Teacher's Introductory Guide
[bookmark: _w6xs8lhl6hii]Why Do We Dream? Impossible Dreams in Of Mice and Men 
[bookmark: _c87zd68y0dda]9th Grade English Language Arts
[bookmark: _s9pwr8k4fzrk]6 Weeks
[bookmark: _86yiy41amxe0]Unit Overview
This 6-week unit engages 9th-grade students in a deep exploration of John Steinbeck's Of Mice and Men through the essential question: "Why do people hold onto dreams even when they seem impossible?" Students analyze how dreams function across different characters and circumstances, then create a performance task connecting the novel's themes to contemporary experiences, either through interviewing a community member or through comparative literary analysis.

	Unit’s Big Idea (Universal relevance, transferrable, provocative)
	Unit’s Enduring Understanding (meant to be carried into other classes, texts, and life experiences)
	Essential Question to frame unit

	Dreams as Human Necessity (Dreams as Key Part of Human Experience)
	People need dreams and hopes to give their lives meaning and purpose, even when those dreams seem impossible to achieve.
	“Why do people hold onto dreams even when they seem impossible?”


Student Outcomes
By the end of this unit, students will:
· Reflect on the essential human need for dreams and hope across different contexts and communities 
· Engage in critical analysis of power, social systems, and how they impact people's dreams and opportunities 
· Develop sophisticated analytical skills: support claims with textual evidence and explain how evidence proves ideas 
· Write with academic voice and structure while making meaningful connections between literature and lived experience 
Rationale: Why this unit? Why now?
This unit isn't just about reading an old book. It's about understanding:
· Why people need hope, even in hard circumstances
· How power, money, and identity affect whose dreams come true
· That dreams connect us across time, cultures, and experiences
· How literature helps us understand ourselves and our world
The skills students learn—analyzing texts, using evidence, making connections, writing academically—will help them in school, work, and life.
[bookmark: _i38g6anshl1c]Literary Significance
Of Mice and Men is a canonical text that offers rich opportunities for thematic analysis, character study, and critical examination of the American Dream. Steinbeck's accessible prose and compelling narrative make it appropriate for 9th graders while still providing depth for sophisticated analysis.
[bookmark: _4hr9gfgl7yrf]Thematic Relevance
The theme of dreams, and the barriers preventing their achievement, resonates powerfully with contemporary students, particularly those from marginalized communities. Students connect personally with:
· Characters facing economic hardship
· The gap between the promise and reality of opportunity
· How power, identity, and circumstances shape life outcomes
· The human need for hope and dignity in difficult times
[bookmark: _egj98lx67fd]Social Justice & Critical Consciousness
This unit doesn't shy away from the novel's challenging themes: racism, sexism, ableism, economic inequality (classism), and violence. Instead, it provides structured opportunities for students to analyze systems of power and connect historical injustices to contemporary issues. This develops students' critical consciousness while honoring the complexity of these topics.
[bookmark: _nrjyvnydtsf3]
Skill Development
Beyond content knowledge, students develop transferable skills that are applicable to multiple disciplinary and content areas:
· Close reading and textual analysis
· Using evidence to support claims
· Academic writing and discussion
· Making connections across texts, contexts, and experiences
· [bookmark: _vt5qx5ksj5w0]Perspective-taking and empathy

[bookmark: _buo8z7mmmhx9]Why This Unit Works
This unit integrates evidence-based practices. Each of these will be explained in greater detail below.
· Common Core guarantees alignment with state and national standards
· Understanding by Design ensures alignment across desired learning outcomes (goals/standards), assessment evidence, and learning experiences/instruction 
· Culturally sustaining pedagogy honors student backgrounds & experiences
· Universal Design for Learning (CAST) provides multiple pathways to student success
[bookmark: _pmc9zqe1bnd0]Common Core Aligned
This unit was designed with Common Core Standards as its foundation, making it transferable and adaptable for use across the United States and internationally in schools following the Common Core. However, this unit also contains California-specific enhancements. It incorporates California ELA Standards and English Language Development (ELD) Standards, making it particularly effective for California's diverse student population. (See UBD Overview tab for specific standards). Even if you're not in California, the ELD standards provide research-based scaffolds that benefit ALL students, particularly, multilingual learners[footnoteRef:1], students with limited academic language exposure, or students who are still developing their analytical writing skills. Click here to learn more. [1:  Throughout this unit, the term “multilingual learners” (MLLs) will be used. The field of teacher education has increasingly adopted multilingual learners to replace deficit-focused language such as “English Learners.” This terminology reframes how we view students developing proficiency in multiple languages, positioning their linguistic diversity as an asset. Though "English Learners" (ELs) remains in use for compliance and administrative purposes, especially when identifying students needing English instruction, MLLs offers a more comprehensive term that celebrates the totality of students' language capabilities rather than highlighting what they lack.] 

