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Activity Summary: 
This activity demonstrates how to use persuasive writing as an effective tool in persuading authority figures to induce reforms and changes within the city.  Students will learn and incorporate persuasive techniques, such as repetition, analogy, parallelism, and many others.  The students will be writing a persuasive letter to the mayor of New York urging him to reform the tenements in which they live during the 1880’s.  
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English:  Persuasive Writing
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Activity Introduction / Motivation: 
Some basic knowledge of life in New York during the 1880’s will help students write their letters and encourage them to “role play” or write the letter from a New Yorker’s point of view.  You may decide to read excerpts from a history text, show pictures from books or the internet, or collaborate with a history teacher and create a dual project together.


Parent Lesson Plan: This activity is designed to accompany the PEER 8th grade curriculum module “Dark Poison,” but can also stand alone.

Activity Plan:
Intro:
Write down on strips of paper the names of people who lived in New York tenements in or around the 1880’s.  Examples of such people include Julius and Nathalie Gumpertz and Fannie Rogarshevsky. Place the pieces of paper in some type of container, and allow the students to draw 1 slip of paper from the container.  Next, explain that listed on the strip of paper is the name of person who lived in the 1880’s in New York tenements.  You may take this time to ask if any students know what life was like during this time period or what a tenement is.  After a few minutes of discussion, you may decide to show pictures of or read text about life in New York during the 1880’s.  It will be important to distinguish between the social classes, so students understand why they will be writing a persuasive essay about their living conditions. Ask students to research the person they selected.  

Day 1:
The following day in class they will be asked to write a persuasive paper to the mayor of New York City, requesting reforms and changes to their living environment.  Students will pick one aspect on which to write their paper: heat, water, or waste. The paper will be written from the viewpoint of whom they have previously researched. (The students must understand the distinct differences between the lower class living environment and that of the upper class.  The point of persuasive writing is to incorporate emotion and a strong argument for your emotions in order to procure a change.)  You may decide if this paper is to be written in or outside of class.

Day 2 (optional): Students will present their cases to the mayor in a role playing activity.  You may be the mayor, or you may choose a student or off-period teacher to be the mayor, and the others to assume the roles of tenement dwellers.  Allow the class to discuss in a debate setting (think council meeting) why their voices should be heard and why reforms should be made.  At the end of the class, the mayor can decide who has made the best argument for each one of the reforms (heat, water, or waste), and reveal if reforms will or will not be made to the tenements.  

Activity Closure:
Different students or teachers could decide which essay was the ‘most persuasive’, award this student or students with something simple (five extra points for instance).  Go over again just how different and rough life was for people living in the tenements, try to reinforce with as many pictures and stories as possible.  Grade the students on how well the persuasive essay was written, strong emotionally or was it weak and made you want to take no action?   

Assessment: 

Persuasive letter checklist:


Is each letter written in proper letter format and in formal language?


Does the letter have a clear opening and closing?


Does the letter have clear arguments?


Is there evidence to support the claims made in the letters?

By watching the students perform during the “debate,” you will be able to see them use the persuasive techniques they have been taught.

Learning Objectives: 
To help students understand how much different life was in the 1880’s

To help students with their persuasive writing skills, this can be a very valuable tool

Letter writing and presenting yourself to others

Prerequisites for this Activity: 

Some study of tenement and immigrant life in the 1880’s, review of persuasive letter writing.

Background & Concepts for Teachers:  

Persuasive writing techniques

Letter writing

Life in New York, 1880’s

People and organizations associated with this period

Vocabulary / Definitions:  


1. Emotional appeal: Writers may appeal to fear, anger or happiness to sway their readers. They may also add climax or excitement. This technique is strongly connected to the essay's mood. 


2. Word choice (diction): Is a person "slim" or "skinny?" Is a government expenditure an "investment" or a "waste?" Writers tend to reinforce their arguments by choosing words which will influence their readers’ perception of an item or issue. Diction helps to establish a writer's "tone.”


3. Rhetorical question: Sometimes a writer will ask a question to which no answer is required. The writer implies that the answer is obvious; the reader has no choice but to agree with the writer's point.


4. Repetition: Overly repetitive writing can become tiresome. However, when used sparingly for effect, it can reinforce the writer's message and/or entertain the reader. Writers may repeat a word, a phrase or an entire sentence for emphasis.


5. Parallelism: When an author creates a "balanced" sentence by re-using the same word structure, this is called parallelism. Always strive for parallelism when using compound or complex sentences.


6. Analogy:  Essay writers often use figures of speech or comparisons (simile, metaphor, personification) for desired emphasis.


7. Appeal to authority (association): A writer may mention an important event or person in an essay to lend importance or credibility to his/her argument.


8. Hyperbole: A hyperbole is an overstatement or exaggeration made for a rhetorical effect. 


9. Irony: Irony is present if the writer’s words contain more than one meaning. This may be in the form of sarcasm or a pun (play on words). It can be used to add humor or to emphasize an implied meaning. 

Materials List: 
Pen/pencil and paper (provided by student)

Activity Extensions:  
The activity can be shortened if the students do not perform the research part of the assignment.  In this situation, the teacher need only to present the background information of the time period, allowing students to draw opinions for themselves. 

This activity could be lengthened by asking students to “role play” the people from the time period.  The two groups could debate, in a council meeting setup, why the tenements should or should not be reformed.  It will ultimately be decided upon by the council members who listen to the persuasive arguments of the students.  The group of council members can be made from students or other teachers (doing a favor on their off-period!).

You may wish for students to partake in peer editing in place of the role-playing activity on day 2. Students can exchange papers and make comments on their peers’ letters.


Another extension is to give the following writing assignment:

You are an immigrant worker that has just arrived in New York from Ireland.  The city is much larger and more confusing than the home you left behind, but you know you must find a job in order to pay rent and purchase food.  

Write a paper in which you explain the struggles of an Irish immigrant trying to find a job and a place to live.  Be sure to include what type of job you are seeking (include prominent figures of this time, working unions, etc), and the type of housing in which you might live.  You may also describe into what working class you fall, what clothing you wear, what education you have or hope to obtain, and what other social classes around you are like.

Interesting facts:

Population of New York, 1880 (census):
1,206,299

Population of New York, 1889 (census):
1,575,073

Number of tenements in New York, December: 1888:  32,390
In 1888, a tenement was a house occupied by three families or more

People of the period:

Clara Barton, Red Cross

Spencer House

Thomas Edison

Franklin Edson, mayor 1883-1884

Theodore Roosevelt

Women’s Suffrage Convention, 1884

Knights of Labor

Helpful Links:

Tips on persuasive writing
http://volweb.utk.edu/Schools/bedford/harrisms/mainpage.htm 
http://www.geocities.com/fifth_grade_tpes/persuasive.html 

Tenements and life in the 1880’s

http://www.tenement.org/Virtual_Tour/index_virtual.html - Virtual tours of the 97 Orchard Street tenement, pictures of immigrants

