Kendall McWilliam
Teaching of Literature
Professor Alex Mueller
For Grade 11 AP English Language and Composition
Unit Plan:  Writers on Writing

Rationale:

This unit is designed to explore the value of language through reading texts that deal with writing.  Some questions that we will delve into are
· What makes writing effective or ineffective (and is the concept of “effective” and “ineffective” even knowable?)?
· Why do writers make the choices they do?
· How do writers make meaning?
Starting with this unit to kick off my grade 11 AP English Language and Composition class, I plan to frame the entire course with these issues that arise from the texts from the unit.  My hope is that the texts will help student readers better understand how to avoid simplistic and dogmatic thinking, and create more nuanced and complex meaning.  (Additional questions might include:  Why is complex meaning valuable?  Why do we want to avoid simplistic thinking?  Don’t we want our thinking (and our writing) to be clear?  How can texts have complexity and clarity?)  The readings will—hopefully—produce a more complex, nuanced, layered approach.
Using a combination of essays, poems, and excerpts of larger works, the texts would speak to the concepts and issues mentioned above.
· Texts
· Group 1:  What makes writing effective or ineffective?  How does language relate to power and authority? (1-2 weeks)
· George Orwell
· “Politics and the English Language”
· George Saunders
· “Thank You, Esther Forbes”
· David Foster Wallace
· “How Tracy Austin Broke My Heart”
·  “Authority and American Usage (Or, Why 'Politics and the English Language’ is Redundant’)”
· John Berger
· “Fiction in Writing:  Writing is an Off-shoot of Something Deeper” (article from The Guardian, 12/12/14)
· Lynne Truss
· Eats, Shoots, and Leaves (part of a summer reading assignment)
· Stephen Fry’s response to the Lynne Truss approach to grammar, usage, and language
· https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J7E-aoXLZGY
· Group 2:  How/why do writers makes choices (with respect to style, diction, tone, syntax, etc.) (1-2 weeks)
· Raymond Queneau
· Exercises in Style
· Julian Barnes
· “Shipwreck”
· Simon Schama
· “Avedon:  Power”
· “Sail Away”
· Using film to explore concept:  juxtaposition
· Opening scene of Trading Places
· https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lCubTHR5vpY
· DFW
· “A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again”
· “Consider the Lobster”
· Ad assignment (rhetoric, choices)
· Razors
· https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v3WXkm3QOes
· https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZUG9qYTJMsI
· Group 3:  What inspires writers to write?
· Annie Dillard
· “Death of a Moth” (excerpt)
· Joan Didion
· “Why I Write”
· Seamus Heaney
· “Digging”:  http://www.poetryfoundation.org/poem/177017
· Adrienne Rich
· “Diving into the Wreck”
· Malcolm Gladwell
· “Something Borrowed”
· Tim O’Brien
· Excerpts from The Things They Carried
· Dave Eggers
· Excerpts from A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius

This unit would cover approximately a three-four week period of the course (although it might continue into five weeks).  While most of these readings are short, some essays (especially the Wallace essays) are considerably longer.  The first week of the unit would be devoted to Orwell, “Thank You, Esther Forbes.”  Wallace’s “Authority and American Usage (or, How ‘Politics and the English Language is Redundant’)” and “How Tracy Austin Broke My Heart.”  These writings deal with the question of what makes writing effective or ineffective.  The second (and possibly third) week would consist of “A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again,” Exercises in Style, “Shipwreck,” and “Avedon:  Power,” texts which consist of exploring the choices writers (and artists, and photographers) maker.  During final week(s), we would explore texts that deal what inspires writers to write:  the readings of Heaney, Rich, Berger, Didion, O’Brien, and Eggers.
Students would respond to each reading either through guided discussion/critical thinking questions and/or through directed written responses.  Discussion would consist of small groups as well as class.  Most—if not all—classes would have an opening warm-up assignment as well as a way to tie up and review what we have covered.
In addition to discussion questions and written responses (including an essay assignment with an attached rubric), assignments would include a “March Madness”-style bracket tournament, where students would have to find examples of what they consider effective and—perhaps even more fun—ineffective writing.  Students would form groups (three to four) and would be given random copies of their selections.  They would have to discuss what the most effective (and least effective) writing within their group.  These selections would then advance to the next round, where students would again be given selections.  The point is that they would discuss why a certain text is considered effective or ineffective.
The unit would be capped with a project where students (in groups) would contact a published writer.  They would research the writer and his/her published texts, and would formulate questions (specific to the writer and their thoughts on aspects of writing in general).  Questions might include (but would not be limited to):

· How do you choose the “right” word?
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Are writing and language synonymous (courtesy of Tommy Cosgrove)
· What inspired you to become a writer?
· What is your writing process?
· How do you deal with writer’s block?
· How does reading inform your writing?

After (hopefully) receiving replies, the groups would create a webpage devoted to the writer, the responses, and how it relates to the concepts of the unit.
	This unit would help to pave the way for what we would explore throughout the rest of the course.
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