
Building Character 

Rationale 

This interdisciplinary project combines English and math curricula so that students develop the catalysts for characters’ actions and decision 
making. It is designed to show students that characters are not only developed within stories, but also before the story begins. In addition, the 
project allows students to explore an area ignored in an English class – finance.  Students will build a financial portfolio, explore careers, and make 
budgetary considerations for a hypothetical character. Through this, students are able to gain a practical knowledge of personal finance, while 
exploring character development in fiction.  

Students will work to create complex characters by building profiles and backstory based on hypothetical, real-life scenarios.  They will be 
challenged to show the evolution of their character and ultimately produce an authentic story whose events are linked to balancing the needs and 
wants of the character – all under the added pressure of financial burden or alleviation of financial surplus.   

Student learning is strengthened through the combined work in both English and math. Each subject area will support work in the other; therefore, it 
is important that both teachers share the same students, work together to create common standards, and jointly assess student progress and the 
summative project.  The climate for student success rests heavily on the coordinated efforts of both the English and math teacher. There must be 
an understanding that daily lessons may have to be adjusted according to students’ needs and progress. 

Timelines for delivery are an estimation; teachers and students have the freedom to move forward, backward, or laterally.  Because students are in 
control of much of the work, we anticipate greater student engagement.  

This project also lends itself nicely to place-based learning.  Teachers and/or students can create scenarios, job descriptions and the like that are 
relevant to the community.  

Building Character is best suited for students in Grade 9 but can easily adapted to either higher or lower grades.  Teachers can meet the needs of 
each student as the concepts are easily adapted or modified. This project was developed in a system where students are enrolled in year-long daily 
math and English courses. 

The Summative Assessment includes the following: 

• Character profile and backstory 
• Journal entries 
• Budgets (initial and adjusted); portfolio 
• Slice of Life 

 



Big Ideas 

English 9 Math 9 
Exploring and sharing multiple perspectives extends our thinking 

Synthesizing the meaning from different texts and ideas helps us 
create new understandings.  

Numbers can be represented in many forms and reflect different relationships. 

We can apply mathematics to inquiry questions and use it to communicate 
information and data. 

Data enable us to draw conclusions and make predictions in an unstable world. 

Curricular Competencies 

English 9 Math 9 
Comprehend and Connect 

Construct meaningful personal connections between self, text, and 
world 

Exchange ideas and viewpoints to build shared understanding and 
extend thinking 

Create and Communicate 

Use writing and design processes to plan, develop, and create 
engaging and meaningful literary and informational texts for a 
variety of purposes and audiences 

Assess and refine texts to improve their clarity, effectiveness, and 
impact according to purpose, audience, and message 

Use an increasing repertoire of conventions of English spelling, 
grammar, and punctuation 

Reasoning and analyzing 

Inductively and deductively reason and use logic to explore, make 
connections, predict, analyze, generalize, and make conclusions 

Develop and apply mental math strategies and estimate amounts and 
outcomes 

Understanding and solving  

Implement multiple strategies to solve problems in both abstract and real-life 
situations using different cultural perspectives 

Engage problem-solving experiences that are connected to place, story, and 
cultural practices relevant to the local community 

Communicating and representing 

Use technology appropriately to record, communicate, and represent thinking  

Connecting and reflecting  

Explore, apply, and connect concepts to each other, to other disciplines, and 
to the real world 

Use mathematical arguments to support personal choices and anticipate 
consequences 



Curricular Content 

English 9 Math 9 
Oral language strategies 

Writing processes 

Language change 

Elements of style  

Usage 

Syntax and sentence fluency 

Conventions 

Types of income (e.g., wages, salary, piece work, commission) 

Operations with rational numbers (addition, subtraction, multiplication, 
division and order of operations) 

Financial literacy - simple budgets and transactions (e.g., banking, interest, 
savings, planned purchases) 

Concurrent Lessons 

English 9 Math 9 
Character 

Conflict 

Dilemma 

Dialogue 

Types of Income 

Budgets  

Exploration of Revenue Canada 

Cross-Curricular Extensions 

Social Studies 
Career and Personal Planning 
Art / Drama 
Information Technology 

 



Overview 

This unit offers students the time and circumstance to develop character. The English / math project gives students real life scenarios and 
challenges so that they discover not only how far a dollar will stretch but also how balancing wants and needs can be at the heart of dilemma.  
Student’s final production is a short piece depicting a pivotal event in the character’s life (one that was impacted by monetary deficit or surplus).  

