
COURSE OVERVIEW
7th Grade English

KNOWLEDGE BUILDING
The Essential Questions of each unit are designed to guide student inquiry as they engage with
texts. They are intended to push students to think deeply and critically about the content of the
unit, as well as their own identities and the world around them. These Essential Questions are
explored in detail in the Unit Launch. Each unit also builds additional content knowledge through
the core text and supporting texts.

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS
UNIT 1 ● What does it mean to be American?

● How does a person’s environment shape their identity?
UNIT 2 ● How does meaningful social change come about?

● How do gender and class shape a person’s experience of the world?
● What are the characteristics of historical fiction, and how do authors of

historical fiction use facts when writing fictional text?
UNIT 3 ● What happens to a dream deferred?

● What does the American Dream mean to different people?
● What role does race, class, and gender play in a person’s ability to achieve

their dreams?
UNIT 4 ● How does a person’s environment shape their identity?

● How do gender expectations define a person’s experience of the world and
dreams for the future?

UNIT 5 ● Where do stereotypes come from and how do they affect people?
● What might motivate a person to reject aspects of their identity, and what are

the risks of doing so?
UNIT 6 ● What challenges have LGBTQ+ Americans faced in the past, what challenges

do they continue to face, and how have they survived and thrived in spite of
repression, violence, and discrimination?

● How does binary thinking shape the way that we understand other people
and the world around us?
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CONTENT AND CONCEPTS
At the end of a Fishtank unit, students should have a deeper understanding of specific historical
and contemporary topics, as well as of literature more broadly. The specific content explored in
each unit is identified below. Academic concepts and terms – which students can transfer to other
texts as they continue to become more effective readers – are also identified.

UNIT CONTENT ACADEMIC CONCEPTS AND TERMS
UNIT 1 Waves of American immigration, coming of age

as an immigrant, DACA, undocumented
immigrants, identity, representation

alliteration, connotation, mood, metaphor,
personification, tone, simile, prose poem, symbols,
theme, imagery, characters’ perspective

UNIT 2 Early 20th Century immigration, Early 20th
Century New York, Early 20th Century garment
manufacturing, class divide/classism,
sexism/gender roles, Women’s suffrage,
unions, strikes, strike breaking, workers’ rights,
socialism, corruption, fire safety regulations,
contemporary garment manufacturing,
push/pull factors

epigraph, historical fiction, literary perspective,
characters’ perspectives, objective summaries,
dramatic irony, mood, tone, central message

UNIT 3 The Great Migration, redlining,
intergenerational wealth, the American Dream,
identity

actors' choices, acts, alliteration, camera angle,
camera movement, color/lighting, connotation,
cuts, denotation, dialogue, dialect, diegetic sound,
imagery, metaphor, monologue, non-diegetic
sound, pacing, relevant evidence, rhyme scheme,
scene, set, setting, simile, stanza, stage directions,
sufficient evidence, tone

UNIT 4 gender, sexism, sexual harassment, family
relationships, adolescence, sexuality,
friendship, neighborhoods, social class, race,
Mexican-American identity, ambition

allusion, figurative language, metaphor, mood,
perspective, simile, symbol, tone, vignette

UNIT 5 stereotypes, Chinese-American identity,
friendship, Chinese mythology, racism, implicit
and explicit bias, discrimination, prejudice,

graphic novel, panel, gutter, speech bubble,
thought bubble, narration box, sequence, sound
effects, perspective/point of view

UNIT 6 Significant events in LGBTQ+ history, gender
identity, sexual identity, Oakland, California,
autism, trans rights, bathroom bills, hate
crimes, juvenile justice system, race, class

central idea, text structure, relevant evidence,
sufficient evidence, point of view
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READING STANDARDS
One of the most effective ways for students to develop a deep understanding and appreciation of
text is through the application of reading standards. Every lesson is a unit tagged with one or
more core standards that students will use to help guide their analysis of the day’s reading, as well
as spiral standards that, while not explicitly taught in that lesson, undergird the thinking, writing,
and speaking necessary in each lesson. Each unit is designed around two key standards that
students will have multiple opportunities to practice and apply to text. These key  standards are
explored in detail in the Key Reading Standards section of the Unit Launch.

UNIT 1 Key Standards
● RI.7.3: Analyze the interactions between individuals, events, and ideas in a text (e.g., how ideas

influence individuals or events, or how individuals influence ideas or events).
● RL.7.4: Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including

figurative and connotative meanings, analyze the impact of rhymes and other repetitions of
sounds (e.g., alliteration) on a specific verse or stanza of a poem or section of a story or drama.

