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7th Grade Reading and Writing Assignment
[image: This is seventh-grade assignment entitled "Tell Tale Heart Argument."  This image gives the writing prompt which asks students to write an argumentative essay using evidence from two, grade-appropriate texts: "The Tell-Tale Heart" by Edgar Allen Poe and a supplemental non-fiction text about the legal concept of insanity.]This assignment is strongly aligned to the standards.
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[image: After reading two texts, students are asked to write an argumentative essay using evidence from both texts to support their position on whether the narrator of "The Tell-Tale Heart" is sane or insane (guilty or not-guilty).  In this image, a student has taken a position and uses evidence from both texts to support the argument.]


[image: After reading two texts, students are asked to write an argumentative essay using evidence from both texts to support their position on whether the narrator of "The Tell-Tale Heart" is sane or insane (guilty or not-guilty).  In this image, a student has taken a position and uses evidence from both texts to support the argument.]OVERVIEW
Seventh-grade students read “The Tell-Tale Heart” by Edgar Allen Poe, a grade-appropriate text, as well as supplemental non-fiction texts about the legal concept of insanity. They then write an argumentative essay about whether the narrator of “The Tell-Tale Heart” is sane (and therefore guilty) or insane (and therefore not guilty) of the story’s crime. This assignment exposes students to a noteworthy literary text and content-rich non-fiction texts, and asks students to write a substantive analytical essay using evidence from both.

ABOUT THE TEXT

	Title and Author
	“The Telltale Heart”  by Edgar Allen Poe

	What is the Lexile Level of this text?
	820

	Based on Lexile, which grades is this text intended for?
	4-5

	Is the text qualitatively complex enough for the grade?
	Yes

	Is this text fiction or non-fiction?
	Fiction

	Is this text authentic or was it written for educational purposes?
	Authentic

	Does the text provide sufficient detail to build knowledge of a worthwhile topic and/or is it worth reading closely and re-reading?
	Yes


RELATED STANDARDS
RL.7.1: Cite several pieces of textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the text.
The assignment is strongly aligned to this standard. Students must refer extensively to key details in the text to substantiate their claim about whether or not the narrator is sane.
C.7.1: Compose arguments to support claims with clear reasons and relevant evidence.
The assignment is strongly aligned to this standard. Students have the opportunity to articulate an independent, original claim about the text and support it with evidence. They also must draw on their learning from supplemental non-fiction texts to bolster their reasoning.
L.7.1: In both written and oral expression: a. Create sentences using correctly placed clauses and phrases; b. Demonstrate appropriate use of simple, compound, complex and compound-complex sentences to signal differing relationships among ideas.
The assignment is strongly aligned to this standard. Students have opportunity to demonstrate their command of correctly placed clauses and phrases and/or appropriate use of various sentence structures in the writing piece (though this is implicit rather than explicit in task directions).
L.7.2: When writing: a. Demonstrate appropriate use of a comma to separate coordinate adjectives; b. Demonstrate appropriate use of strategies and resources (print and electronic) to identify and correct spelling errors.
The assignment is strongly aligned to this standard. Students have opportunity to demonstrate their command of using commas to separate coordinate adjectives and to use electronic resources to correct errors in the writing piece (though this is implicit rather than explicit in task directions).
WHY IS THIS ASSIGNMENT STRONGLY ALIGNED?

It allows students to engage with a worthwhile text and build their knowledge. The text exhibits exceptional literary craft, offering many students first-time exposure to the concept of narrator reliability. The text demands significant inference and interpretation on students’ part. Students also expand their learning by reading supplemental non-fiction texts on the legal concept of insanity.
It requires students to read carefully and focus on the key details. Students must select relevant passages from the text to advance an argument about the narrator.
It allows students to practice structuring an argumentative piece of writing. Through their written responses, students practice making a claim, supporting it with evidence from multiple texts, and organizing their thoughts in a logical format. Students are also expected to demonstrate command of language conventions.

*The task could have been even stronger, if the author had aligned to RL.7.6, having students explore the development of the narrator’s perspective.  
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Tell Tale Heart Argument

Prompt:

‘Throughout Edgar Allan Poes short story, “The Tell-Tale Heart” the reader is left to wonder
whether or ot the narrator is sane when he commits the murder of the old man. While there is
10 question that the narrator committed the act, in a modern courtroom, there is a possibilty
that he might not be found guilty of murder.