[bookmark: _tfqgrxegy86d]Understanding by Design
[bookmark: _27taip6jnxpc]Understanding by Design (UbD), developed by Jay McTighe and Grant Wiggins, reimagines curriculum planning through backward design. Instead of starting with lessons (the typical approach), UbD begins by defining learning goals and transfer skills (Stage 1), moves to planning assessments (Stage 2), and only then designs instructional activities (Stage 3). By focusing on deep understanding over memorization, this framework creates engaged, meaningful learning experiences where students can apply their knowledge in novel contexts. Click here to learn more. 

Universal Design for Learning
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) offers a practical framework for creating inclusive learning environments. Rather than a one-size-fits-all approach, UDL asks educators to provide multiple entry points: varied ways to spark engagement, diverse formats for presenting information, and different options for students to express their understanding. These three principles recognize that students differ in what motivates them, how they process information, and how they demonstrate learning. By building in this flexibility from the start, we create more equitable learning opportunities for all students. Click here to learn more. 
[bookmark: _492caqvun3r2]How UDL Works
· Grounded in Brain Science: UDL reflects our understanding of how different brain networks support learning: the systems that drive motivation, process information, and guide strategic thinking.
· Embrace Learner Diversity: Rather than treating variation as something to remediate, UDL recognizes that every learner's brain works differently and designs for that diversity from the outset.
· Built-In Flexibility: Instead of retrofitting accommodations after problems arise, UDL builds accessible, flexible learning experiences into the initial curriculum design, preventing barriers before they occur.
[bookmark: _zc4cqpotbpng]Three UDL Principles
1. Multiple Means of Engagement (Addressing "Why" Students Learn)
· Objective: To cultivate learner interest, internal motivation, and perseverance.
· Strategies offered in this unit: Students choose their performance task option; performance task has real-world relevance; connections made to students' lives, families, and communities; partner work, small groups, peer review; clear support with high expectations
2. Multiple Means of Representation (Addressing "What" Students Learn)
· Objective: To convey content through multiple modalities that honor different processing styles.
· Strategies offered in this unit: Text available in multiple formats: print novel, audiobook, read-alouds; Visual supports: images, graphic organizers, character maps; Bilingual resources: Spanish/English vocabulary, cognates; Historical context provided through multiple modalities: images, video, text. 
3. Multiple Means of Action & Expression (Addressing "How" Students Show Learning)
· Objective: To create diverse opportunities for demonstrating mastery.
· Strategies offered in unit: Performance task choice: Interview project (Option A) vs. Analytical portfolio (Option B); Within Option A Performance Task: multiple product formats (essay, presentation, video, digital scrapbook); Formative assessment variety: written work, verbal discussion, visual representations; Language flexibility: students can conduct interviews in Spanish; can discuss in home language before translating to English 
[bookmark: _8wcqsgsg6ctn]

Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy (CSP)
“Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy builds upon the Asset-Based Pedagogies that came before it but presents the need to not only affirm and connect to students’ cultural backgrounds, but also to sustain them through schooling.”--California Department of Education 
Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy (e.g., Paris & Alim) extends the asset-based approaches that preceded it–including Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (Ladson-Billings) and Culturally Responsive Pedagogy (Gay and Hammond)—by moving beyond affirmation and connection to active preservation of students' cultural identities throughout their educational experience.
While honoring the foundational principles of earlier frameworks, Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy (CSP) advances the conversation. Rather than simply accepting students’ backgrounds (e.g., Culturally Relevant Pedagogy) or linking instruction to their cultural knowledge and lived experiences (e.g., Culturally Responsive Pedagogy), this approach positions schools as spaces that actively perpetuate, rather than diminish, the cultural practices of communities of color.
Additionally, Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy champions equity across racial and ethnic groups, working to guarantee access and opportunity while empowering students to critically examine and challenge dominant societal power structures.

CSP Principles[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Taken from https://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/pl/culturallysustainingped.asp] 

	CSP Principles
	What it looks like in practice:

	Valuing community languages, practices, and ways of being
	Students’ languages, literacies, and cultural ways of being are centered meaningfully and consistently in classroom learning instead of being considered as “add-ons.”

	Schools are accountable to the community
	Educators and schools are in conversation with communities about what they desire and want to sustain through schooling.

	Curriculum that connects to cultural and linguistic histories
	Educators connect present learning to the histories of racial, ethnic, and linguistic communities both locally and nationally.

	Sustaining cultural and linguistic practices, while providing access to the dominant culture.
	Educators value and sustain the cultural and linguistic practices of the community while providing access to the dominant culture (white, middle class, and standard English speaking).


