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Science / Language Arts


Classy Characters
    Studying character development is a wonderful opportunity to develop vocabulary.  The more thorough our descriptions, the more readily we can understand and “know” a character.  The same process applies to scientific classification.  The more thoroughly we can describe something the better we are able to compare it to others, and classify it.

MARYLAND STANDARDS

Language Arts /Reading Outcome

Students will demonstrate their ability to interact with texts through the reading stance “Developing Interpretations.”

Language Arts/ Reading Indicators

(Gr. 5 - 8) Identify character traits

(Gr. 5 - 8) Note character change

Science Outcome

Students will demonstrate ways of thinking and acting inherent in the practice of science

Science Indicators

(Gr. 6-8)  Demonstrate a willingness to modify one’s ideas based on additional evidence and/or ideas of others

NATIONAL STANDARDS

Language Arts Standard

Students will demonstrate competence in the general skills and strategies for reading a variety of literary texts.

Language Arts Benchmark

(Gr. 6-8) Recognizes devices used to develop characters in literary texts (e.g. character traits, motivations, changes, and stereotypes)

Science Standard

Students will know about the diversity and unity that characterizes life.

Science Benchmark

(Gr. 6-8)  Similarities among organisms are found in internal anatomical features, some of which can be used to infer the degree of relatedness among organisms.  In classifying organisms, biologists consider details of internal and external structures to be more important than behavior or general appearance.

Lesson Preparation

     Part 1: Language Arts
1. Make copies of the story “The Elephant’s Child” (pgs. i-viii)

2. Make copies of the Word Bank (pgs. ix-x) for each pair of students

3. Make four or five copies of each Character Sheet (pgs. xi-xiv)

4. Collect enough dictionaries and thesaurus’s for each pair of students

      Part 2: Science
1. Make 2 copies of each of the Algae Illustrations (pgs. xv-xx)

2. Gather scissors for each group of students

3. OPTIONAL: Provide mural paper and markers for student groups to draw classification trees.

     Integrated Summary:

1. Make copies for each student of the Major Divisions of Algae (pgs. xxx-xxxii)

2. Print copies for each trio of students of the Algae Images. (pgs. xxi-xxix)

Lesson Procedures

Part 1: Language Arts

Opening: Read aloud the story “The Elephant’s Child” as the children read along.  This is an excellent story for reading aloud, so make the most of Kipling’s language!  

Actions: 


1. Ask the students to explain in their own words what a “character” is.  There are a number of possible responses to this, and all should be encouraged.  Some students may first describe a character as a person in a story, but others may be familiar with the usage in the phrase “he’s a character.” 

2. Ask the students to describe the character of the Bi-Coloured-Python-Rock-Snake.  Encourage them to pay particularly close attention to what the Bi-Coloured-Python-Rock-Snake does and what he says.  

3. After reviewing some specific examples of the way “Bi-Coloured-Python-Rock-Snakes always talk” on pages iv and v of the story, ask the students how their view of his character is affected by the way he speaks.  Also, encourage the students to consider how much more they know about the crocodile thanks to the Bi-Coloured-Python-Rock-Snake’s outlandish descriptions.

4. Let the students know that today they will be developing interpretations of Bi-Coloured-Python-Rock-Snake descriptions, and creating more phrases for him to describe other characters.

5. Hand out the Word Bank (Resource pgs. ix and x), a thesaurus and a dictionary to each pair of students.

6. Use some examples from the Word Bank to review with students how to use a thesaurus.  Then encourage the class to try to create a descriptive phrase which might be used by the Bi-Coloured-Python-Rock-Snake to describe someone (be bold – let the students attempt to describe you, the teacher!)  Encourage them to start with a simple descriptive phrase, then use the thesaurus to embellish it.

7. There are four different character sheets (see Resource pgs. xi-xiv).  Each pair of students will add to a character sheet, then pass it to the next pair.  To do this, the students need to be organized into groups of four pairs.  Each group will then cycle through the four character sheets.

8. Three of the four character sheets are about characters that are not fully developed in the story; the Elephant’s Child’s relatives, the hairy uncle the baboon and the broad aunt the hippopotamus, and the Kolokolo bird.   Some information is given on the character sheets, but students should be encouraged to be creative with these characters.  The fourth character sheet is about the Elephant’s Child himself.  Students should be able to explain how their descriptive phrases fit the Elephant’s 
Child, as we know him from the story.

9. Hand out the character sheets such that each pair of students in a group of four pairs gets a different one with which to start.

10. Pairs of students should fill in one empty box on the character sheet they have, then pass it on to the next pair of students in their group.

