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Academic Challenge

Rob Hale

Background:

This challenge is intended for my Junior American English course. MRHS is a tracked system, and for juniors I teach the “Academic II” level; college bound students who tend to be lazy, as I look at them. They’re two notches down from the “Honors” students, and one from the “Academic I” level. Generally, I think there’s no real difference between “Academic I” and “Academic II” except for the fact that the former can be expected to do all their homework consistently and the latter will usually forget or not care. In terms of cognitive ability, usually they’re very close. Generally speaking, there are no IEPs or disabilities, though occasionally there is an exception.

As they are tracked, most of the time they are very familiar with one another.
Due to the shortage of books, American literature is taught backwards for my classes; I start in the Twentieth century and work my way back to the Colonial Period. My classes have a heavy emphasis on history as context—students are supposed to be able to make connections between events, morals, and ideas presented in the text and the dominant ethos, mood, or ideas of the time period the work was written in.

Starting with the Twentieth Century, World War I and its impact on the “lost generation” of American intellectuals is discussed: Hemingway, Pound, Stein, Faulkner, and Fitzgerald. Over the summer, students read Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls, in the first week of class read excerpts from In Our Time, and the first book they will be reading in class is The Great Gatsby.

This challenge is intended to be undertaken before the exam but after reading The Great Gatsby. The students will be in their fifth or sixth week of the school year and will not have worked as a group before, except for a limited time on Thursdays (grammar day).



Teacher Notes:

1. There will need to be a class discussion when presenting the challenge of what a “good visual display” would incorporate. At this age, they usually have a good sense of what is required, but take the opportunity to get their voice.



Goals:
1. Students will see the connection of an artist’s personal life to his or her work

2. Students will gain a better understanding of the 1920s and Fitzgerald’s biography

3. Students will practice research skills in finding the information needed to answer the challenge.

4. Students will collaborate fully on the presentation.



Academic Challenge

What personal events in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s life impacted on The Great Gastby? How did what he lived through effect how he wrote?

Product: Your challenge is to develop, as a group, a visual display that illustrates or reveals some aspect or event of Fitzgerald’s life and present that to the class, and write a brief paper that connects this event to a scene, mood, or relationship in The Great Gatsby.

Your visual display can be a poster, short skit, movie, or anything else you can imagine (contingent on my approval) and your paper will be written as a group and shared with the class. It is essential that each member make a special contribution to the products.

Process: Divide into five groups and determine a research plan to discover the key points in Fitzgerald’s life. If necessary, you may use the computers in the room, the library, or computer room to conduct your research. Come together and discuss which event you feel (as a group) you can link to The Great Gatsby, and then decide on what type of visual display you will create. As a group, you will then write a paper illustrating/explaining what the event in Fitzgerald’s life was and how it appears in the book.

You will then present your visual display to the class, and copies of your paper will be handed out to all members of the class at that time. You do not need to make clear in your presentation what the connection to The Great Gatsby is, but it does need to be clear in your paper.
As a final step, you will write a brief one page reflection explaining your special contribution to the group and discussing your reaction to working with the group.



Assessment:
1. Observed group participation grade: 0-9 points based on my observations of actions and responsibilities in the group.

2. Rubric guided group grade for visual display: 0-100 points.

a. Standards

i. Student input: Their ideas for appropriate visual displays

ii. Creativity of visual (originality, etc)

iii. Quality of visual

iv. Observable group participation 

3. Rubric guided group grade for explanative paper: 0-100 points.

a. Standards:

i. Identification of connection between Gatsby and Fitzgerald

ii. Quality (proper grammar, spelling, etc)

iii. Format (proper use of paragraphs)

iv. Detail and thought of link
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