Please note: This unit also adheres to Culturally Sustaining/Revitalizing Pedagogy[footnoteRef:3]. [3:  Culturally Sustaining/Revitalizing Pedagogy builds on Paris and Alim's framework but addresses the specific context of Native American students. Western colonization didn't just marginalize Native cultures; it actively worked to erase Indigenous languages, belief systems, and ways of life. As such, Culturally Sustaining/Revitalizing Pedagogy focuses specifically on reclaiming and revitalizing what was systematically stripped away through colonization. This unit also embeds this approach throughout.
] 

[bookmark: _w838wxqjn1vs]How does this unit use CSP Principles?
	[bookmark: _dpmq8jm69hsn]1. Asset-Based Approach

	· Students' home languages (particularly Spanish) are treated as resources, not deficits
· Bilingual support throughout (vocabulary, sentence frames, option to interview in Spanish)
· Family and community knowledge is valued as legitimate academic content (Option A for Performance Task)

	[bookmark: _r331fkyv2j9o]2. Making Learning Relevant

	· Essential questions connect to students' lives and communities
· Performance tasks offer choice and personal connection
· Historical themes linked explicitly to contemporary issues

	[bookmark: _opn8tvjy0cv1] 3. Critical Consciousness

	· Students analyze power structures and systemic inequality
· Unit examines whose dreams are supported by society and whose are blocked
· Discussions explore historical and current barriers to opportunity

	[bookmark: _jxnbro1fkl5m]4. Inclusive Classroom Community

	· Multiple entry points for participation (verbal, written, visual, artistic)
· Collaborative learning structures (think-pair-share, small groups before whole class)
· Student choice in performance task (Option A vs. B)

	[bookmark: _tr51mveq13n6]5. High Expectations with Strong Support

	· Rigorous academic standards maintained for all students
· Extensive scaffolding provided (sentence frames, graphic organizers, mini-workshops)
· Multiple opportunities for feedback and revision


[bookmark: _j2qlt6605bjs]Addressing the N-word in Of Mice and Men
The N-word appears throughout Of Mice and Men. This deeply harmful racial slur has been used to dehumanize and oppress Black people throughout history, particularly during slavery and segregation in the United States. Its origins trace back to the Latin niger (meaning "black"), which evolved through Spanish and Portuguese into a term that was deliberately weaponized as a tool of systemic racism.
Preparing Your Students: Before beginning the novel, you must prepare students for this language. Black and African American students especially need advance warning as encountering this word without preparation can cause real harm. Take time to discuss the word's history and its ongoing impact. Make space for students to share their thoughts and feelings about seeing it in the text.
Classroom Norms: Establish clear expectations: the N-word should never be spoken aloud in your classroom. When reading passages aloud, replace it with "N-word." In all written materials—student work, anchor charts, assessment responses—students should use "N-word" or "n—".
Resources for Preparation: Below are resources to help you prepare yourself and your students for engaging with this text responsibly.
· "The N Word in the Classroom" by Elizabeth Stordeur Pryor
· "How the N-Word Became the 'Atomic Bomb of Racial Slurs'" (PBS NewsHour)
· "Straight Talk About the N-Word" (Learning for Justice Magazine)
· "Addressing Racist and Dehumanising Language" (Facing History)
[bookmark: _usarhgtdxsbl]
[bookmark: _vjlp37vlhw2n]Unit Structure: 6 Weeks at a Glance
	Week 
	Focus
	Key Milestone

	1
	Introduction, historical context, begin reading (Chapters 1-3)
	Students hooked and engaged; understand context

	2
	Finish novel (Chapters 4-6), character analysis, Socratic Seminar
	Novel completed; deep understanding of characters' dreams

	3
	Skill-building: ICE method, comparison, academic language
	Skills mastered; task option chosen; interviews conducted (Option A)

	4
	Performance task work time, teacher conferences (Round 1)
	Students making progress on projects with support

	5
	First draft, peer review, revision workshops
	Draft completed (Day 21); revisions in progress

	6
	Final submission, presentations/sharing, reflection
	Projects submitted (Day 26); learning celebrated


[bookmark: _eucnq0cl9mv0][bookmark: _ttiq3loaly]

Unit Implementation Tips
Flexibility and adaptation are key! This unit provides a theoretical framework. Stages 1 and 2 establish essential foundations, but Stage 3 (lesson plans & activities) should be adapted to fit your classroom context. The Steinbeck in the Schools website offers excellent lesson plans and resources for Of Mice and Men. As long as activities align with Stage 1 goals and support students in completing the Stage 2 performance task, feel free to modify daily instruction as needed. 
Also, please remember, you know your students best. Feel free to:
· Adjust unit based on your class and student needs
· Modify part of the performance task for your specific student population
· Add relevant contemporary texts or media
· Incorporate current events that connect to themes
· Extend or shorten as needed
The backward design structure allows for flexibility in how you teach while maintaining clarity on what students need to learn.

[bookmark: _4qyqu2sgp1wp]Final Thoughts
Teaching Of Mice and Men through the lens of dreams allows students to grapple with profound questions about hope, dignity, power, and the American experience, questions that remain urgently relevant today. By designing a unit that is Common Core-aligned, culturally sustaining, and created with Universal Design for Learning principles in mind, we can ensure that all students will access this powerful text and see their own experiences reflected in the curriculum.
This is more than a literature unit. It's an opportunity for students to:
· Honor their families' and communities' stories
· Develop critical consciousness about social systems
· Build academic skills that will serve them throughout their education
· Understand that their dreams, and their struggles to achieve them, matter
When students see their lives as worthy of academic study, they become not just consumers of literature, but creators of meaning and agents of change.
