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Introduction 

 The world before us is brimming with possibilities.  As technology has become faster, 

smaller, and more accessible, we find ourselves within access of almost anything.  

Communication with friends and family is made possible with the click of a button, global 

business meetings are conducted with ease of access through video conferencing and file sharing, 

and during the Christmas holiday season, one can avoid the horrors of the local mall while 

instead doing all of his or her shopping from the comfort of a favorite arm chair.  Indeed, the 

world is open. 

 For educators, though, the question becomes more focused and clear:  How can we 

harness this technology and barrage of information to augment and strengthen the learning of our 

students?  How do we navigate this ever-evolving world?  In The World is Open, Curtis Bonk 

argues that “anyone can now learn anything from anyone at any time” (Bonk 2009).  While this 

is true, we much take Bonk a step further.  That is, we cannot allow our students to become 

robotic sponges that soak up information without any framework of how to interpret or analyze it 

within its specific contexts.  If this is all education amounts to, then when our students leave our 

doors, they will be able to do nothing but regurgitate the information they have been given, a 

“skill” that will not enable them for much further success.  As such, we as educators must 

provide opportunities for our students to engage in this technologically open world, while 

equipping them with the necessary tools along the way.  To illustrate, I propose an eighth grade 

cross-curricular lesson plan revolving around George Orwell’s Animal Farm. 

 

Background 
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 In 1945, George Orwell published Animal Farm, his “fairy story” and allegory of Joseph 

Stalin’s implementation of socialism in a Russia recently removed from its centuries-long 

monarchy.  What is most interesting about Animal Farm is that Orwell was not a dyed-in-the-

wool capitalist lamenting the evils of Karl Marx in a world gone mad; rather, as a self-

proclaimed “democratic socialist,” he himself held to many socialist ideals only to find them 

corrupted in the hands of Stalin and some of his contemporaries.  If we fast forward sixty or so 

years, we still see individuals, from economists to politicians to everyday citizens, debating the 

merits of socialism and capitalism in a free society.  It seems, then, that Orwell’s book continues 

to have relevance and merit today, and that students could benefit greatly from a study of his 

work. 

 

Lesson Plan 

 The unit lesson plan for Animal Farm will work on three levels.  First, students will gain 

an understanding of the novel itself, identifying literary elements like plot, mood, tone, 

characterization, conflict and so on.  Then, students will work to identify the background of the 

novel, starting with Orwell’s life and moving into the political and social movements.  Finally, 

students will venture into the social studies realm, looking into the economic system of socialism 

itself, comparing ways in which it is practiced or employed around the world and even within the 

United States. 

 On a note of caution, given the nature of such a unit and the strong feelings an individual 

might have about the benefits or weaknesses of a socialist economic structure, it is key that the 

educator maintains constant vigilance and does not resort to indoctrinating rather than teaching 

the students.  The very point of open and deep learning is for students to investigate the 
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information for themselves and then, when presented with all the necessary materials, to make an 

informed decision.  The teacher must not force-feed his or her opinion into the students’ minds, 

no matter how “right” the teacher may feel. 

 

Animal Farm Unit, Level 1 

 Generally speaking, today’s students have a very good level of digital literacy.  To start, 

this unit, then, students will create a personal blog that will form the jumping point for the rest of 

the unit and will hopefully continue on beyond it.  Students will first head to www.blogger.com 

where they will log in under the teacher’s user name and password.  As the teacher, I would then 

guide them to the “Dashboard” link in the top right-hand corner of the page and instruct them to 

click “Create a blog.”  From here, students will be able to choose a blog name and URL as well 

as a blog template.  At this point, students can practice writing and publishing blog entries to get 

a feel for the process. 

 While a majority of students may not be familiar with writing their own blogs, they have 

plenty of experience with how to access the information they desire.  While online, many 

students find themselves traveling to various social networking sites, the most popular of which 

are Facebook and MySpace.  Through these sites, students can connect with their peers, 

ostensibly becoming “friends” with anyone they request.  The first level of the Animal Farm unit 

seeks to capitalize on this trend by allowing students to explore characterization through 

Facebook.  After choosing one character in the novel to further explore, students will head to 

www.facebook.com and sign up under the character’s name.  Then, based on what they know of 

the character from the novel, they will process to “Edit Information,” where they can add the 

character’s interests, activities, hobbies, likes, dislikes, and more (Appendix A).  Students can 

http://www.blogger.com/
http://www.facebook.com/
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then add their classmates’ characters as “friends,” comparing and contrasting their peers’ 

notations with their own and thus allowing for further discussion.  Level 1 in this unit is 

intentionally straightforward and is meant to introduce the student to ways in which 

methodologies used primarily for entertainment or social purposes can have application in the 

classroom as well.  It should take roughly one or two days. 

