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Concept Paper: Unit on The Scarlet Letter 
 
This concept of punishment in The Scarlet Letter will be covered as well as the important theme 
of appearance versus reality.  With this concept, we will consistently follow how punishment is 
carried out for the characters in the romance as well as how themes or appearance versus reality 
helps us to understand a deeper meaning behind what Hawthorne intended for us to know about 
society.  I will be teaching this concept to English honors sophomore students.  Teaching the 
Scarlet Letter in this way will set them up for the remainder of English literature and writing 
classes because of the deep analysis of characters, themes and big ideas throughout with intense 
discussion, writing exercises and one major paper addressing that they understood the concept 
and the novel as a whole. 
 

1. Major assumptions: I am assuming that students will learn through reading assignments 
given to them for reading at home ready to come to class in order to discuss.  This 
discussion with their classmates will allow them to listen, respond, argue and question 
their classmates on the issues discussed throughout the romance.  They will also learn by 
taking notes while they read on their own time as well as take notes in class while we 
discuss.  I assume that they will listen to lecture, discussion and other classmate’s 
opinions in order to shape their own opinion and analysis of The Scarlet Letter and the 
concept of punishment as well as the themes of appearance versus reality. I am assuming 
that students already have an opinion on punishment and how crimes are judged and 
perceived by the public.  They will be able to take sides and argue about certain types of 
punishment and whether or not they think they are just. It is also crucial for students to be 
able to make their own assumptions and draw their own conclusions from their reading, 
discussion and further research in order to write a concise paper on The Scarlet Letter.  
They will be able to read deep into the text in order to dissect the meaning behind 
Hawthorne’s writing style, characters and fate he sets for his characters.   
 
Debates: Students will be able to debate the punishment of Hester Prynne as well as the 
issue of private versus public guilt and which one is better or worse.  There will also be 
debate on the issues of gender roles, good versus evil and appearance versus reality.   
 
Multiple perspectives: I assume that there will definitely be multiple perspectives on the 
romance itself especially when it comes to gender roles.  I assume that some may 
sympathize with characters that others do not but with careful discussion and analysis of 
the text we as a class can come up with clear sides to both or a general conclusion of how 
we feel about the characters.  I assume that there is a diverse group of students who come 
from a variety of reading backgrounds and have different learning styles.  I assume that 
some of my students are visual learners while others learn better by lecture, discussion or 
reading in class.  I know that students learn in a variety of ways so I will be sure to touch 
on ways to teach to those specific learning styles.   



 
Process of inquiry: I assume that students care to understand The Scarlet Letter so that 
they will ask questions not only to the teacher but in response to other students statements 
concerning the text.  Students will pose questions to discuss in class in their reading 
journals ready for the following day.   
 

2. Assessment of prior knowledge: I will assign students to read one of Hawthorne’s tales 
that I will provide to them after the choose their own and have them write a one to two 
page reflection about Hawthorn’s writing style, mood, tone, symbols and overall reaction 
to it.   
 
Before reading the book, I will present a power point on punishment in colonial and 
puritan times and punishment today.  We will discuss in class what punishments are just 
and which are unjust.  I will also give a mini lesson on the Salem Witch Trials to give 
further understanding of punishment in the Puritan times.   
 
Along with the discussion on punishment, I will go over the time and place Hawthorne 
was surrounded by and why this is significant to they way he writes and how it is a 
comment on society as a whole. 
 
Through a series of questions I will assess how much they know as well as their opinion 
on just punishment before knowing anything about the story of Hester Prynne.  The 
answers to these questions will be written in their reading journals and we will discuss 
aloud their responses once everyone has written them down. 

 
Questions include: What is adultery? Is it just to publicly punish someone who commits 
adultery? What makes a punishment just? What crimes do you consider punishable by 
law? Are there any crimes that can go unpunished? Give examples for all answers if 
applicable.  Would you be punished by the law for telling a lie to your parents or 
gossiping about a friend today? Puritan times?  Would you be punished by the law for 
cheating on your husband or wife today? Puritan times? 