Additional Core Standards
● RI.7.2, RI.7.4, RI.7, RL.7.2, RL.7.3, RL.7.5, RL.7.6

Spiral Standards: RI.7.1, RI.7.10, RL.7.1, RL.7.10

UNIT 2 Key Standards
● RI.7.3: Analyze the interactions between individuals, events, and ideas in a text (e.g., how ideas

influence individuals or events, or how individuals influence ideas or events).
● RL.7.6: Analyze how an author develops and contrasts the points of view of different characters

or narrators in a text.

Additional Core Standards
● RL.7.2, RL.7.3, Rl.7.4, RL.7.5, RL.7.6, RL.7.9, RL.8.6, RI.7.2, RI.7.4, RI.7.5, RI.7.6

Spiral Standards: RI.7.1, RI.7.10, RL.7.1, RL.7.10

UNIT 3 Key Standards
● RL.7.3: Analyze how particular elements of a story or drama interact (e.g., how setting shapes

the characters or plot).
● RL.7.6: Analyze how an author develops and contrasts the points of view of different characters

or narrators in a text.

Additional Core Standards
● RI.7.2, RI.7.3, RI.7.8, RL.2, RL.3, RL.4, RL.6, RL.7

Spiral Standards: RI.7.1, RI.7.4, RI.7.10, RL.7.1, RL.7.10

UNIT 4 Key Standard
● RL.7.3: Analyze how particular elements of a story or drama interact (e.g., how setting shapes

the characters or plot).

Additional Core Standards
● RI.7.3, RL.7.1, RL.7.2, RL.7.5, RL.7.6

Spiral Standards: RI.7.1, RI.7.2, RI.7.4, RI.7.10, RL.7.1, RL.7.4, RL.7.10
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UNIT 5 Key Standards
● RL.7.5: Analyze how a drama's or poem's form or structure (e.g., soliloquy, sonnet) contributes

to its meaning
● RI.7.3: Analyze the interactions between individuals, events, and ideas in a text (e.g., how ideas

influence individuals or events, or how individuals influence ideas or events).

Additional Core Standards
● RI.7.2, RI.7.5, RL.7.2, Rl.7.3, RL.7.5, RL.7.6

Spiral Standards: RI.7.1, RI.7.4, RI.7.10, RL.7.1, RL.7.4, RL.7.10

UNIT 6 Key Standards
● RI.7.3: Analyze the interactions between individuals, events, and ideas in a text (e.g., how ideas

influence individuals or events, or how individuals influence ideas or events).
● RI.7.5: Analyze the structure an author uses to organize a text, including how the major sections

contribute to the whole and to the development of the ideas.

Additional Core Standards
● RI.7.2, RI.7.4, RI.7.8, RI.7.9

Spiral Standards: RI.7.1, RI.7.10
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WRITING
Writing provides students with the opportunity to think deeply about content, grapple with the
complexities of craft, and find their voices. Just as students read text from many genres, they will
have the opportunity to hone their own skill as writers across genres as well. Over the course of
the year, students will write memoir, poetry, fiction, literary analysis, opinion/persuasive pieces,
and informational pieces. They will conduct research, create visual presentations, and work
collaboratively with classmates. All Fishtank ELA units include multi-day, process-based writing
assignments that are grounded both in students’ content knowledge and grade-appropriate
Common Core State Standards.

Narrative
Writing

Informational
Writing

Analytical/Argumentative
Writing

UNIT 1 ● Poetry: Write a prose poem on a
specific topic

● Memoir: Write a short personal
essay about a specific memory
that communicates a larger idea
about your life

● Poster: Work in a small group to
create an informational poster to
educate others about a
contemporary issue

N/A

UNIT 2 N/A ● Final writing task includes both
informational and persuasive
writing components

● Persuasive Writing: Op-Ed with
Research: Write an op-ed in which
you take a position on a
contemporary issue, providing
carefully researched evidence to
support ideas

UNIT 3 N/A N/A ● Literary Analysis Paragraph:
Analyze the meaning of a poem.

● Literary Analysis Essay: Choose a
character and explain how that
character’s identity changes over
the course of the text.

UNIT 4 ● Personal Essay: Write a personal
vignette in the style of the core
text

N/A ● Literary Analysis Essay: Write an
essay analyzing  the use of
symbolism in a text

UNIT 5 ● Memoir: Write an essay or make
a comic about a person who has
influenced you

● Informational Essay: Write a
well-researched informational
essay on a contemporary issue

N/A

UNIT 6 N/A ● Final writing task includes both
informational and persuasive
writing components

● Literary Analysis: Analyze the
author’s use of perspective to
communicate meaning

● Persuasive: Write a letter to
persuade your audience to take
action
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WRITING STANDARDS
Students have the opportunity to practice each of the Common Core writing standards multiple
times throughout the year so they can develop the skills necessary to be effective writers. Each
unit is designed around one or two key writing standards that students will have multiple
opportunities to practice. These key standards are explored in detail in the Key Writing Standards
section of the Unit Launch.

