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             UNIT DEFENSE PAPER

The unit that I had undertaken for my second practicum semester was a novel study on Fish House Secrets by Kathy Stinson that focused on the essential question: How Does Place affect Individual Identity and Choices?. When I received this task from my Teacher Associate, I was a little nervous because I had never read or heard of this particular novel. Upon searching for resources, I found absolutely nothing to help me and my teacher associate herself acknowledged that this unit may be a challenge for that reason. However, because of what I learned from ED 3601, I was able to begin planning using the IDEAS system. In ED 3601, the IDEAS system for unit planning was introduced, implemented, and practiced so that English Language Arts Teachers have a blueprint for teaching the various units assigned to them by their Teacher Associate. This system is absolutely foundational and effective for teaching almost any type of English Language Arts unit because it is flexible, adaptable, and outcome-based. 


The ‘I’ in the IDEAS unit planning system stands for Unit Intentions and goals. This includes Curriculum outcomes, learning objectives, and focuses on specific themes or essential questions. The intentions for my unit were to meaningfully connect self, text, culture, and milieu, as outlined in SLO 2.3.1 of the English Language Arts 10-2 Program of Studies. Also the goal of the unit’s essential question, How Does Place affect Individual Identity and Choices?, was to ultimately have students realize that they are active decision makers in their lives and can achieve whatever they put their minds to- even in difficult situations as the characters in the novel illustrate. Such intentions were established to address student interests and engagement since the main characters in the novel Fish House Secrets are highly relatable in their struggle to make their own choices at a given place and time. The male and female narrators provided contrasting and rich perspectives that students were able to understand, evaluate, and relate their personal experiences and knowledge to. By always striving to incorporate activities that promoted metacognition and involvement in assessment, students were able to experience this goal in the aspect of learning in the classroom. Also, by focusing on the Canadian settings and places in the novel, students were able to gain a sense of belonging and inclusion, especially since over 50% of the students in the class are English Language Learners and new Canadians. These intentions truly tied and cemented the unit together so that students were able to respond critically and personally to the text as English Language Arts learners.



The ‘D’ in the IDEAs unit planning system represents Displays which includes all resources, exemplars, and materials to meet the learning objectives and intentions above. These displays are vital in enabling assessment so during ED 3601, student teachers were given a multitude of resources in the form of websites, meaningful texts, films, videos, etc. I collected the most useful displays for my unit and compiled such resources in an online personal teaching website which can be accessed at: www.teach-ela.weebly.com. While this teaching website was a separate assignment for ED 3601, I found it was a valuable tool to refer to and update throughout my practicum- especially since I did not have any teacher resources for the novel, Fish House Secrets. Some examples of displays that I used from my online personal teaching website include the conflict mapping and Venn diagram graphic organizers in Lessons 11 – Conflict Mapping and Lesson 15 – Character Analysis (see appendix below) from the website www.readwritethink.org . This valuable online resource offers classroom resources such as lesson plans, student interactives, mobile apps, calendar activities, printouts, exit slips, etc.  I was also able to obtain a debate rubric from this particular display to facilitate a classroom debate in Lesson 10 (See appendix) which truly enhanced student learning and assessment.               

Another display that I used in my unit was the storybook, If You’re Not from the Prairie by David Bouchard. This text was used in Lesson 6 – Identity (see appendix) to support the unit’s theme of how place shapes individual identity and choices. By reading the storybook aloud to students and having them create their own poem using the same poetic structure of “If you’re not from .... , you don’t know ....” from the story, students were able to show how personal context impacts how they construct meaning from a text. This display truly supplemented the novel, Fish House Secrets and the finished poems by students helped them address the unit’s essential question on a more personal level. In turn, I was able to assess students’ understanding of place and identity by having them submit their poems for formative assessment. The resources and ideas shown in ED 3601 helped me build a toolbox of displays that matched my learning objectives. The useful skill that I learned in ED3601 of picking meaningful and outcome-based displays was highly valuable, especially since as mentioned, I had no resources to begin with. I would not have been able to narrow down my resources if I had not learned how to choose purposeful displays as shown in ED 3601.