 

Animal Farm Unit, Level 2 

 As students read the novel and familiarize themselves with its content, they will delve 

into the historical background that laid the groundwork for the novel’s foundation.  Usually at 

this point, a teacher might present a PowerPoint lecture detailing the social and economic context 

of the novel.  While this is not necessarily an ineffective way of communicating, perhaps there is 

another way to engage the students.  After all, as educator Harry Wong (2004) notes, the students 

who do the work are the students who learn.  One such method of engaging students would be a 

Web Hunt, an online quest pioneered by Scholastic.  Here, educators scaffold ways in which to 

search the web and give their students examples of trusted websites.  Initially, the teacher should 

guide the students through an example of a Web Hunt, just to get them started and acclimated to 

the concept.  Scholastic provides several Web Hunts, with one in particular examining the role of 

the president of the United States (http://www2.scholastic.com/browse/article.jsp?id=2888). 

 It’s important at this point that teachers give the students the flexibility they need to 

complete this task.  While question-and-answer sessions certainly have their place, the Web Hunt 

will be more successful if teachers set up the framework and then give the students the 

opportunity to create the questions and find the answers themselves, thus allowing for an 

increased level of student motivation.  For example, as a teacher, I might give the students the 

http://www2.scholastic.com/browse/article.jsp?id=2888
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following key points: Russian Revolution of 1917 (for example, http://tiny.cc/mPkTW), 

democratic socialism, Joseph Stalin, Leon Trotsky, the use of propaganda in Russia, and other 

elements that gave rise to Orwell’s penning of the novel.  Based on these various topics, students 

could deeply research two or three of these points over a couple of days and on their blogs, 

create questions with hyperlinked resources for an in-class partner to then look up and answer, 

and vice versa, much like the examples provided by Scholastic.  Because this portion of the unit  

requires a deeper level of thinking, students might spend up to three or four class periods 

researching, writing key points on their blogs, and hyperlinking questions. 

 

Animal Farm Unit, Level 3 

Once students have gained an understanding of the novel, along with its historical 

significance, students can move into Level 3 of the unit, where they will be asked to look at the 

concepts they have learned more deeply and apply it to modern life.  As the section that would 

require the highest level of thinking, students might take four or five days to research and make 

sense of their research through their writing.  To start, students will return to their blogs and will 

be asked to define the terms “socialism” and “capitalism” in their own words, with the teacher on 

hand to provide clarification as needed.  They can begin by skimming through following essays 

from the Library of Economics and Liberty to jumpstart their searching: 

 Capitalism - http://www.econlib.org/library/Enc/Capitalism.html 

 Socialism - http://www.econlib.org/library/Enc/Socialism.html 

 Marxism - http://www.econlib.org/library/Enc/Marxism.html 

 The Free Market - http://www.econlib.org/library/Enc/FreeMarket.html 

 

From there, students will then engage in open and deep inquiry in two parts.  First, they 

will examine socialism as it is exclusively applied in other countries, and, keeping in mind 

http://tiny.cc/mPkTW
http://www.econlib.org/library/Enc/Capitalism.html
http://www.econlib.org/library/Enc/Socialism.html
http://www.econlib.org/library/Enc/Marxism.html
http://www.econlib.org/library/Enc/FreeMarket.html
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Orwell’s cynicism of certain applications of socialism, they will be asked to surmise what his 

opinion may have been of these countries and their leaders had he been alive today.  Countries 

that they might look at here would be Venezuela, Cuba, and North Korea 

(http://tinyurl.com/ygvtff7).  Then, the students will look at countries that though they are not 

entirely socialist in nature, still employ strong socialist tendencies, like Ireland or Canada or 

certain continental European countries.  At this point, student can research the states of living, 

education, business, health care, and so on in these countries, comparing the treatment of the 

proletariat to that of the proletariat in Animal Farm. 

 Finally, students can look at the socialist tendencies found here in the United States while 

comparing and contrasting how the U.S. as capitalist country in general fares in regard to the 

countries they previously researched.  In addition, now that students are armed with plenty of 

background knowledge about socialism, they can look critically at the arguments made on the 

right and left sides of the political spectrum for and against the current health care bill and 

efficiency of the nation’s welfare system.  As the students accumulate their research, they will 

make sense of it through their writing on their blogs, employing a paragraph or two to discuss 

each main points of their investigation.  Students can also choose to include pictures or videos 

that may better inform their readers. 

 

Conclusion 

 While open and deep learning on the internet provides a great deal of ammunition for 

students to be better motivated while increasing their learning, we educators must not forget that 

we must take the helm and teach our students how to engage in deep and open learning on the 

web.  We must model these practices before them, thinking aloud through ways we interact with 

http://tinyurl.com/ygvtff7
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the text on the screen and how we can communicate our thoughts effectively to others.  The 

world has opened up in unbelievable ways, with an extraordinary number of ways to positively 

influence education and teaching.  As teachers, we must be able to fluently navigate this world 

and thus equip our students to do the same, preparing them not just for a particular unit, but for a 

lifetime of open and deep learning. 
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