UNIT 1 Key Standards
● W.7.2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey ideas, concepts, and

information through the selection, organization, and analysis of relevant content.
● W.7.3: Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using effective technique,

relevant descriptive details, and well-structured event sequences.

Additional Core Standards
● W.7.2.a, W.7.2.b, W.7.3, W.7.3.A, W.7.3.B, W.7.3.C, W.7.3.D, W.7.3.E, W.7.8

Spiral Standards: W.7.1, W.7.1.a, W.7.1.b, W.7.2, W.7.2.a, W.7.2.b, W.7.4, W.7.5, W.7.6, W.7.7, W.7.9, w.7.9.a,
W.7.9.b, W.7.10

UNIT 2 Key Standard
● W.7.1: Write arguments to support claims with clear reasons and relevant evidence.

Additional Core Standards
● W.7.1, W.7.1.A, W.7.1.B, W.7.1.C, W.7.1.D, W.7.1.E

Spiral Standards: W.7.2.a, W.7.2.b, W.7.2.c, W.7.2.d, W.7.2.e, W.7.2.f, W.7.4, W.7.5, W.7.6, W.7.7, W.7.8, W.7.9,
W.7.9.a, W.7.9.b, W.7.10

UNIT 3 Key Standard
● W.7.1: Write arguments to support claims with clear reasons and relevant evidence.

Additional Core Standards
● W.7.1, W.7.1.A, W.7.1.B, W.7.1.C, W.7.1.D, W.7.1.E

Spiral Standards: W.7.4, W.7.5, W.7.6, W.7.7, W.7.8, W.7.9, W.7.9.b, W.7.10

UNIT 4 Key Standards
● W.7.3: Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using effective technique,

relevant descriptive details, and well-structured event sequences.
● W.7.1: Write arguments to support claims with clear reasons and relevant evidence.

Additional Core Standards
● W.7.1.a, W.7.1.b, W.7.1.c, W.7.1.d, W.7.1.e, W.7.3.a, w.7.3.b, W.7.3.c, W.7.3.d, W.7.3.e

Spiral Standards: W.7.4, W.7.5, W.7.6, W.7.9, W.7.9.A, W.7.9.B, W.7.10,

UNIT 5 Key Standards
● W.7.3: Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using effective technique,

relevant descriptive details, and well-structured event sequences.
● W.7.1: Write arguments to support claims with clear reasons and relevant evidence.

Additional Core Standards
● W.7.2.a, W.7.2.b, W.7.2.c, W.7.2.d, W.7.2.e, W.7.2.f, W.7.3.a, W.7.3.b, W.7.3.c, W.7.3.d, W.3.2.e,

Spiral Standards: W.7.1, W.7.1.a, W.7.1.b, W.7.4, W.7.5, W.7.6, W.7.7, W.7.8, W.7.9, W.7.9.a, W.7.9.b, W.7.10
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UNIT 6 Key Standards
● W.7.1: Write arguments to support claims with clear reasons and relevant evidence.
● o W.7.2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey ideas, concepts, and

information through the selection, organization, and analysis of relevant content.

Additional Core Standards
● W.7.1.a, W.7.1.b, W.7.1.c, W.7.1.d, W.7.1.e, W.7.2.a, W.7.2.b, W.7.2.c, W.7.2.d, W.7.2.e, W.7.2.f

Spiral Standards: W.7.4, W.7.5, W.7.6, W.7.7, W.7.8, W.7.9,, W.7.9.b, W.7.10
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LANGUAGE
In Fishtank ELA units, grammar and vocabulary are always taught in context. Vocabulary
instruction is included in most reading lessons, and conventions are taught in conjunction with
writing lessons. Language Focus Areas work in conjunction with the unit’s reading and writing
standards, and increase students’ effectiveness as readers, writers, and speakers.

Conventions
Each multi-day writing task includes lessons on conventions or grammar that students can
immediately apply to their own writing.

UNIT 1 o L.7.1.A: Explain the function of phrases and clauses in general and their function in specific
sentences.

o L.7.1.B: Choose among simple, compound, complex, and compound-complex sentences to
signal differing relationships among ideas.

Spiral Standards: L.7.2, L.7.2.A, L.7.2.B, L.7.3, L.7.3.A

UNIT 2 o L.7.1.A: Explain the function of phrases and clauses in general and their function in specific
sentences.

o L.7.1.B: Choose among simple, compound, complex, and compound-complex sentences to
signal differing relationships among ideas.

Spiral Standards: L.7.2, L.7.2.A, L.7.2.B, L.7.3, L.7.3.A

UNIT 3 o L.7.1.A: Explain the function of phrases and clauses in general and their function in specific
sentences.

o L.7.1.C: Place phrases and clauses within a sentence, recognizing and correcting misplaced
and dangling modifiers.*

Spiral Standards: L.7.2, L.7.2.A, L.7.2.B, L.7.3, L.7.3.A

UNIT 4 o L.7.1.A: Explain the function of phrases and clauses in general and their function in specific
sentences.

o L.7.1.B: Choose among simple, compound, complex, and compound-complex sentences to
signal differing relationships among ideas.

