Chapter 9

Joanna Doyle: Creating Main Characters
Joanna Doyle is passionate about helping students and teachers become
technology creators, not just consumers. To this end, she is always
on the lookout for new opportunities to play with technology (she is
currently a Google Glass Explorer) and has brought many programs
to her school including Codecademy, Gamestar Mechanic, and
SimCityEDU. As one of the first CPS teachers to use iPads in the
classroom, she developed an integrated curriculum that brought her to
the attention of an education technology company. After working with
them as the Director of Instructional Innovation and Learning Design
and partnering with districts to launch blended learning programs
across the country, she is proud to return to Chicago Public Schools. She
thrives on professional collaboration, so catch her presenting at a
conference or get in touch with her through twitter @joannafdoyle
or the Google+ community: plus.google.com/+JoannaDoyle. She
would love to hear your ideas!
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Creating Main Characters
Grade Level: 1st grade
Content Area Topic: Language Arts
Content Area Standard(s):
• CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.1.3: Describe characters, settings, and
major events in a story, using key details.
• CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.1.3: Write narratives in which they recount
two or more appropriately sequenced events, include some details
regarding what happened, use temporal words to signal event order,
and provide some sense of closure.
• CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.1.5: With guidance and support from adults,
focus on a topic, respond to questions and suggestions from peers,
and add details to strengthen writing as needed.
• CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.1.7: Participate in shared research and
writing projects (e.g., explore a number of “how-to” books on a
given topic and use them to write a sequence of instructions).
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NETS for Students:
• Creativity and Innovation: Students demonstrate creative thinking,
construct knowledge, and develop innovative products and processes
using technology.b. Create original works as a means of personal or
group expression
• Communication and Collaboration: Students use digital media and
environments to communicate and work collaboratively, including
at a distance, to support individual learning and contribute to the
learning of others. Interact, collaborate, and publish with peers,
experts, or others employing a variety of digital environments and
media
Learning Objective(s):
• Students will identify the main character in a novel.
• Students will create a main character as a class as part of a shared
writing project.
• Students will create their own main characters.
• As a result of this lesson, students will know that interesting main
characters that readers care about make a story fun to read. They
will be able to create a description of their main character for
their novel.
Suggested Time Allotment:
90 minute literacy block

Sequence in Learning:
“Creating Main Characters” is the third lesson in the unit “What
Makes a Story Worth Reading?” Students have already identified
what makes a fictional book and good book that is fun to read and what
makes a book seem boring. One of the characteristics of a good book
is that it has interesting characters that you care about. Good books
also use descriptive words to paint a picture in the readers mind. In
this lesson, students will participate in a shared writing activity where
they create a main character as a class and then create descriptions
of their own main characters in their writing journals. Students are
actively engaged in the experience because they are working towards
publishing their own novels as part of NaNoWriMoYWP (National
Novel Writing Month Young Writers Program) and will be sharing
their published novels with the school, their parents, and the wider
community through digital publishing. They will also go on to make
an animated film adaptation of their novels using the Toontastic app.
Materials & Resources Needed:
• Large sheets of paper to create shared writing character
description and post it as an anchor chart (such as post-it selfstick easel paper)
• Student Writing Journals
• Class Conference Form (for the teacher)
• iPads with Google Drive Word Wall, shared document to list
books and main characters, and projector to project this list on
the board
• Markers, Crayons, and/or colored pencils
• Books that you have read together in class and that are at various
reading levels appropriate to the class (to use to help students
identify main characters they have already read about) (can use
the same books from “Great Books, Gross Books” lesson)
• Gonoodle.com for brain break
• Three Ring app for creating digital portfolios
• NaNoWriMo class site and resources http://ywp.nanowrimo.org/
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Lesson Activities & Sequence:
Adapted from NaNoWriMo Young Writers Program
https://docs.google.com/document/d/13anHme2W3F7W3B_
teLCrGS4YM4IBVNAm30T6mOySVlM/edit
Step One: All About You (5 minutes)
Have students talk about themselves. Ask them the following
questions:
• What do you look like?
• What do you do for fun?
• Where do you live, and what is it like there?
• What annoys you the most?
Go through each question as a class and ask students to answer using
as many details as possible. Call on a few students for each question or
have students turn and talk to a partner for 30 seconds each.
Step Two: Introduce Main Characters (10 minutes)
1. Say, “Today, we are going to begin creating characters for our
novels. Just like you and me, characters in books have likes and dislikes,
homes, friends, and family. They have things they love to do in their
free time and things that make them wish they were getting their teeth
pulled instead.”
2. Project the list of books (in the shared Google Doc) you have read
as a class (from the “Great Book, Gross Book” lesson plan) at the front
of the room, making sure it is visible to all students.