 
3. Three different ways of teaching methods to teach the concept: 

a. Day one will give background on Puritan time, PowerPoint and or video clip of 
Salem With Trials ( maybe a scene from the Crucible) to give students an image 
to refer to while reading The Scarlet Letter.  This will help them to understand the 
manner in which Puritans controlled their society and the constraints Hester 
Prynne and Dimmsedale lived by.  I will also then give a PowerPoint on 
punishment today versus punishment in Puritan times.  These visuals along with 
discussion in class will help students to put a time, place, and society type to the 
romance we are reading.   
 

b. Another way of teaching method I will use will be readers theatre.  I think this is 
very effective because it gets the students actively involved in the story enabling 
them to potentially sympathize more with a character by jumping into their shoes.  
Sometimes students learn better through action.  This will not only grab the 



attention of the rest of the class to see their classmates take on a role, but will get 
them excited to do the same.  I understand that some students feel extremely 
uncomfortable with readers theatre which is why I am giving it as an option for 
participation.  Students will be given the opportunity to either participate in the 
readers theater or make their own power point presentation on a specific theme or 
element of The Scarlet Letter.  Even though this still requires them to speak in 
public, having their power point and giving a straightforward presentation might 
alleviate stress.  This will fulfill the public speaking standard anyhow and will be 
required to complete the class.   

 
c. The third method of teaching will be discussion and writing activities.  I think 

classes open up the most when we are comfortable with each other as well as 
comfortable in the classroom.  For discussion days I plan to set the room up in a 
circle where I will sit amongst them so it is more of a conversation rather than 
lecture.  This will really open up for more insight and a more intimate 
conversation about the romance. While we discuss I strongly encourage. Require 
students to take notes and make sure they understand that it is not only part of 
their grade but will be extremely helpful when it comes to future assignments. 
This will allow for the multiple perspectives of students because they are given 
the opportunity to not only speak up about the book but also to write down their 
notes and thoughts that I will assess later.  I will be able to know students are 
understanding the book by reading through their notes/ reading journal even if 
they do not speak up much in class. As long as I know they understand the 
material and attempt to participate in class their assessment on the content will not 
be affected.   

 
In these three ways of teaching and presenting the concepts I reach out to students of multiple 
perspectives and learning styles.  Students are given the opportunity to gain points and 
knowledge because of the many different ways I choose to touch on the content of The Scarlet 
Letter.   

 
4. How various ways of teaching the concept will address the developmental and learning 

needs of students in a particular context, including their prior knowledge, their personal, 
family, and community experiences, and their cultural norms.   
 
Developmental Learning and learning needs: being that these students are sophomore 
honors English students, learning how to analyze and take part in a deep reading of The 
Scarlet Letter in order to find the even deeper meaning of Hawthorne’s comment on 
society will be just the right amount of challenge for them.  This is a high discussion 
based classroom so students will receive support form not only the teacher but from their 
fellow classmates to really understand the content and meaning being Hawthorne’s 
romance.   
 
Prior knowledge:  after reviewing puritan times, punishment then and now as well as 
examples from the witch trials and a pre pre-reading of one of Hawthorne’s short tales, 
students will have plenty of prior knowledge before even opening The Scarlet Letter.   



 
5. Curricular, technological, community resources= comprehensive, accurate and useful 

representation of concept: 
 

a. Clips of the Crucible shown in class as well as readings of scenes where witches 
accused are being punished. 

b. Interior monologue assignment:  this will be great to get in the heads of Hester, 
Dimmesdale, Chillingworth or Pearl.  This will be a creative assignment but needs 
a deep understanding of the characters psyche to write an accurate depiction of 
the character.   

c. Go to see the Crucible as either a class trip or an extra credit assignment with a 
written reflection.   

d. PowerPoint mentioned previously as an intro the romance. 
e. DISCUSSION ACTIVITIES: 

i. Reading journal as described previously  
ii. Article discussion on punishments around the world today 

iii. Readers theatre in class 
f. Final unit paper on topics or prompts provided by teacher 4 pages 

 
6. The resources listed in 5, will assist students in seeing, questioning and interpreting the 

major idea from multiple perspectives:   
a. Showing clips of the time give them an image of time and place to refer back to 

when reading the romance and will be especially helpful in understanding why 
Hester is in such trouble and why Dimmsedale is so tormented by the situation.   

b. Writing an interior monologue will help students interpret the characters by 
expressing that they understand their train of thought, feelings and actions.  This 
will let the teacher know that the student understands the book from different 
characters perspectives.   

c. Getting out of the classroom to learn more about puritan society and one of the 
most significant trials and punishments in puritan time will get them more 
interested in the history and the book itself.  

d. Some students learn through note taking and lecture so incorporating power 
points on background information, character information or other important facts 
will help them understand major ideas along with discussion. 

e. Finally a final paper will be the major assessment where they will write a 4 page 
paper on The Scarlet Letter and one of the major themes; punishment, private vs. 
public guilt, appearance versus reality, gender roles etc. prompt options provided. 


