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"The Fastest Tortoise in Town" Lesson Plan Guide 

by Howard Calvert 

 

Unit Overview 

Duration: 2 weeks 

Grade Level: 3-5 

Subject Integration: ELA, Character Education, Health/PE, Social-Emotional Learning 

Essential Question: How can we find courage to try new challenges and redefine what success 

means to us? 

 

Learning Objectives 

Students will be able to: 

• Analyze character development and motivation in overcoming challenges 

• Identify themes of courage, perseverance, and friendship in literature 

• Understand different definitions of success and achievement 

• Explore strategies for building confidence and managing anxiety 

• Make connections between story themes and personal goal-setting 

• Practice supportive communication and encouragement skills 

• Express understanding through reflective writing and creative projects 

Standards Alignment 

• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.2: Determine theme and summarize the text 

• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.3: Describe characters, settings, and events using specific 

details 

• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4.1: Write opinion pieces supporting claims with clear reasons 

• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.4.1: Engage effectively in collaborative discussions 

• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4.3: Write narratives using effective technique and descriptive 

details 

 

WEEK 1: Courage, Preparation, and Friendship 

Day 1: Introduction to Courage and Challenges 

Objective: Activate prior knowledge about facing fears and trying new things 

Materials: Courage definition chart, challenge brainstorm sheets, book cover 

Opening (10 minutes) 

• Quick-write: "Describe a time when you did something that made you nervous" 

• Partner share experiences 
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Main Activity (30 minutes) 

1. Courage Exploration (15 minutes) 

o Class brainstorm: "What does courage mean?" 

o Create working definition of courage vs. fearlessness 

o Discuss: Can you be brave and still feel scared? 

2. Book Introduction (15 minutes) 

o Examine book cover and title 

o Predict: What challenges might a tortoise face in a race? 

o Introduce main character Barbara and preview her situation 

Closing (5 minutes) 

• Exit ticket: "What do you think makes someone brave?" 

• Assign reading: Opening chapters about Barbara's decision 

Assessment: Courage definition contribution, prediction quality 

 

Day 2: Understanding Barbara's Challenge 

Objective: Analyze character motivation and initial conflict 

Materials: Character analysis worksheet, emotion identification chart 

Opening (10 minutes) 

• Think-pair-share: "Why do you think Barbara decided to enter the race?" 

Main Activity (30 minutes) 

1. Character Foundation (20 minutes) 

o Character analysis focusing on Barbara's feelings and motivations 

o Identify what Barbara wants vs. what she fears 

o Discuss: How do her worries seem realistic for someone in her situation? 

2. Emotional Intelligence Connection (10 minutes) 

o Explore the feelings Barbara experiences: excitement, worry, determination 

o Connect to students' own experiences with mixed emotions about challenges 

o Introduce the concept that brave people feel scared too 

Closing (5 minutes) 

• Quick poll: "How many of you have ever wanted to do something but worried you 

weren't good enough?" 

Homework: Read chapters about Barbara beginning to train with Lorraine 

Assessment: Character analysis accuracy, emotional connection quality 

 

Day 3: The Power of Supportive Friendship 
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Objective: Examine how friendship and support help us grow 

Materials: Friendship support analysis chart, encouragement examples worksheet 

Opening (5 minutes) 

• Quick discussion: "How does Lorraine help Barbara feel better about the race?" 

Main Activity (35 minutes) 

1. Support System Analysis (25 minutes) 

o Track specific ways Lorraine supports Barbara 

o Distinguish between helpful encouragement and empty praise 

o Identify how Lorraine helps without taking over Barbara's challenge 

2. Encouragement Skills Practice (10 minutes) 

o Role-play scenarios where students practice giving helpful encouragement 

o Focus on specific, genuine, and action-oriented support 

o Connect to classroom peer support skills 

Closing (5 minutes) 

• Exit ticket: "What's one way you could encourage a friend who was nervous about 

something?" 

Assessment: Support analysis depth, encouragement skill demonstration 

 

Day 4: Training and Preparation 

Objective: Explore how preparation builds confidence and skills 

Materials: Goal-setting worksheet, preparation strategy chart 

Opening (10 minutes) 

• Discuss: "How does Barbara's training change her feelings about the race?" 

Main Activity (30 minutes) 

1. Preparation Analysis (20 minutes) 

o Track Barbara's daily training and improvements 

o Discuss: What's the difference between hoping for success and preparing for it? 

o Connect to students' own experiences with practice and improvement 

2. Personal Goal Setting (10 minutes) 

o Students identify something they'd like to improve at 

o Create simple preparation plans with daily steps 

o Emphasize that small, consistent efforts lead to growth 

Closing (5 minutes) 

• Share one goal and one preparation step with a partner 

Homework: Continue reading, track Barbara's progress 
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Assessment: Understanding of preparation's role, realistic goal-setting 

 

Day 5: Building Confidence Through Action 

Objective: Understand how taking action can reduce anxiety 

Materials: Confidence building strategy sheet, anxiety management tips 

Opening (5 minutes) 

• Quick-write: "How do you think Barbara feels different after her week of training?" 