The project begins with students choosing (draw from a hat) hypothetical situations in each of the following life domains: family, network, 
employment, needs. Students will then be asked to build a backstory for the character, along with a budget reflective of the domains. Students can 
increase participation by taking part in creating the hypothetical situations. 

Once students have established a persona, they will be given That’s Life! scenarios that will force them to adjust life domains and budget. There 
will be 5 life scenarios presented – one per week (each week is representative of one month in the character’ life). This will allow for depth of 
student exploration and time for peer collaboration.  

In English 9, students develop the event presented in various life scenarios. Through journal, students represent the thoughts and emotions that 
arise as his/her “character” wades through the various solutions and road blocks that are sometimes fated – or sometimes created by decisions. 
Finally, students create a Slice of Life story that depicts the character’s motivation. 

During Math 9, students will be faced with the real life challenges of making ends meet.  Prior to beginning the interdisciplinary project, students will 
learn about the different types of income and how to calculate monthly income accordingly.  Students will complete lessons on how budgets are 
developed and how to research expenses.  At the beginning of the project, students will create a standard expense sheet (based on the character 
profile, backstory and employment domain) which will reflect the calculations necessary to determine the net monthly working income. This will 
provide students with a baseline for the project and will serve as the initial budget.  As the project progresses, students will adjust budgets to reflect 
the changes in the character’s life. Students will gather proof of expenses and will undergo an “audit” of their budget. This “proof” (coupons, 
classifieds, quotes from trades people, etc.) will be kept in a portfolio.  

It is understood that the hypothetical scenarios and attachments provided here will have to be modified to meet the needs of the class. Teachers will 
read students’ weekly journals in order to tailor make That’s Life! situations.   
 
The following is a list of samples or templates, along with the suggested subject area in which they should be administered: 

• Life Domains (English) 
• Character Profile and Backstory (English) 
• Description of Employment Domains (Math) 
• Sample Monthly Budget and Portfolio (Math) 
• That’s Life! (English and Math) 
• Journal  (English) 
• Slice of Life (English)  

 



 
Life Domains Sample 
 
Family 

• Two children  
• Married 
• Single 
• In a committed relationship 
• No children 
• Divorced 

Network 

• Estranged from family 
• Close with neighbors 
• Part of a co-op (housing, baby sitting, car-pooling) 
• Two dogs 
• Strong social circle 
• Roommate 
• Strong family ties 

Employment 
 

• Laborer (Plywood plant) 
• Grocery Clerk 
• Teacher 
• Doctor 
• Heavy duty machine operator 
• Mechanic 
• Car sales person 
• Hair Dresser 

Needs 

• Prescription medication 
• Transportation 
• Child care 
• Temporary shelter 
• Cell phone 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Description of Employment Domains Sample 

Research the facets of your employment domain.  List the type of income (Wage, Salary, Piecework, Commission), job description (hours of work, 
duties), and complete wage information.  Consider deductions (union dues, pensions, licensing fees, etc.) and possible bonuses. 

The following table is an example of the information to include. 

Type of 
Income 

Job Description/ Wage Information Gross 
Monthly 
Income  

Deductions Bonuses Net 
Monthly 
Income 

Wage Plywood plant worker (general labour). $28.50 per hour and work 

40 hours a week. Medical and extended medical deductions, 

union dues.   

    

Wage Clerk at a grocery store. $15.00 per hour and work 30 hours per 

week.   

 

 

   

Salary Teacher.  $3800 per month.  Medical, extended medical, pension, 

union dues deductions.  

 

 

   

Salary Doctor. $140, 000 per year.  Professional licensing fees of $100 

per month.  

 

 

   

Piecework  Heavy duty equipment operator (loader).  Work from 2 am to 5 pm 

each day and get paid by the load. You are paid $25 per load and 

typically load 20 loads per day. Seasonal work. 

    

Piecework Mechanic.  $70 on each job and in an 8 hour work day you 

typically finish 3 jobs.   

 

 

   

Commission Car sales.   5% commission.  Typically you sell 3 cars per month 

worth about $25000 each. 

 

 

   

Commission Hair dresser.  You make 50% commission on each service you 

provide.  You typically do 3 colors ($100 each) per day and 3 cuts 

($40 each) per day. 

    



Character Profile and Backstory Sample 

Now that you have very basic information about your character, it’s time to fill in the blanks.  Remember that what you sketch or brainstorm is yours 
to develop.  You can draw from film, television, novels, your experiences, the experiences of others (the list is endless) to create a character with 
whom you can relate.   