Spiral Standards: L.7.2, L.7.2.A, L.7.2.B, L.7.3, L.7.3.A

UNIT 5 o L.7.1.A: Explain the function of phrases and clauses in general and their function in specific
sentences.

o L.7.1.B: Choose among simple, compound, complex, and compound-complex sentences to
signal differing relationships among ideas.

Spiral Standards: L.7.2, L.7.2.A, L.7.2.B, L.7.3, L.7.3.A

UNIT 6 o L.7.1.A: Explain the function of phrases and clauses in general and their function in specific
sentences.

o L.7.1.B: Choose among simple, compound, complex, and compound-complex sentences to
signal differing relationships among ideas.

Spiral Standards: L.7.2, L.7.2.A, L.7.2.B, L.7.3, L.7.3.A
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Vocabulary
Vocabulary development is an essential part of all Fishtank ELA units. Students will have regular
opportunities to determine the meaning of unknown words using context clues and also with the
support of reference materials. Additionally, students will learn and be assessed on 8 to 12
vocabulary words (some units also include 1-2 Greek/Latin roots), in each unit, which have been
selected based on their importance in understanding the content of the unit, as well as for general
transferability and usefulness as students develop their fluency as readers, writers, and speakers.

UNIT 1 ● L.7.4, L.7.4.a, L.7.5, L.7.5.a

Spiral Standards: L.7.4.b, L.7.5.b, L.7.5.c, L.7.6
UNIT 2

Spiral Standards: L.7.5, L.7.5.a, L.7.5.c, L.7.6
UNIT 3 ● L.7.5

Spiral Standards: L.7.5, L.7.5.a, L.7.5.b, L.7.5.c, L.7.6
UNIT 4

Spiral Standards: L.7.5.a, L.7.5.c, L.7.6,
UNIT 5

Spiral Standards: L.7.4, L.7.4.b, L.7.6
UNIT 6

Spiral Standards: L.7.4.b, L.7.6
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SPEAKING AND LISTENING STANDARDS
All Fishtank ELA units require students to use discourse and debate as a way of deepening their
understanding of content and craft. Students are taught how to have productive discussions in a
variety of arrangements, including in partners, small groups, and as a whole class, as well as how
to listen actively and present information effectively. In our units, students engage in discussions
with classmates nearly every day, and all units culminate in a Socratic Seminar. More guidance on
how to teach and support class discussions can be found in our Teacher Tool about Academic
Discourse.

UNIT 1 ● SL.7.1, SL.7.1.A

Spiral Standards: SL.7.2, SL.7.4, SL.7.6
UNIT 2 ● SL.7., SL.7.1.A, SL.7.1.B

Spiral Standards: SL.7.6
UNIT 3 ● SL.7.1, SL.7.1.A, SL.7.1.C, SL.7.2, SL.7.3

Spiral Standards: SL.7.1.B, SL.7.4,.SL.7.6
UNIT 4 ● SL.7.1, SL.7.1.A, SL.7.1.D

Spiral Standards: SL.7.1.B, SL.7.1.C, SL..7.6
UNIT 5 ● SL.7.1, SL.7.1.A, SL.7.3

Spiral Standards: SL.7.1.B, SL.7.1.C, SL.7.1.D, SL.7.2, SL.7.6
UNIT 6 ● SL.7.1, SL.7.1.A, SL.7.2, SL.7.4, SL.6.5

Spiral Standards: SL.7.1.B, SL.7.1.C, SL.7.1.D, SL.7.6
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FLUENCY FOCUS AREAS
Reading fluency is essential for reading comprehension. Although there are no specific
foundational skills standards for 6-8th grades in the Common Core State Standards, research
shows that many middle school students continue to need and benefit from fluency practice.
Guidance on how to model and reinforce the Fluency Focus Areas is included in the Enhanced
Lesson Plans and the “Understanding the Fluency Assessment” section of the Unit Launch.

UNIT 1 ● Informal language and tone
● Quotes
● Culture-specific vocabulary and references

UNIT 2 ● Multiple “voices” in one section of text
● Use of italics and variety of punctuation
● Complex/compound sentences
● Repetition

UNIT 3 ● Ellipses and em-dashes
● Use of contractions and dialect
● Stream of consciousness/ run-on sentences
● Stage Directions

UNIT 4 ● Inconsistent attribution of dialogue
● Dialogue without quotation marks
● Use of “nonstandard” English

UNIT 5 ● N/A

UNIT 6 ● Use of Italics
● Verbatim dialogue
● Use of multisyllabic words
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