Main Activity (35 minutes) 

1. Confidence Development Tracking (20 minutes) 

o Chart Barbara's emotional journey from worry to increased confidence 

o Identify specific moments when her confidence grows 

o Discuss: How does doing something (even imperfectly) help reduce fear? 

2. Anxiety Management Strategies (15 minutes) 

o Explore healthy ways to handle nervousness (preparation, deep breathing, 

positive self-talk) 

o Connect Barbara's strategies to real-world techniques students can use 

o Practice simple calming techniques as a class 

Closing (5 minutes) 

• Exit ticket: "What's one thing that helps you feel more confident when you're nervous?" 

Assessment: Confidence tracking accuracy, anxiety management understanding 

 

WEEK 2: Race Day, Success Redefined, and Personal Applications 

Day 6: Race Day Courage 

Objective: Analyze how Barbara handles her biggest fear 

Materials: Courage moments worksheet, peer support examples 

Opening (10 minutes) 

• Partner discussion: "How do you think Barbara feels on race day morning?" 

Main Activity (30 minutes) 

1. Race Day Analysis (20 minutes) 

o Read race day chapters together 

o Identify moments when Barbara shows courage despite nervousness 

o Discuss the other competitors and how they each handle their own concerns 

2. Peer Support Examination (10 minutes) 

o Analyze how the competitors support each other 

o Explore how seeing others' nervousness can actually be comforting 
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o Connect to classroom community building 

Closing (5 minutes) 

• Quick-write: "What would you say to Barbara just before the race starts?" 

Assessment: Courage identification, peer support understanding 

 

Day 7: Redefining Success 

Objective: Explore different meanings of winning and achievement 

Materials: Success definition worksheet, achievement examples chart 

Opening (5 minutes) 

• Poll: "Who do you think 'won' Barbara's race, and why?" 

Main Activity (35 minutes) 

1. Success Redefinition (25 minutes) 

o Analyze Barbara's realization that "trying your best means you've already won" 

o Brainstorm different ways people can be successful beyond coming in first 

o Discuss: When have you felt successful even if you didn't "win"? 

2. Personal Success Stories (10 minutes) 

o Students share examples of times they felt proud of their effort 

o Create class list of different types of "victories" 

o Connect to growth mindset concepts 

Closing (5 minutes) 

• Exit ticket: "Write your own definition of success" 

Assessment: Understanding of success concepts, personal connection quality 

 

Day 8: Character Growth and Theme Analysis 

Objective: Synthesize character development and major themes 

Materials: Before/after character chart, theme identification worksheet 

Opening (10 minutes) 

• Small group discussion: "How is Barbara different at the end of the story?" 

Main Activity (30 minutes) 

1. Character Transformation (20 minutes) 

o Complete before/after analysis of Barbara 

o Identify key moments that changed her perspective 

o Discuss what she learned that will help her in future challenges 

2. Theme Synthesis (10 minutes) 

o Identify major themes with textual evidence 
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o Focus on: courage, friendship, preparation, redefining success 

o Connect themes to students' own lives and experiences 

Closing (5 minutes) 

• Share one important lesson from Barbara's story 

Assessment: Character analysis accuracy, theme identification with evidence 

 

Day 9: Personal Challenge Project Introduction 

Objective: Apply story themes to students' own goal-setting 

Materials: Project planning sheets, goal-setting templates 

Project Options: 

1. Personal Challenge Plan: Design a plan for approaching something that feels scary or 

difficult 

2. Encouragement Campaign: Create materials to encourage others facing challenges 

3. Success Redefinition Poster: Design visual representations of different ways to "win" 

4. Training Timeline: Document learning or improving a skill over time 

5. Courage Biography: Research and present about someone who showed courage in 

facing challenges 

Structure: 

• Opening (10 min): Project explanation and personal goal reflection 

• Work Time (30 min): Project planning and initial development 

• Closing (5 min): Share project plans with partners 

Assessment: Project plan thoughtfulness, connection to story themes 

 

Day 10: Project Development and Peer Support 

Objective: Develop projects while practicing encouragement skills 

Materials: Project supplies, peer feedback forms 

Opening (5 minutes) 

• Review supportive feedback guidelines 

Main Activity (35 minutes) 

• Individual project work with peer consultation 

• Practice giving specific, helpful encouragement to classmates 

• Teacher conferences about project development and personal applications 

Closing (5 minutes) 

• Quick appreciation circle: share one encouraging thing about a classmate's project 

Assessment: Project progress, quality of peer support 
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Day 11: Project Presentations and Celebration 

Objective: Share learning and celebrate courage in trying 

Materials: Presentation materials, celebration supplies 

Opening (5 minutes) 

• Presentation expectations focusing on celebrating effort and growth 

Main Activity (35 minutes) 

• Student project presentations (3-4 minutes each) 

• Audience provides encouraging feedback using sentence starters 

• Celebrate the courage it takes to share projects and personal goals 

Closing (5 minutes) 

• Group reflection: "What did we learn about courage from each other?" 