3. Say, “Let’s go down the list and name the most important character
in each of these books. Who had the starring role? Who was the book
all about?”
Write these characters’ names after the titles on the list. Say, “The
most important character in a book—the character with the starring
role—is called the main character. Novels are about a main character’s
adventure to make his or her dreams come true.”
Step Three: Create a Main Character as a Class (10 minutes)
1. Hang two large sheets of butcher paper at the front of the room:
one for jotting down character information, the other for drawing
the character. Label the first piece of paper “Information about our
main character.”
• “Okay, first off, is our main character going to be a person or an
animal?” Write the students’ answer (reached by consensus) on
the “Information” piece of butcher paper.
• “Is our character a boy or a girl?” Write the answer on the
Information sheet.
• “How old is our character?” Write the answer on the Information
sheet.
2. On the second sheet of butcher paper, draw a visual of the main
character you are creating.
• “What color hair does our main character have?” Draw the hair on
your character.
• “Is there anything weird or unusual about our main character’s
appearance?” (An obvious scar? Three eyes? A unicorn horn? etc.)
Draw these aspects on your character.
• “What is our character’s favorite outfit? What is our main character
wearing?” Draw the clothes on your character.
3. Once you have a visual, take a few moments to answer some extra
questions about your main character. Write the answers to these
questions on the Information sheet:
• Where does our main character live?
• What does our main character do for fun?
• What makes our main character happy after a bad day?
• Does our main character have any special skills or talents? Any
super powers?
***BRAIN BREAK!!!! Project a gonoodle.com activity on the board
and take a movement break! (5 minutes)***
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Step Four: Students Create Their Own Character (30
minutes)
• Tell students they will be writing a description of their main
character in their writing journals. They can choose to start with
the written description or start by drawing a picture. Tell them their
character must be different from the one created in class. Remind
them to use as much detail as possible—What color is their main
character’s hair? What kind of clothes does he or she wear? Is he or
she carrying anything? What is the expression on his or her face? etc.
Students can write details around the pictures of their characters or
can dictate information to an adult if needed. Students should also
be encouraged to use the word wall and add helpful words to the
word wall to help the whole class with spelling and vocabulary.
• As students are working, hold individual conferences with
students that are struggling or pull a small group for extra support.
***BRAIN BREAK!!!! Project a gonoodle.com activity on the board
and take a movement break! (5 minutes)***
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Step Five: Share (20 minutes)
• Have students share their drawings and writing with the class.
Students should also mention their main character’s name and
what kind of a creature he or she is (a person, an animal, a talking
lampshade, etc.).
• Have students take pictures of their work with their iPads to add
to their digital Three Ring portfolio.
Proficiency:
Student work will be assessed in partnership with the student during
individual conferences throughout the lesson (and throughout the
rest of the week, as needed). In the conferences, the students will
explain their work to the instructor and explain why they feel it is a
good character description and will make the reader care about their
character. During the conference, the teacher should be listening to
identify what the student has done well, note it on the Class Conference
Form, and celebrate with the student. The teacher should also look
for one thing that the student could improve, teach a very brief skill
lesson, and record the lesson and the goal on the Class Conference
Form. The teacher will not write on the student work at this point
in time or provide more than one teaching point as it is important
for the students to feel that their work is valued and not overwhelm/
discourage them with too much revision (lessons about the revision
process will come after students have finished their first draft). The
teacher will, however ensure that the description is complete enough
that a student will have enough information to move on in the novel

writing process. This blog post has some additional tips and video
examples for writing conferences.

Feedback
Elements of Pretty Good Practice:
Writers Workshop Model: This lesson follows the principles of
Constructivism. Students will build on their pre-existing knowledge
of what makes a book enjoyable to read and what makes a reader care
about a main character and then go on to apply these characteristics
to their own writing by creating a character description for the main
character in their novels. The instructor will act as a facilitator and
mentor to guide students in solving problems that they encounter and
model some possible solutions, as needed. In order to provide and
environment that maintains the “zone of proximal development” for
all learners (pushing them enough so that they must stretch to learn
new things but not so much that they become frustrated and shut
down), this lesson follows a writer’s workshop model. In this model,
the instructor teaches a short minilesson that introduces a new concept
and provides shared writing practice (no more than 10-15 minutes) and
then the students independently apply what they have learned. During
this independent work time, the instructor conferences with individual
or small groups of students based on each individual student’s need.
During these conferences, the instructor starts by pointing out what
the student(s) is doing well and then focuses on one additional teaching
point (or reteaching a concept from a minilesson) to encourage the
student to develop their writing skills.
Student Independence:
Students can track their progress through the writing process using
a chart in the writing center. This is also a place where they can
independently get any materials they need:
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Peer Conferencing:
• Conferencing with peers as well as conferencing with the teacher
helps students learn how to communicate about their work and
provide feedback to peers in a respectful way.
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Scaffolding Spellling Support:
• For young writers, not knowing how to spell a word can get in the
way of their writing flow.
• Using a Collaborative Google Spreadsheet Word Wall allows
students to add words that they don’t know how to spell so
they can find them again the next time they need them. It also
introduces young students to the concept of using spreadsheets
to organize information.

69

As students become more skilled stretching out words and identifying
all of the phonemes, they can transition to a talking dictionary such as
“Word Web” for spelling support. Students attempt to type the word
and can click on the audio button (in this case, music notes) to hear the
options read aloud.
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Brain Breaks:
• Kids need to get up and move! By building movement breaks into
the daily routine, students always know that they will get the chance
to laugh and wiggle, something that is very important as you work
towards building writing stamina and expect the students to write
for longer periods of time. Websites like GoNoodle
• provide a variety of gamified brain breaks that are fun incentives
for the students.

Modifications and Adaptations:
Students of any age benefit from writing as part of a Writer’s Workshop.
Nancy Atwell has published wonderful materials about working with
middle school students using Writer’s Workshop. The National Novel
Writing Month Young Writers Program website also has lesson plans
that go from K-12. Students of any age need some time to move. This
post includes some additional brain break resources.
Questions Arisen:
• Is there a way to incorporate brain breaks that are related to the
mini-lesson for the day?
• How could this lesson be modified for a shorter block of time?
• Are there any organizations that have youth programs for
nonfiction writing?
Peer Feedback:
My peers had a great idea to help students who may be struggling to
develop a character or who may have limited fine motor skills. Students
could use pictures of different physical character traits and combine
them to create their character. Then they could write a description
based on that picture, or in the case of limited fine motor skills, record
an audio description.
Related Resources/Ideas:
• National Novel Writing Month Young Writers Program
• Three Ring
• Google Drive
• Word Web Talking Dictionary
• GoNoodle
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