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Literary Terms—Teaching Characterization

Topic: Language Arts Literary Terms
Grade Levels: 9 12
Lexile Range: 1260 1300

Focus Question: How does an author
convey a character s physicality,
personality, life history, and values?

Curriculum Objectives: Language
Arts students will understand how
an author conveys a character s
physicality, personality, life history,
and values.

Key Terms

Toni Cade Bambara, Black Power
Movement, body language, dialect,
griot, stereotype

Assessment
Quick Check
Students will identify information
about literary characters on a Graphic
Organizer.

OR
Extended Learning Opportunity
Students will brainstorm an author s
notes to design a character.

Approximate Time Frame
Quick Check
1 (50-minute) class period

Extended Learning Opportunity
1 hour, plus homework

—€) Teaching Tip

Lesson Summary

Toni Cade Bambara has been called a major contributor
to the emerging genre of black women s literature, along
with Alice Walker and Toni Morrison. In Blues Aint No
Mockingbird, Bambara sets into motion the power of
the word to speak out against racial stereotyping and to
emphasize the value of self-identity, personal pride, and
family unity. Bambaras story centers on a relatively minor
racial clash that provides insight into the larger problem of
whites stereotyping blacks and the white power structure.
With subtleness and intricacy, she weaves characters using
precise dialect, body language, action, and even nonverbal
sounds that speak volumes about her characters self-image,
motivations, and personalities.

Before beginning this activity, students should be familiar
with the philosophies of self-de nition that received great
attention during the Black Power Movement between 1965
and 1975.
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Toni Cade Bambara, Ralph Faulkingham, John Wideman, Earl
Lovelace Photo credit by: Gigi Kaeser
http://www.questiaschool.com/read/ 796693
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Lesson Activities

A gesture, a well-chosen phrase, even the
description of a hand can convey the essence of a
character far better than simple description. Have
students read selections from Black American
Women Fiction Writers, Stylistics, and Ousmane
Sembene: Dialogues with Critics and Writers in the
Questia library. (For speci ¢ pages, see the Materials
and Resources section.) Next have students work
individually or in small groups to discuss examples
of these techniques and their effectiveness.

Quick Check

Have the students identify information about the
characters from the story by completing the Graphic
Organizer on the Quick Check Student Handout.
They may then compare their answers with other
groups or with the class. You may want to make a
large chart of the different ideas students name.

Possible Answers:

Granddaddy Cain: Granny calls him Mr. Cain ;
often silent, speaks formally and with dignity;
important action: smashes camera, throws hammer
at hawk; large hands; body language: tall and
silent like a king.

Description: Answers should vary, but should touch
on Granddaddy Cain s digni ed and powerful
presence.

Granny: Hums when she is angry like she might
bust through the screen with something in her
hands and murder on her mind ; facial expression:
animated eyebrows; family role: keeper of traditions,
bakes Christmas cakes, tells stories.

Description: Answers will vary, but should touch on
her role as a cornerstone of the family and keeper of
traditions and family identity.

Last question: Readers use Bambara s details about
the characters to make their own judgments about
the character. We judge characters similarly to the
way we judge people: based on what we know of
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their history, their personalities, our interaction
with them, and their physical presence. The more
background and detail readers know about a
character, the better they are able to interpret their
speech and action.

Extended Learning
Opportunity (Differentiated Learning)

Before assigning students to compose an author s
notes in developing a character, talk with them
about how to portray a character with subtlety and
details. Here are some questions students may want
to think about:

What makes a character seem real?

How does personality emerge in a persons
gestures and physical description?

How does dialect convey a person s culture and
background?

Why do people s actions give clues as to their
motivations and personalities?

What s in a name?

Have students gather information from Questia
resources in order to develop notes for a
hypothetical character.

Assessment Criteria:
Entries should include the following:

The character can be one of their own choosing,
for example, a recent immigrant from a far-
away country, someone who lived in the past, a
futuristic character, and so on.

Details speci ed on the worksheet.

Encourage students to use their imaginations!

Teaching Tip

Following the exercise, you may wish to read some
student s notes to the class and ask them to guess
the character types the students have described.
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Materials and Resources

Student Resources:

Pages 16 17, 22 of Black American Women
Fiction Writers by Harold Bloom. (Lexile: 1290)
http://www.questiaschool.com/read/103288623

Pages 218 219 of Stylistics: A Practical
Coursebook by Laura Wright. (Lexile: 1260)
http://www.questiaschool.com/read/104147390

Page 63 of Ousmane Sembene: Dialogues with
Critics and Writers, edited by Thomas Cassirer,
Ralph Faulkingham, Samba Gadjigo, and
Reinhard Sander, 1993. (Lexile: 1300)
http://www.questiaschool.com/read/ 796717

Teacher Resources: Research Topic Page

Toni Cade Bambara
http://www.questiaschool.com/library/ literature/
literature-of-speci c-countries/american-literature/20th-

and-21st-centuries/toni-cade-bambara.jsp

Traditional Materials:

Handouts: Quick Check Student Handout,
Extended Learning Opportunity Student Handout

Technology Resources:

Laptop or desktop computers with Internet access
and subscription to Questias™, The 21st Century
Library

Additional Links (to be provided by teacher):

Teaching Tip

You must be logged on to Questia in order to access
these links. Logging on to Questia will enable you
to access the entire text of the resource.

UNIT 6 Lesson 1

National Standards Driving
This Project

National Council of Teachers of English:
http://www.ncte.org/about/over/standards/110846.htm

e Standard 2: Students read a wide range of
literature from many periods in many genres to
build an understanding of the many dimensions
of human experience.

e Standard 3: Students apply a wide range of
strategies to comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and
appreciate texts.

National Educational Technology Standards for
students:
http://cnets.iste.org/currstands/cstands-netss.html

e Standard 1: Basic operations and concepts

e Standard 2: Social, ethical, and human issues
e Standard 3: Technology productivity tools

e Standard 4: Technology communications tools
e Standard 5: Technology research tools

e Standard 6: Technology problem-solving and
decision-making tools

Tips to Remember

Toni Cade Bambara has always held a fascination
with her family s history. She was born Toni Cade,
but adopted her surname in 1970 after nding

a sketchbook that had belonged to her great-
grandmother with Bambara scrawled upon it.
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Quick Check
“Blues Ain’t No Mockingbird”

DIRECTIONS: Using information from the articles you researched in the Questia library,
complete the following graphic organizer.

GRANDDADDY CAIN What Qranny Amount and
calls him style of speech
Body language
His hands An important action

Describe his character in your own words

Facial
expression
GRANNY
Nonverbal sounds Actions that convey
and their meaning her family role

Describe her character in your own words

How does Bambara s inclusion of details about her characters personal histories,
personalities, and physical characteristics contribute to the reader s interpretation of
the characters?

UNIT 6 Lesson 1 Quick Check Student Handout
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Extended Learning Opportunity

Design Your Own Character
[

DIRECTIONS: Using information from the articles you researched in the Questia library,
develop notes for a ctional character in a short story.

Your character s name:

Basic description of your character (10 25 words):

Age: Nickname(s):

Physical description (height, eye and hair color):

How your character stands or moves:

Description of clothing:

Gestures or facial expressions:

Manner of speech (quiet/talkative, accent, dialect, etc.):

Family situation (who the character lives with, quality of relationships):

What is the most important action the character will take in the story:

What past events have shaped the character s goals or affected his or her personality?

UNIT 6 Lesson 1 Extended Learning Opportunity Student Handout
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