 

Family 

1. Describe the character’s parents. Include information about the character’s upbringing. 
2. Flesh out details of the character’s children. Age? Birth story? 
3. Does the character have siblings? Where is he/she in birth order? Describe the relationships. 

Network 

4. Where does the character live? With whom?  
5. With whom does the character share successes, failures, stresses? 
6. Is there someone who depends on the character? 
7. How would others describe the character? 

Employment Description 

8. Research the character’s job. How did the character get qualified?  
9. Is the character fulfilled?  
10. How long has the character been employed? 

Needs 

11.  In what, or in whom, does the character rely?  
12. What impact does not having the need have on the character? 
13. Are there circumstances over which the character has little or no control? 

 

 



Character Backstory Sample 

Finally, start adding pieces to your character. Use the following questions as a guide.  

 

1. Describe the physical attributes of the character. Create a prominent feature. 
2. How would a complete stranger describe the character? 
3. What are his/her greatest assets? Flaws? 
4. Describe the character’s virtues and vices. 
5. What is the character’s secret wish? What are his/her hopes? 
6. What would the character never tell about him/herself? What would he/she never admit? What is he/she hiding from others? From 

him/herself? 
7. What does he/she regret? 
8. Describe your character’s fears? Nightmares? What keeps the character up at night? 
9. In what, or in whom is your character most proud? Consider the character’s achievements. 
10. What is the character’s most embarrassing moment? 
11. Describe the character’s most devastating moment. Have there been disappointments? What are they? 
12. What are your character’s wants?  Try not to focus on tangible objects; move toward abstract wants (stability, love, revenge). 
13. Who does he/she want to please? 
14. Describe the character’s bedroom. 
15. Does the character have faith? In what? In whom? 
16. What or who angers this character? What or who calms him/her? 
17. List the character’s favorites: movie, song/band, clothes, superhero, and item. 
18. What is the character’s New Year’s resolution? 
19. Birthdate? What is his/her birth story? What is the significance of his/her name? 
20. Flash forward: What is his/her death story? 

	  

 

 

 

 



Monthly Budget Sample 

Consider monthly expenses of your character.  Use the following example as a guide and example of typical monthly expenses. 

Item Cost Description of Cost 
Rent/Mortgage -$1200  
Rental 
Insurance 

-$50  

Utilities -$300  
Vehicle 
payment 

-$250  

Insurance -$100 $1200 per year averaged monthly 
Gas -$180 $60 per tank of gas (3 tanks per month) 
TV/ Internet -$100  
Cell phone -$100  
Food -$800 $200 per week 
Child care -$1200 1 child in daycare (3 years old); 1 child in school (6 years old); $300 per week 

Full time day care for 3 year old is $40 per day; afterschool care for 6 year old is $20 per day 
Entertainment -$150  
Clothing -$100  
Bank Fees -$10  
Savings  10% of income 
   
   
SUBTOTAL -$4540 Subtotal without savings of additional expenses from your scenario calculated 
NEW 
SUBTOTAL 

 Includes additional expenses and savings. 

Income +$ Insert your net monthly income based on the employment domain 
Child tax benefit  +$150  
TOTAL  Do you have enough to cover your expenses? 

 

 



That’s Life! Sample 

Teachers will give each student a life scenario based on their character backstory and profile.   

There was a small house fire.  Damages are $3000. Car accident.  $1500 in repairs 

Employees have been on strike for two weeks. Child needs braces. 

Malpractice suit Broken leg. No work for 8 weeks. 

House renovation gone bad; $15,000 over budget. Inheritance of $5000. 

Revenue Canada audited. You must pay $400. Office rental space has been sold by owner. Find a new venue. 

Your 85 year old father lives with you; wait list for elder care. Vehicle gets stolen. 

 Landlord has sold your rental.  He has given you notice to vacate. Mortgage interest rates have gone up 5%. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Weekly Journal Sample 

Write this journal in the Frist-Person of your character.  The scenario is quite vague; therefore, you have the opportunity to clarify and add details as 
you see fit.  

 Explain how this week’s That’s Life! scenario has impacted your life. What struggles did you face? How did you solve them?  What did you give 
up? What did you gain?  

