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Grade: 10
	Topic: Racism in the United States/Connotative meanings of the “N” word/Charged language
Subject / Course: English 10
Text: “The Meanings of a Word,” by Gloria Naylor. 

	CENTRAL IDEAS

Content: Words take on different meanings depending on who uses them and to what purpose, or when they are used in different contexts.
Reading CC Standards: 

RL1.9-10.4 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).

RL.9-10.1 Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the text.
Writing CC Standards: 

W.9-10.1 Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive topics or texts, using valid reasoning and relevant and sufficient evidence.

W.9-10.1a Introduce precise claim(s), distinguish the claim(s) from alternate or opposing claims, and create an organization that establishes clear relationships among claim(s), counterclaims, reasons, and evidence.

W.9-10.1b Develop claim(s) and counterclaims fairly, supplying evidence for each while pointing out the strengths and limitations of both in a manner that anticipates the audience’s knowledge level and concerns.  



	                Focusing Question
	Focus (answer to focusing question)

	Using Gloria Naylor’s “The Meanings of a Word,” explain how the word “nigger” is complicated or charged.
	 The “n” word connotes different meanings depending on who uses it and to what purpose, or when it is used in different contexts.  One’s race may provide, or prohibit, license to use the word.
 


Assignment Planner                            

Title of Text(s):     “The Meanings of a Word,” by Gloria Naylor                                            

Observations on Text Complexity: Where will students need support?
Note: Lessons previous to this cycle will address and define the concept of “charged” language, and loaded words – words which evoke strong emotional responses.
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	“I didn’t know what nigger was, but I knew that whatever it meant, it was something he shouldn’t have called me.”

	

	“…the word nigger was used in my presence, but it was set within contexts and inflections that caused it to register in my mind as something else.”

	

	Specific examples of how the word meant different things in different contexts.

	

	“Words themselves are innocuous; it is the consensus that gives them true power.”

	

	Naylor’s position that the use of the “n” word in these contexts, by blacks, is not an “internalization of racism.”


Plans to Gather and Record Evidence

Circle all that apply.
1. Evidence will be recorded by
full group      pairs         small group        individual student

2. Evidence will be recorded on
text     chart     graphic organizer    whiteboard/public notes     post-its       other:______________

3. Evidence will be recorded in

words/phrases      index cards            drawings
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Understanding of evidence will be built through... 
Seminar / Discussion:___X___________________________________________
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Understanding of writing craft will be built through... (describe briefly)
Structures:___Outline/Frames__________________________________________
Models:_____Sample analytical essay
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 NOTE: this is for the teacher’s use only, not for students. The purpose is to show the teacher what the final piece might look like when students have completed their work. 

Aristotle instructed that to understand any rhetorical situation, one must analyze three basic aspects of communication: the speaker, the audience, and the message.  He did not fail to recognize that context or occasion is another major element which may influence the meaning of a message.  Thus, words can change meaning and bear different emotions when spoken by different people in a variety of contexts.  In her essay, “The Meanings of a Word,” Gloria Naylor explores the different meanings of the “n” word and demonstrates how, for her, the word did not carry much power until she had heard it spoken to her by a white classmate. The meanings of some words are more nuanced and complex than others. The “n” word connotes different meanings depending on who uses it and to what purpose, or when it is used in different contexts.  One’s race may provide, or prohibit, license to use the word.

The old adage, “sticks and stones…,” may be useful words to live by, but some words, such as the “n” word, carry with them a history of bigotry and racism that has the power to harm.  Words don’t get their power alone, but through the agency of people - through relationships both intimate and inimical.  People must agree on certain meanings of certain words for them to retain power and essence.  In this way, according to Naylor, “[w]ords themselves are innocuous; it is the consensus that gives them true power.”  In a racist context, such as the rural south in the 1920’s, or P.S. classroom in New York City in the 1940’s, the consensus on the meaning of the “n” word when spoken by a white person takes on racist tones and is charged with high emotion.  She knew that “it was something he shouldn’t have called me.” Consensus in this particular context is agreed upon by both whites and blacks.  So when a white boy addresses Naylor with what the teacher calls a “bad word,” it is full of negatively charged emotion and condemned by the conditions of its context.  But when the word is used in a completely different context, by a different speaker, the consensus on its meaning changes and so then does its emotional charge.


     When the context surrounding the word changes and the consensus creating meaning is only agreed upon among blacks, then the “n” word begins to lose some of its negative charge.  Naylor definitely heard the word at home among her family, but only “within contexts and inflections that caused it to register in my mind as something else.”  For her it carried only positive connotations such as from a wife to a husband as a term of endearment, from one man to another to show approval, or to describe a man of strength.  We can see the complexity of the word within this black context because consensus agrees that women cannot be addressed by the “n” word, nor can young people use it when addressing an elder. The consensus could also deem the word negative by adding a an adjective like “trifling” before it, but even then the word doesn’t carry with it the racist undertones as when spoken by the white boy in the classroom.

Naylor argues that using the “n” word in these contexts was not an “internalization of racism” – that when blacks use the word these ways they are not perpetuating racism or negative self identification.  It was taking a word “whites used to signify worthlessness or degradation” and to render it “impotent.”  So when a black person addresses another black person the word may lose its racist charge and may mean something positive.  But when a white person uses the word, in almost any context, the word is charged with negative racist tones and connotations.  A white person could never use the word as a term of endearment – even when used with great sarcasm and irony.  Indeed, white comedians walk a fine line of controversy if ever they were to use that word.  

The “n” word carries with it many connotations which change meaning when certain contexts change.  Naylor shows us the complicated nuances of the word when she describes how the word was used at home among her own people.  It is when the word is spoken with negative intent by a white boy in class when she realizes the word can be extremely negative and harmful.  Thus a when a white person uses the word it will most often be deemed a racial epithet.  Words are political – their power resides not in themselves, but in the people who use them and the people who hear them.
Notes/Observations
	Anticipated student need
	Instructional support

	Understanding appropriate vocabulary

	Pre-teach concepts of connotation and charged language in lesson cycle

	Unpacking the text

	Create text-dependent questions to aid and direct students in comprehension, and gathering evidence

	Essay structure/organization

	Offer frames, review essay structure, create outlines etc.

	Time – development

	Break composition process up in pieces – so students really know the content.  This was a 40 minute write up.


Sentence structure/syntax





Mode changes from argument, 


narrative, definition, example.





Dialogue





“And since she knew I had to grow up in America, she took me in her lap and explained.”





“I don’t agree with the argument that use of the word nigger at this social stratum of the black community as an internalization of racism.”





Vocabulary: fleeting, innocuous, clamor, anecdotes, intermittent, reprieve, consensus, stratum, impotent, unkempt, trifling, 


       connotation





Meaning





Do students understand Naylor’s 


point that the various connotations


of the “N” word in different 


contexts and when spoken by 


different people change its


meaning?





“I was part of a large extended family that 


  had migrated from the rural South…Their


  ground floor apartment…in Harlem…”





Grammar/Parts of speech





Language





Knowledge





Structure





FOCUS STATEMENT: The “n” word connotes different meanings depending on who uses it and to what purpose, or when it is used in different contexts.  One’s race may provide, or prohibit, license to use the word.





FOCUSING QUESTION: Using Gloria Naylor’s “The Meanings of a Word,” explain how the word “nigger” is complicated or charged.





Oral Processing





Test Drive: __A Word Changes Meaning__________








Writing








