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Lesson Objectives: This lesson seeks to build upon students’ understanding of how to write a review by scaffolding their ability to generate and discuss criteria.

Preparation and Materials: This lesson follows the class introduction to writing a review.  So far, the class has discussed the purpose of a review and practiced generating criteria, specifically for a movie review.  In our discussion of Mark Kermode’s review of Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man’s Chest, we were able to add to our discussion of criteria the importance of relating this movie to its prequel.  We noted that this review made a brief comparison of the two films but did not dwell on judging the prequel.  After all, this is a review of only one movie.  As we move into discussing music reviews, however, the distinction of a singular album becomes a more significant element in making judgments about the work.  With this in mind, students went home to find two sample music reviews and write in their journals about the ways these authors approach a review.

You will need a computer and projector.  I asked students to email me a link to at least one of their music reviews, but it helps to have two or three music reviews prepped beforehand.  You will also need to watch (and hopefully enjoy) Simon’s Cat videos at simonscat.com/films.html.  Start with the original video, “Cat Man Do,” and pick two more later videos for class.  My favorites are “Fly Guy” and “The Box.”  Depending on how much time you want to spend using these videos, the “Simon’s Interview” Link on the bottom of the Films page gives a brief explanation of the inspiration behind Simon’s Cat for context. The FAQs page is also very helpful.

Introduction: At this point, students are at least vaguely aware that they must identify specific criteria in their writing – either explicitly or implicitly.  At this point in my class, we have already perused a few movie reviews and developed a list of criteria students might use to write such a text.  Reviewing this progress is a great starting point and will help transition into the rest of the lesson so that students 
can generate more criteria for different types of reviews.  

Generating criteria for movie reviews seems deceptively easy to me.  Getting students to recognize when a reviewer is analyzing the acting, or the directing, the cinematography, plot, dialogue, character development – all this might seem too easy and sometimes a bit superficial, at least compared to other types of reviews.  Music reviews, for instance, require an equally specific knowledge of terms, yet these terms are not as well known.  Many students seem to get stuck on two or three obvious criteria – lyrics, beat, vocal talent – which they then use 
to discuss each song individually.  Others simply review the artist, jumping from album to album reviewing various songs as well as the artist’s biography.  This lesson attempts to generate more productive criteria.

Procedures:


1. Begin class by reviewing the progress and conclusions from discussing movie reviews.

2. Introduce Simon’s Cat with a little context and take a minute to generate a few criteria for cartoon comics, perhaps referring to popular comic strips like Calvin and Hobbes, Garfield, Ziggy, etc.

3. Show “Cat Man Do,” the first Simon’s Cat film ever created, and have students write a sentence or two about each criteria – how would they describe the drawing, for instance.  Discuss these briefly.

4 . Show a second Simon’s Cat film, preferably one with a more complex setting, like “Fly Guy,” with more action and interaction with the set.  Have students write a sentence or two about each criteria again, this time comparing/contrasting with the first film.  Ask questions.  How has the drawing changed or developed?  Does Simon’s skill with Flash media appear to be improving or not?  

5. If you have time, show a third film, and discuss other similar comics or cartoons: Garfield or Tom and Jerry, perhaps Heathcliff (though my students were all too young to remember Heathcliff).  How does Simon’s Cat compare?  Is it similar?  In what ways is it different?  Does it seem original in spite of there already being so many comic strip cats?

6. From here, you can make a transition to talking about the music reviews students read and brought to class.  Point out that these questions have uncovered new criteria students should consider for music (as well as movie and other reviews).  You’ve discussed how a specific comic film compares to it’s prequels in terms of developing skill, technique, and consistency.  You’ve discussed how Simon’s Cat relates to predecessors and where it fits in to the genre in terms of bringing something new to the genre (or not).  These are additional ways of thinking and talking about movies, music albums, restaurants, clothing brands.  

7. Now you can discuss the sample music reviews looking specifically for where the writer has discussed such criteria.  In a review of Eminem’s album Recovery, for instance, the writer might discuss how the themes of Eminem’s songs have matured, how the album marks a turn in the career of an artist who lost his tough in a past release.  A review of an artist’s “sophomore” album would likely discuss what new talent or vision the artist brings to a second album and whether he or she has any staying power in the industry.  

Conclusion: Ultimately, students should take away from this lesson a more complex set of criteria relevant not only to music reviews, but to reviews of a variety of products and productions.  