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 



Slice of Life Sample 

Your character has experienced real-life struggles and successes – and you have fully developed him/her.  Your task is to write a fiction where your 
character is the protagonist of a pivotal event sparked by monetary deficit or surplus. Your backstory will help you create motive for the character.  It 
is not necessary to include many, if any, concrete details from all of your pre-work.  The goal here is to portray a character, event, motive, conflict 
and action to which readers can relate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Assessment Rubric Sample 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Profile/Backstory Includes basic life 

scenarios.  Attempt at 
backstory elaborations. 

Includes basic life 
scenarios with 
undeveloped fleshed out 
details. Backstory 
elaborations are less 
than adequate as many 
questions are left 
unanswered for reader. 

Basic life scenarios; 
fleshed out details 
show barely adequate 
elaboration. Backstory 
offers minimal 
understanding for 
readers. Some parts 
are undeveloped.  

Basic life scenarios 
are adequately fleshed 
out.  Elaborations 
show some 
sophistication. 
Backstory is adequate.  
Readers have a sense 
of character, although 
some questions may 
be left unanswered. 

Basic life scenarios are 
competently fleshed out.  
Elaborations show 
sophistication and are 
congruent. Backstory 
shows sophistication and 
creativity. There is a sense 
of authenticity of character. 

Basic life scenarios show 
superiority in their 
development. 
Elaborations extend 
beyond competence and 
are seamlessly linked to 
one another. Backstory is 
superior. 

Journals Restates the life 
scenario without any 
discussion. 

Restates life scenario 
with less than adequate 
discussion. 

Barely adequate 
discussion of the life 
scenario.  

Adequately discusses 
the impact of life 
scenario.  Offers some 
depth of 
understanding. 

Competently discusses the 
life scenario in relation to 
the character profile and 
backstory.  Depth of 
understanding is 
sophisticated. 

Shows superiority in 
discussion of life 
scenario.  Character 
profile and backstory are 
deepened by the impact 
of the life scenario.   

Budgets and 
Portfolio 

Budgets are 
incomplete; portfolio of 
proof does not match 
the budget; scenarios 
were not taken into 
consideration. 

Budgets and portfolio 
show very little 
correlation.  Research on 
employment is faulty or 
incomplete. Most of the 
budgets are not 
balanced. 

Minimal correlation 
between budgets and 
portfolio. Research on 
employment and cost 
of living is attempted, 
but flaws distract from 
authenticity. A few 
budgets are balanced. 

Correlation between 
budget and portfolio is 
adequate.  Research 
on employment and 
cost of living is 
adequate.  Most 
budgets are balanced. 

Competent correlation 
between budget and 
portfolio.  Research on 
employment and cost of 
living shows creative 
solutions to scenarios 
presented.  All budgets are 
balanced, although may not 
be entirely error free. 

Budget is superior in that 
the portfolio goes above 
and beyond to show 
accuracy and creativity. 
In depth research on 
employment and cost of 
living reflected in the 
solutions to scenarios 
presented. 

Slice of Life Restates event without 
any elaborations in 
terms of conflict, 
dilemma or solution. 
Character is not 
developed. Story does 
not show “snap shot” 
of character’s life. 
Does not deal with the 
money/budgetary 
component. 

 

Attempt at developing 
event with inadequate 
elaborations in terms of 
conflict, dilemma or 
solution.  Attempt at 
character development, 
although not adequate.  
Story is at beginning 
stages and events are 
confusing/ undeveloped. 
Makes mention of money 
and budget impact. 

Story is barely 
adequate in terms of 
conflict, dilemma, or 
solution.  Character is 
developed in most 
basic terms. Story 
shows beginning, 
middle and end. 
Money is at the center 
of conflict; however, its 
impact is not made 
clear.  

Story is adequately 
developed in terms of 
conflict, dilemma, or 
solution.  Solid 
representation of 
character; however, 
development lacks 
flare or creativity. 
Monetary struggle is 
made clear and is 
understood as the 
source of conflict. 

Story shows competency in 
development of conflict, 
dilemma, or solution.  
There is a balance between 
backstory and current story 
that is natural and fluid.  
Monetary struggle is 
imbedded in the story so 
that its source of conflict is 
subtly evident.  

Story shows superiority in 
development of conflict, 
dilemma, or solution.  
The balance between 
backstory and current 
story is natural, fluid and 
sophisticated.  The 
monetary struggle is 
embedded naturally so 
as to show struggle in an 
authentic manner. 

The rubric should be co-developed with students and teachers.  Both English and Math teacher assess student’s work together. 


