process of choosing decisions and consequences like traveling a road or paying a debt.  The theme in both poems focuses on making hard choices that have positive and negative outcomes.  No matter what one chooses, the consequences will be present throughout life.
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Meaning:
the extent to which the
response exhibits sound
understanding, interpretation,
and analysis of the task and
text(s)

- establish a controlling
idea that reveals an in-
depth analysis of both
texts

-make insightful
connections between the
ideas in each text and the
elements or techniques
used to convey those
ideas

--establish a controlling
idea that reveals a
thorough understanding
of both texts

-make clear and explicit
connections between the
ideas in each text and the
elements or techniques
used to convey those
ideas

--establish a controlling
idea that shows a basic
understanding of both texts

-make implicit connections
between the ideas in each
text and the elements or
techniques used to convey
those ideas

--establish a controlling idea
that shows a basic
understanding of the texts

-make few or superficial
connections between the ideas
in the texts and the elements or

techniques used to convey
those ideas

-provide a vague or
confusing interpretation of
the poems

-may allude to literary
elements, but do not use it
to analyze the chosen
text(s)

-reflect minimal analysis of
the chosen text(s)

Development:
the extent to which ideas are
elaborated using specific and
relevant evidence from the
text(s)

- develop ideas clearly
and fully, making
effective use of
generalization, specific
references, and relevant
quotations from both
texts

--develop ideas clearly
and consistently, using
relevant and specific
details from both texts

-develop ideas
inconsistently, using
relevant details from text(s)

-develop ideas simply, using
some details from the text(s)

-are incomplete or largely
undeveloped, hinting at
ideas that are sketchy,
vague, irrelevant, or
unjustified

-are minimal, with no
evidence of development

Organization
the extent to which the
response exhibits direction,
shape, and coherence

-maintain the focus
established by the
controlling ideas

-exhibit a logical and
coherent structure
through effective use of
appropriate devices and
transitions

--maintain the focus
established by the
controlling idea

-exhibit a logical
sequence of ideas
through the use of
appropriate devices and
transitions

-maintain a clear and
appropriate focus
-exhibit a rudimentary
structure but may include
some inconsistencies or
irrelevancies
-uses appropriate language,
with some awareness of
audience and purpose

-establish, but fails to
maintain, an appropriate focus

-exhibits uneven organization

-lack an appropriate focus,
but suggest some
organization

-show no focus or
organization

Language Use:

the extent to which the response
reveals an awareness of
audience and purpose through
effective use of words, sentence
structure, and sentence variety

--are stylistically
sophisticated, using
original and precise

language with a notable
sense of voice and
awareness of audience
and purpose
-vary structure and
length of sentences for
effect

use language that is
fluent and engaging, with
some awareness of
audience and purpose

-show consistent use of
sentences that are varied
in length and structure

-occasionally varies length
and structure of sentences

-demonstrate partial control,
exhibiting some sentence-
level errors that do not
hinder comprehension

-use basic vocabulary

-relies on sentences that are
unvaried in length and
structure

-use language that is
imprecise or unsuitable for
the audience or purpose

-relies on sentences that
lack variety and may be
constructed incorrectly

-are minimal

-uses language that is
incoherent or inappropriate

-violate basic rules of
sentence structure

Conventions
the extent to which the
response exhibits
conventional spelling,
punctuation, para-graphing,
capitaliza-tion, grammar, and
usage

-demonstrate control of
the conventions

-demonstrate control of
the conventions, with
very few minor errors
that have no effect on

comprehension

-demonstrate partial control,
exhibiting some sentence-
level errors that do not
hinder comprehension

-demonstrate partial control,
exhibiting errors that
occasionally hinder
comprehension

-demonstrate a lack of
control, exhibiting many
errors that make
comprehension difficult

-are minimal

-may be illegible or not
recognizable as English
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