In the Unit planning IDEAS system, the letter ‘E’ stands for Evaluation. Throughout my unit, I aimed to design an assessment plan based on the concept of “Unpacking the Outcome” from ED 3604. Before I came up with any assignment ideas, performance tasks, or projects, I looked at the ELA curriculum first and determined which ones to focus on for the unit. Then, I identified the types of outcomes I selected which included knowledge, reasoning, skill, product, and disposition outcomes. According to activities and a lecture in ED 3604, knowledge outcomes require students to report factual information, procedural knowledge, and/or conceptual understandings. In majority of my lessons, I always included such an outcome (ex. In Lesson 7 – Fakebook Profiles (See Appendix) SLO: 2.1.2c: retell the plot of a narrative, describe its setting, and identify the conflict developed) to check students’ reading comprehension. This was especially important with such a diverse group of students who have different comprehension and readiness levels. Reasoning Outcomes such as SLO 2.1.2d: describe the personality traits, attitudes and relationships of characters developed/persons presented in works of literature and other texts (See Lesson 7 – Fakebook Profiles in Appendix) specify thought processes students need to learn in the discipline of ELA. In my lessons, this simply meant students were able to provide reasonable responses for characters’ actions and attitudes during class discussions. According to ED 3604, skill outcomes require students to demonstrate a specific skill essential to performance in ELA. In my unit, I had students meet such outcomes and the others prior (Knowledge, Reasoning) by having them complete ongoing and updated Fakebook profiles of Chad and Jill, the protagonists of the novel, as well as complete a letter assignment. The skills students had to demonstrate for such assessments included summarizing information in their own words, making logical inferences and comparisons, supporting points or arguments with details, etc. For a detailed description of the assessment outcomes and procedure for these two assignments, please refer to my complete assessment plan on page 11. By completing such assignments, along with their Safe Haven projects (see appendix), students were able to meet ELA product outcomes that focused on the creation of specific products and new points of view that demonstrate both critical and personal responses to the text. In ED 3604, disposition outcomes are described as those that focus on the development or application of attitudes, motivations, and/or interests as its core focus. I felt I lacked meeting such outcomes in my unit and was only able to meet such objectives in my rationale writing portion of the Safe Haven Project (see appendix). In their rationales, students had to describe the motivations for their creations which allowed them to be reflective of the process and meaning of their work. Meeting disposition outcomes will be a focus for me next time as I see how valuable they are in promoting positive attitudes and metacognition that are vital for learning. Overall, I designed my unit assessment plan according to what was suggested in ED 3604 which included 1 content-based, 1 written, and 1 representational performance task or assignment. My content-based assignment which was worth 35% of students’ grade was the fakebook profiles (See appendix), my written assignment was the letter between siblings (35% - see appendix), and my representing text assignment was the safe haven project and rationale (30% - see appendix). Such blueprints for assessment plans in ED 3604 truly helped me develop purposeful and effective evaluations for students.














In my unit plan, the final aspects of the IDEAS system that I was able to employ were activities. These activities truly varied from day to day- whether it was reading to students aloud, creating posters, participating in a gallery walk, engaging in a formal debate, playing word games, viewing video clips, doing seat work, jigsaw grouping, creating fakebook profiles, etc. (see lesson plans in appendix for these activities), I was able to purposefully link my activities to my objectives because of the IDEAs unit planning system from ED 3601. I felt this aspect of the system was the most valuable for me because I often find myself getting carried away with fun and exciting learning activities that do not necessarily link to objectives. This valuable unit planning system truly helped guide my activities in the classroom each day and it is something that I will continue to use in my future unit planning endeavors. 




In the IDEAS unit planning system, the S stands for “Stuff” which focuses on activities, resources, and evaluations that promote student reflection, peer feedback, accountability, and metacognition. In my unit plan, I felt I lacked this the most and was only able to incorporate it during two instances. The first is when students graded letter exemplars in pairs to understand expectations for the Letter Between Siblings assignment  (see p.63 of appendix) and the second was when students wrote their rationales to explain their motivations for creating their Safe Haven visual representations (see appendix). Aside from these two instances, I felt it was challenging to incorporating other activities, resources, and evaluations because there was such a wide range of learners in the class who are still discovering how they learn best themselves. This truly opened my eyes to the aspect of assessment as learning. Getting students to be reflective about their work and progress definitely takes time. The levels of reflectiveness and accountability will also always vary from student to student. While it is a worthwhile goal in every classroom, I am now aware of how much effort and detail it takes to achieve not only a balanced assessment plan for students, but simply a positive learning environment. 

 The courses ED 3601, 3603, and my practicum in PSII have definitely taught me so much- especially about students. While I feel rather accomplished completing this ELA unit plan, I’ve realized in the end, I was teaching students- not just the subject.  I suppose this is why this assignment calls for extensive preparation, adjustments, and reflections because it is essentially a “plan” that revolves around the students, and of course, students vary all the time as I’ve learned. I look forward to further discoveries in my PSIII and am grateful to have been able to administer this unit to a wonderful group of students who’ve challenged me to further my skills and abilities as a pre-service teacher. 
