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The student work samples are taken from the explanatory LDC 
module embedded within the larger Words Matter unit; both 
the larger unit and module are documented here. The LDC 
module, on its own, starts at the “Task and Rubric Analysis: 
Part 4 of the Unit: Breaking Down the Prompt.” Teachers may 
choose to teach the entire unit or teach the LDC module on its 
own depending on their students’ needs. 

The unit centers on diction and tone: how words carry multiple 
layers of meaning, and how authors purposefully choose words 
to convey deeper meanings. The ELA content is represented by 
these essential questions: 1) How is it that words can mean so 
much more than their dictionary definitions, and 2) How can 
word choice (a single word and/or a pattern of word choices) 
impact meaning? This LDC module is designed to support the 
reading and writing process for the unit’s final performance 
task, in which students write a literary analysis essay 
explaining how George Orwell’s diction in his essay “Shooting 
an Elephant” develops tone and meaning. 

The pre-module portion of the unit, represented here as a series 
of mini-tasks in the “Preparing for the Task” segment of the 
instructional ladder, utilizes supplemental texts that provide 
opportunities for students to practice this kind of analysis as a 
whole class and in small groups: Pat Mora’s “Same Song” and 
Robert Hayden’s “Those Winter Sundays.” 

The pre-module portion of the unit also features pre- and 
formative assessment activities, engagement activities 
designed to get students thinking about and playing with the 
core ideas and concepts of connotation and the power of word 
choice, and lessons around the concepts of diction and tone. 

Framing of the “Shooting an Elephant” Summative Essay:

All student samples are from 2015 fall semester sophomore 
English classrooms from across the states of Kentucky & Colorado. 
Student work represented here includes various ability levels. 

Note: One Pre-Module Formative Paragraph is in response to 
Sandra Cisneros’s “Eleven,” but updated unit materials do not 
mention this as a potential text for students to respond to.

Our focus standard for this assessment is RL.9-10.4: Determine 
the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in the text, 
including figurative and connotative meanings; analyze the 
cumulative impact of specific word choices on meaning and tone 
(e.g., how the language evokes a sense of time and place; how it 
sets a formal or informal tone). The scoring/rubric annotations 
refer to various aspects on the LDC Informational/Explanatory 
Rubric, and the annotations regarding student comprehension 
of grade-level text refer to the R.9-10.10 standard.

The skills students hone in this unit transfer to work they will 
do in English class for the rest of the year: using textual 
evidence, paying attention to specific diction, using close 
reading strategies, and justifying students’ thinking.
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CCss alignMent

(Entire page)
The student thoroughly explains 
the speaker’s attitude toward 
an aspect of life. However, the 
student never specifically 
addresses tone.

Standard referenced:
RL.9–10.4: Determine the 
meaning of words and phrases 
as they are used in the text, 
including figurative and conno-
tative meanings; analyze the 
cumulative impact of specific 
word choices on meaning and 
tone (e.g., how the language 
evokes a sense of time and 
place; how it sets a formal or 
informal tone).



student 1 saMple

ANNOTATED STUDENT WORK INITIATIVE

ela 9-12: Words Matter

p. 2/4

1

2

CoMprehension & appliCation

(Entire page)
The student demonstrates 
comprehension of the narrator’s 
complex emotions regarding 
his situation.

support Materials

(Entire page)
From the “Focus” section of the 
rubric, it is clear that the student 
reaches a Level 3: “Addresses 
prompt appropriately and 
maintains a clear, steady focus. 
Addresses additional demands 
sufficiently.” This essay is right 
on the verge of moving up to 
Level 4, but since the student 
stops just short of making an 
explicit connection between the 
narrator’s emotions regarding 
the natives and his feelings 
about shooting the elephant, the 
student needs one more draft to 
reach the Advanced level.

1. understanding

Even though the student may 
be inaccurate in the student’s 
use of the word “moralistic” to 
describe the narrator’s tone, 
the student does demonstrate 
deep understanding of the nar-
rator’s conflicted perspective on 
his circumstances.

2. CCss alignMent

The student does not provide 
explicit connection between 
specific word choice and the 
narrator ’s tone, but simply 
paraphrases the overall content 
of the quotation instead. 

Standard referenced:
RL.9–10.4: Determine the 
meaning of words and phrases 
as they are used in the text, 
including figurative and conno-
tative meanings; analyze the 
cumulative impact of specific 
word choices on meaning and 
tone (e.g., how the language 
evokes a sense of time and 
place; how it sets a formal or 
informal tone).
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CCss alignMent

(Entire page)
In answering the prompt, the 
student correctly identifies the 
narrator’s tone, but does not 
connect that attitude to specific 
diction from the passage. The 
student hints at “an aspect of 
life” (not feeling any older on 
your birthday), but does not 
elaborate.

