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Objective:
Students will study Steinbeck’s writing of Cannery Row as a model for how to create fictional stories based on real life people and places.  Students will then synthesize semi-autobiographical narratives that represent iconic people and places in their own town.
Procedures:
1. At the beginning of this unit, students will engage with several questions about the nature of story telling, particularly memoirs.  I love to begin a unit with some general questions that will get students thinking about texts they have already read or scene, as well as their own personal experiences.  I usually have students gather for a Socratic Seminar once they have prepared some notes; then I allow them to steer the discussion, realizing that there is no end point and no single answer.  Sample questions might include:
a. When we tell a story, is it ever really the true version of what happened or is the story always altered even though we may not mean to alter it? Is altering truth always a conscious decision?
b.  Might my version of truth be different from yours even though we both had the same experience at the same place and time? 
c. How does duration of time influence how we remember?  Are memories only reliable up to a certain point?  Are they ever a reliable account of what truly happened?
d.  To prepare for this discussion, research the story of James Frey's A Million Little Pieces. What ethical responsibility does a writer have to report the “truth”, if any?
e.  Can exaggeration be a form of fiction?  Does it always depend on the circumstances?
2. Once the class has considered the subject of writing non-fiction, its study of Cannery Row will focus on the following questions in order to build an understanding of how a writer might use facts to create a fictional story.  To aid in this, I like to create a wall size chart for students to write their thoughts as they read.  I simply start with the questions running along the top of the chart and allow students to write their thoughts (not necessarily answers) on large sheets of paper that we tape to the walls.
a.     What historical information do we know about Steinbeck’s characters of Cannery Row? (Suggested resource:  Susan Shillinglaw’s A Journey into Steinbeck’s California and Real Life on Cannery Row: Real People, Places, and Events that Inspired John Steinbeck by A.L. Lundy and Thomas Steinbeck)  What information do you think is fictional and what information is fact?  How does Steinbeck blend the two?
b.     How much of Cannery Row is true?  How does this blend of fact and fiction change the experience for the reader?
c.      What characteristics make Steinbeck’s characters likeable, loathed, memorable, unique?
d.     How does geography inform the writing of Cannery Row?
e.     How does Steinbeck allow the story to progress without having a typical plot?
f.      What makes up the community of Cannery Row?  Who or what are the cornerstones of the community?  Who floats outside of the community?
g.     Also consider adding student-generated questions.
3. As an extension or to build an even greater understanding, students might also study other texts that use the vignette, semi-autobiographical style of writing such as Cisneros’ House on Mango Street or Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio.
4. Students will then consider the following questions, through individual brainstorming as well as group discussion.  This will serve as a prewriting activity and students should keep notes in their individual journals.
a.     If you were going to write a book about your town, who would be a strong, memorable character?
b.     How might you fictionalize true events, places, and/or personality traits to make the characters more appealing to readers?
c.      How could you incorporate your town into the story?  What story could happen only in your town?  How will you bring the uniqueness of your town to your story (This might include iconic people, monuments, places, parks, landmarks, etc.)?
d.     What makes up a community?  What and who are the cornerstones of your community?
5. Students will create a short story (I don’t suggest assigning a length to this).  Each student will evaluate his or her own work, as well as complete a peer evaluation using the following questions as guidelines:
a.     Does the story accurately portray the town?  Is setting a controlling element in the story?
b.     Do the characters used accurately represent the town? 
c.      Where do you as a reader see a blend of fact and fiction?  Is the style effective?  How can the writer improve this aspect of her work?
6. Following several revisions of the stories, consider having a publishing party where students share work with each other, and possibly other members of the community.  This is an essential part to this unit since students always produce better work when they know someone will actually read it.  It is also a great opportunity to let your community know what is happening in your classroom!