Assessment: Presentation quality, supportive audience participation 

 

Day 12: Unit Reflection and Goal Setting 

Objective: Synthesize learning and commit to ongoing growth 

Materials: Reflection prompts, goal-setting sheets, action planning templates 

Opening (10 minutes) 

• Think-pair-share: "What's the most important thing you learned from Barbara's story?" 

Main Activity (30 minutes) 

1. Unit Synthesis (15 minutes) 

o Reflect on how the story changed their thinking about challenges and success 

o Connect story lessons to real-world applications 

o Discuss ongoing ways to practice courage and support others 

2. Personal Action Planning (15 minutes) 

o Students identify one challenge they want to approach with Barbara's courage 

o Create simple action plans with preparation steps 

o Partner sharing and encouragement 

Closing (5 minutes) 

• Unit celebration: acknowledge the courage it takes to learn and grow together 

Assessment: Reflection depth, realistic action planning 

 

Assessment Rubric 

Reading Comprehension (25%) 

• Exceeds: Demonstrates deep understanding of character development, plot, and themes 

• Meets: Shows solid comprehension with adequate text evidence 
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• Approaching: Basic understanding with some support 

• Below: Limited comprehension of story elements 

Character Analysis (25%) 

• Exceeds: Insightful analysis of character growth, motivation, and relationships 

• Meets: Clear understanding of character development with examples 

• Approaching: Basic character recognition and simple connections 

• Below: Limited character analysis 

Theme Application (25%) 

• Exceeds: Makes meaningful connections between story themes and personal growth 

opportunities 

• Meets: Understands major themes and makes some personal connections 

• Approaching: Recognizes basic themes with guidance 

• Below: Minimal theme understanding 

Social-Emotional Learning (25%) 

• Exceeds: Demonstrates growth in courage, goal-setting, and peer support skills 

• Meets: Shows understanding of SEL concepts and some skill application 

• Approaching: Basic grasp of emotional intelligence concepts 

• Below: Limited engagement with SEL themes 

 

Differentiation Strategies 

For Students Who Struggle with Confidence: 

• Provide extra scaffolding for goal-setting activities 

• Celebrate small steps and effort consistently 

• Pair with supportive classmates for encouragement practice 

• Offer choice in how to demonstrate learning (oral, written, visual) 

For Students Who Are Natural Risk-Takers: 

• Challenge them to support classmates who are more hesitant 

• Explore leadership opportunities in group activities 

• Extend discussions about different types of courage 

• Connect to service learning or mentoring opportunities 

For Students with Perfectionist Tendencies: 

• Emphasize process over product in all activities 

• Discuss how "mistakes" contribute to learning 

• Practice celebrating effort and improvement, not just achievement 

• Model how adults handle imperfection and keep trying 
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For English Language Learners: 

• Provide visual supports for emotion vocabulary 

• Encourage sharing examples from their own cultural backgrounds 

• Offer native language discussion opportunities when possible 

• Use collaborative activities to build language while exploring themes 

Materials List 

• Class set of "The Fastest Tortoise in Town" 

• Chart paper and markers for theme tracking 

• Goal-setting templates and planning sheets 

• Art supplies for creative projects 

• Emotion identification charts and visual supports 

 

Extension Activities 

Home Connections: 

• Family goal-setting conversations and support plans 

• Sharing family stories about courage and perseverance 

• Family participation in community events that emphasize effort over winning 

• Creating family encouragement traditions 

Community Service: 

• Encourage younger students in school challenges 

• Create posters about growth mindset for school display 

• Volunteer for community events that welcome all ability levels 

• Write thank-you notes to coaches, teachers, or mentors who emphasize effort 

 

Cross-Curricular Connections 

Physical Education: 

• Discuss how PE activities can focus on personal improvement rather than competition 

• Practice goal-setting for fitness or skill development 

• Explore different ways to participate in physical activities 

• Celebrate effort and improvement in movement activities 

Social Studies: 

• Research historical figures who showed courage in facing challenges 

• Explore how different cultures define success and achievement 

• Study community helpers who encourage others 

• Discuss how societies support people in reaching their potential 
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Science: 

• Study animal characteristics and natural abilities (connecting to story's animal 

characters) 

• Explore how practice changes the brain (neuroplasticity basics) 

• Investigate different types of animal locomotion and adaptation 

• Connect to growth mindset in scientific thinking and experimentation 

 

Real-World Applications 

Goal Setting and Achievement: 

• Practice breaking large goals into smaller, manageable steps 

• Learn to celebrate progress and effort, not just final outcomes 

• Develop skills for self-encouragement and positive self-talk 

• Practice asking for help and support when working toward goals 

Social-Emotional Skills: 

• Build empathy for others facing challenges 

• Practice giving and receiving encouragement 

• Develop resilience and persistence when facing difficulties 

• Learn to reframe challenges as growth opportunities 

 