Based on what you have read or learned from other classmates in the various articles and the
evidence you compiled from “The Tell-Tale Heart,” write an argumentative essay that states and
defends whether the narrator is sane (and therefore guilty of murder) or insane (and therefore
not guilty by insanity).
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If someone were to murder another person there must be something very deeply wrong with
them, only the most insane have the ability to take someone's lfe in cold blood. We have this
idea that if someone is insane they are not responsible for their crimes. But only certain types of
insanity qualify. In Tell Tale Heart, a story about a person who murders an old man then
confesses after hearing the beating of a heart which torments him, the narrator is guilty and
should not be given the insanity plea, even if he is insane. The insanity plea requires for the
defendant to be unable comprehend the wrongfulness of his actions to control himself, or
differentiate reality from fantasy. Because the narrator in Tell Tale Heart was able to do all three,
of those things at the time of his crime, he is guilty and should not be given the insanity plea.
‘The inability to understand right from wrong is one reason to get the insanity plea, according to
Cornell University law school says that the defendant is only innocent if “she was unable to
recognize the wrongfulness of the act that was carried out” The narrator of Tell Tale Heart
comprehended what he was doing and how wrong it was with the utmost accuracy. This was
‘shown when he was describing the murder and states that *I heard a slight groan, and | knew it
was the groan of mortal terror. It was not a groan of pain or of grief ~oh, no! --it was the low
stifled sound that arises from the bottom of the soul when overcharged with awe. | knew the
‘sound well. Many a night, just at midnight, when all the world slept, it has welled up from my
own bosom, deepening, with ts dreadful echo, the terrors that distracted me. | say | knew it well,
I knew what the old man felt, and pitied him." In this passage the narrator shows a clear
understanding of how his actions are negatively affecting his victim, he even empathises with
the victim and says that he pitied the old man, showing traces of guilt. People do not feel guity
for things that they did not do wrong. So if he showed even the smallest amount of guilt, he
knew that what he was doing was wrong. The narrator showed understanding of how his actions
hurt the victim and felt guit, showing that he understood that what he did was wrong,
disqualifying him for the first reason of insanity.

Another reason to get the insanity plea is to be out of control of your body at the time of the
murder. Comell University law school explains that it is for “defendants who, while
comprehending the wrongfulness of their actions, are incapable of self-control because of a
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mental disease or defect.” In The Tell Tale Heart the narrator braggs about the amount of self
control he had at the moment, He describes * wissly [he] procesded ~with what caution —with
what foresight —with what dissimuation.” He goes on and and recounts that *very gradually
made up my mind to take the e of the old man, and thus rid myselfof the eye forever.” When
someone loses control over their body, they do not think, their body acts without thei brains
consent, the only way you could ‘wisely’ murder some one was if you mind ot only consented
to murder that person, but planned the murder to. The narator escribes his murder as wise,
showing me that he was in controlof his body. The narrator also uses the term ‘made up my
mind" showing me that his brain consented to murdering the man. The murder was too precise
and planned the narrator to have lost contro of his body.

The last way you can get the insanity plea i if you were unable to separate fantasy from realty
atthe time of the murder. While one may argue that the narrator of The Tell Tale Heart
imagined a hearibeat which lead him to confess, proving that he couldrt separate fantasy from
realty, this isn'ta reason to grant him the insanity piea. The hallucinations the narrator was
having did not affect or cause his murder. Even if the narrator hadn't heard the heartbeat, he stil
wouid have Kiled the old man, making him completely responsible for his actions. There is no
evidence to suggest that the old man was murdered base on fantasies the narrator believed
‘were real. The reason given for the murder of the man was his biid eye, and while the
reasoning behind that may seem ludicrous, the man did have a biind eye and the narrator gives
s no other reasons for kiing the man. In conclusion the narrator's reasons for kiling the man
was based complataly on reality and no hallucinations are shown to effect the murder making
him ineligible for the third reason of insanity.

While insane, the narrator is il responsible for his actions and can not get the insanity plea.
‘The narrator was in control of his body at the time of the murder, understood completely what
he was doing and his hallucinations did not cause the murder. The narrator killed a man in cold
blood and dismembered the body and hid it and experienced only the siightest amounts of guit
or remorse. He can'thide behind a mental iness to escape justice, especially when he was
responsible for every one of his actions.
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