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Creating Character Backstories 

Subject: English Language Arts Time: 2 hours and 40 minutes 
Grade: 10 Lesson Number: 1 of 1 
 
The school: Elgin Park Secondary 

The class and context: Grade 10 honours (ages 14 and 15). There are approximately 24 

students in the classroom. The class is usually productive and remains on task. The students 

have completed the first act of Othello and the students are accustomed to working on groups 

or pairs. 

The Big Question(s): How did the characters in Othello become who and what they are? (What 

are the defining characteristics and values of these characters? How do they interact with other 

characters?) 

The physical space: There is a whiteboard, computer and Smartboard in the class. Desks are 

arranged in a fusion of the basic classroom layout (facing the front), and the U-shape. 

Objectives: 
The students should be able to analyze the various leading characters of William Shakespeare’s 
Othello and to make intelligent assumptions, supported by the text, about a character’s motives 
and how these motives were formed.  
 
The students should use the contextual clues provided within Othello to develop backstories 
that concentrate on possible defining moments in the characters past. 
 
The students’ creative backstories should demonstrate an understanding of the specific 
attributes of a character. Student should reinforce their understanding b creating a plausible 
backstory. 
 
Students are expected to apply their knowledge of character traits to create a visual sketch of a 
character.  

Prescribed Learning Outcomes: 
Oral Language: 
A2 express ideas and information in a variety of situations and forms to narrate, persuade and 
explain. 
 
A4 select, adapt, and apply a range of strategies to interact and collaborate with others in pairs 
and groups, including acknowledging diverse perspectives and listening actively.  
 
A5 select, adapt, and apply a range of strategies to prepare oral communications to generate 
ideas. 
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Reading and Viewing: 
B8 explain and support personal responses to texts, by relating reactions and emotions to text, 
explaining the reasoning behind opinions and using contextual cues.  
 
Writing and Representing: 
C3 write effective imaginative texts to develop ideas and information to make connections and 
gain insight, explore and adapt the text, and finally engage and entertain your peers.  

 

Introduction: Give a brief over view of the expectations for the lesson. 
(Acknowledge the fact that we got slightly off-track last class and 
we might need to revisit something of the activities to get a 
more purposeful benefit out of them.)  
 
On the board write:  

 
Shape of the Day: 

 Small Group Illustration Discussion 
 Large Group Recap 
 Story Outlining – Brabantio 
 Short Story Writing Time – have about 1.5 pages to 2 

pages, double spaced completed. 
 Small Group Critique Circles 

 Read an excerpt from your story (what you have 
written so far), this could be an excerpt you think 
is particularly interesting or something you are 
having trouble with and would like feedback on. 

5 minutes 

Activities: 1a. Character illustrations.  
 
Students will create character sketches. 
 
The activity is intended to help… 

 Translate the written into a visual representation. 
 Provide one method for the teacher to assess student 

understanding the character based on contextual clues. 
 Stimulate students to begin thinking in terms of visual 

imagery for their short stories.  
 
(Mention the purpose of the activity to the class or ask them to 
think about what the purpose may have been.) 
 
Once the students have completed a quick sketch they will be 
divided into groups.  
 

70 minutes 
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Give students instructions on how to proceed with small group 
work. Assign designated areas in the class by character, so 
students will comfortably be able to discuss their illustrations.  
 
Ask each group to focus on the following questions:  

 What did the illustrator emphasize about the character in 
their picture? 

 What are similarities or differences between each 
illustration in your group? What are some universal 
characteristics? Why?  

 
(The teacher will write the questions on the board so that 
students have a visual reminder.) 
 
1b. Ask the students to retake their seats as a large class. In a 
whole class discussion, ask the students to recap some ideas that 
came up in their small groups so that the whole class is able to 
get an understanding of the all characters – including the ones 
they were not able to discuss in their small groups.  
 
(10 minutes for all of Activity 1.) 
 
2a. As a large class, create a short story outline on the board 
focusing on the character of Brabantio.  
 
(For some students this will be a revision of what they already 
know, but the activity is intended to allow the teacher to make 
certain that all the students are on topic.) 
 
The students will look at physical attributes (i.e. age, hair colour, 
etc) and abstract characteristics (i.e. personality, etc). Now ask 
the students to think of a possible defining moment in 
Brabantio’s life that could account for the development of his 
particular personality traits. (For instance, perhaps the death of 
Desdemona’s mother was a trigger for his overprotectiveness of 
his only child.) 
 
After the students have helped develop the tentative character 
arc for Brabantio, talk briefly about how we can incorporate 
setting into the short stories.  
 
For instance, an opening sentence for Brabantio’s story that the 
teacher could write on the board would be: By candlelight, the 
old man sat hunched over his writing desk, scratching away at 
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the parchment with his quill. 
 
Ask the students to think about what is suggesting about the 
setting (i.e era and time of day) through this line. Ask the 
students to give a few examples about how they could 
incorporate setting into their own short stories.  
 
Likewise, ask them to focus on sensory details (i.e. smell, sight, 
sound, taste or touch) to help develop scenes. (For instance, if 
their scene occurs on a ship, them they might want to include a 
detail about the scene of sea salt or the light ocean breeze, etc.) 
 
(15 minutes for Activity 2a.) 
 
2b. Continue with writing the short stories in class. Students are 
expected to use this time to complete at least 1.5 to 2 pages, 
double spaced or their stories.  

♦ The teacher will continue to circulate the classroom, 
providing support and feedback, and affirming that 
students are indeed on task. 

 
(35 minutes for Activity 2b.) 
 
2c. Students will be placed into groups based on character – 
same character equals same group and will share their stories 
with their group. (There should be 4 groups in total: Iago, 
Desdemona, Roderigo and Othello.)  
 
The small groups are intended to provide supplemental feedback 
to their classmates and the students will have an opportunity to 
improve their short stories before handing them in to the 
teacher in the following class.   
 
(10 minutes for Activity 2c.) 

Closure: Final thoughts.  
 
Remind them to complete their short stories and illustrations 
and hand them in next class. The final draft should be double 
checked for grammatical errors, etc before it is given to the 
teacher. 
 
Questions about the activity or lesson. (Encourage the students 
to give their feedback about if they thought the lesson was 
effective or not.)  

5 minutes 
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General questions about Othello, etc. 

  

Materials needed: Extra ruled sheets for writing and rubric handout. 

Assessment Plan:  

♦ Formative: Large and small group discussion where the students will orally demonstrate 

their understanding of the text and characters and teacher observation while students 

are working independently.  

♦ Summative: The students will develop original character backstories for 4 characters 

from Othello – Roderigo, Othello, Desdemona and Iago – and will be asked to share 

their backstories with the class. Students will be given written feedback for their stories 

based on the rubric provided. Students will also hand in their illustrations with the short 

stories and will be given a score based on the rubric. 

*Timing is tentative will be reallocated as necessary.  