11. When all the boxes on all sheets have been completed, the groups (four pairs) should read over the results, and each pair should select one of the four characters.  If a group is unable to reach agreement, resolve disputes the way the Bi-Coloured-Python-Rock-Snake would – by catapulting a ducat (by which, of course, he means tossing a coin!)

12. Have the groups of students share the Bi-Coloured-Python-Rock-Snake descriptions of each character, and let other students “translate” if they can.  Compare the descriptions of each of the characters.  Discuss whether or not the various descriptions of the Elephant’s Child fit what we learn about him in the story.

Closing:  Each pair of students should use the descriptive phrases they have on the character sheet they chose as guidelines for writing a one-paragraph character sketch.  They should organize the phrases they choose to use, and add what is needed to create a solid description of the character’s traits. 

Part 2: Science

Opening:  Define Classification for the students as “the grouping of things according to similar characteristics.”  Ask the students to describe what “characteristics” might include.  Through this discussion encourage the students to think beyond appearance.  Remind them that character traits of the characters in the Elephant’s Child were not only about what the characters looked like.  Encourage them to apply the concept of scientific observations to determine what characteristics a “thing” has.

Actions:

1. Tell the students that they will be creating a classification system for algae that is based on the appearance and apparent structures they see in a collection of illustrations.  Divide the class into 6 groups.  

2. Give each group two copies of one of the Algae illustration pages.   Each group should have a different page of illustrations.  Begin by having the groups cut out each illustration from one of their copies.  

3. As a group, ask the students to think of a characteristic that will divide all their illustrations into two groups.  They need to be sure that, whatever trait they choose, each alga picture either has it or does not have it, and that once they have divided all their illustrations into “haves” and “have-nots”  their piles should be about equal size.  Have the recorder in each group write down the characteristic that defined these two groups.

4. Working with only the alga pictures in one pile, have the groups repeat the process, thinking of a new characteristic to divide this pile into two fairly even piles of algae pictures.  Again, the recorder should write down the characteristic that defined these new subdivisions.

5. Continue dividing the groups into sub groups until there is only one alga picture left in each.  Continue writing down the descriptions of the characteristics that defined each division. 

6. Depending on the previous experience of the students, each group should make either a classification tree or a taxonomic key from their list of character traits.  When the group is finished, they should collect their algae pictures and put them in an envelope.

7. Now it is time for each group to try out their classifications on another page of alga illustrations.  Each group should pass their envelope and alga illustrations page to the next group.  

8. Using the new set of pictures in the envelope, and their own classification tree or taxonomic key, each group should attempt to classify the algae illustrations.  Even if the system seems to break down in one area, they should continue to try the other groupings and sub groupings to see what does work. One interesting aspect of algae is that there are disputable points about the classification of some types.  For example, some scientists do not consider the Cyanobacteria (blue-green algae) to be true algae because they are examples of prokaryotes, meaning they lack true membrane bound organelles.  Botanists and Zoologists also fight over the correct classifications of many Dinoflagellates.

9. Given time, allow the groups to try to modify their key to accommodate the new set of pictures, then test their classification system again with a third set. 

Closing:  As a class, determine what characteristics seemed to appear in everyone’s systems.  Discuss why these traits were important ones to use for grouping or sub grouping.  Try taking a random alga picture and inviting one group to describe it according their system of classification, while the others attempt to select the correct matching picture.    

Integrated Summary

1. Group the students in trios.  Hand out copies of the descriptions of the six major divisions of algae.   Also hand out copies of the Algae Images (one per group is sufficient) 

2. Working with their group members, students should read the descriptions.  As they do, they may want to take notes. 

3. The first goal is to try to match each image with the correct division.  NOTE: for some of the divisions there are more than one image, and for at least two there are no images.  

4. Discuss with the students how they arrived at the matches.  The most obvious feature for groupings is color, which relates to the pigments in the algae.  This is one of the six defining characteristics, and the only one that is fairly obvious from appearance, especially at the macroscopic level. 

5. The second goal is to identify 5 more characteristics that are part of most or all of the descriptions, and are used to group different types of algae. REMIND THE STUDENTS THAT CHARACTERISTICS INCLUDE FEATURES BEYOND APPEARANCE!  In fact, the 5 characteristics they are looking for in these descriptions cannot be seen at the macroscopic level.

6. Close the whole lesson with a discussion of classification.  A major point of this discussion should include the importance of detailed observation and description of features beyond appearance.  Make the connection to describing characters in stories; for one to really know and classify a character, the descriptions must go beyond appearance.  Also note how classification systems may be controversial or may change with new information, either the discovery of new traits or new species.
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