Standard referenced:
RL.9–10.4: Determine the 
meaning of words and phrases 
as they are used in the text, 
including figurative and conno-
tative meanings; analyze the 
cumulative impact of specific 
word choices on meaning and 
tone (e.g., how the language 
evokes a sense of time and 
place; how it sets a formal or 
informal tone).
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support Materials

(Entire page)
From the “Focus” section of the 
rubric, it is clear that the student 
reaches Level 2: “Addresses 
prompt appropriately, but with 
a weak or uneven focus.”

1. CoMprehension & appliCation

The student provides a summary 
of the basic plot, but does not 
demonstrate a grasp on the 
complexity of the story’s context 
(i.e. colonialism, the narrator’s 
conflicted perspective, etc.).

2. understanding

The student’s attempt at including 
“conclusions or implications” 
that could be drawn is simply 
repeating the previous content 
of the same sentence, rather 
than connecting the narrator’s 
tone to broader interpretations.

4. CCss alignMent

Even though showing an 
emerging understanding of the 
connection between diction and 
tone, the student is below profi-
ciency in RL.9-10.4, as the stu-
dent confuses tone of the narrator 
with the attitude of natives 
toward him.

Standard referenced:
RL.9–10.4: Determine the 
meaning of words and phrases 
as they are used in the text, 
including figurative and conno-
tative meanings; analyze the 
cumulative impact of specific 
word choices on meaning and 
tone (e.g., how the language 
evokes a sense of time and 
place; how it sets a formal or 
informal tone).

3. language Challenges

Does the student fully under-
stand the meaning of the word 
“diction” or is this misuse indic-
ative of the student’s limited 
English proficiency?

3 4
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1. CCss alignMent

The student demonstrates 
proficiency in how words are 
used connotatively to portray 
tone. The student is able to 
select specific evidence of diction 
to demonstrate this under-
standing. However, the student 
needs to identify the speaker’s 
attitude toward life.

Standard referenced:
RL.9–10.4: Determine the 
meaning of words and phrases 
as they are used in the text, 
including figurative and conno-
tative meanings; analyze the 
cumulative impact of specific 
word choices on meaning and 
tone (e.g., how the language 
evokes a sense of time and 
place; how it sets a formal or 
informal tone).
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1. understanding

By citing specific diction that 
conveys the narrator’s attitude, 
the student clearly recognizes 
the negative emotions that 
Orwell feels toward both the 
British and the Burmese, as 
well as the confliction created 
within himself.  However, 
selecting the word “hateful” to 
describe these emotions might 
be a stretch and is not justified 
by the student’s evidence/
commentary.

2. CCss alignMent

The student makes the explicit 
connection between the author’s 
diction and the narrator’s tone. 
Many of the words provided as 
evidence by the student have 
figurative implications in 
understanding the situation (i.e. 
“actor,” “puppet,” “theater,” etc.).

RL.9–10.4: Determine the 
meaning of words and phrases 
as they are used in the text, 
including figurative and conno-
tative meanings; analyze the 
cumulative impact of specific 
word choices on meaning and 
tone (e.g., how the language 
evokes a sense of time and 
place; how it sets a formal or 
informal tone).
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support Materials

(Entire page)
From the “Reading and 
Research” section of the rubric, 
it is clear that the student 
reaches a level 3: “Presents 
information from reading 
materials relevant to the 
prompt with accuracy and 
sufficient detail.” Extended 
commentary on why the quota-
tions prove the point would 
take this to a Level 4.
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1. CCss alignMent

The student is able to state how 
the author uses diction to convey 
tone, but does not offer an 
explanation. We can’t be sure 
this student understands the 
connection because of the limited 
explanation.

Standard referenced:
RL.9–10.4: Determine the 
meaning of words and phrases 
as they are used in the text, 
including figurative and conno-
tative meanings; analyze the 
cumulative impact of specific 
word choices on meaning and 
tone (e.g., how the language 
evokes a sense of time and 
place; how it sets a formal or 
informal tone).

1
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1. support Materials

From the “Content Under-
standing” section of the rubric, 
it is clear that the student 
reaches a level 2: “Attempts to 
include disciplinary content in 
explanations, but understanding 
of content is weak; content is 
irrelevant, inappropriate, or 
inaccurate.” The student briefly 
notes the disciplinary content 
(defines connotation and deno-
tation) relevant to the prompt 
but shows an uneven under-
standing and is unsuccessful in 
applying it to the text.

2. CCss alignMent

The student understands the 
meaning of connotation and 
denotation and tries to apply 
them to chosen words yet is not 
able to explain the figurative 
meanings. 

Standard referenced:
RL.9–10.4: Determine the 
meaning of words and phrases 
as they are used in the text, 
including figurative and conno-
tative meanings; analyze the 
cumulative impact of specific 
word choices on meaning and 
tone (e.g., how the language 
evokes a sense of time and 
place; how it sets a formal or 
informal tone).

1
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1. understanding

The student is so focused on the 
elephant that the student is not 
able to understand the com-
plexity of the narrative.

1


