“Joe Fortes – A Vancouver Community Hero”
ELL Lesson Plan (SIOP Model)
Topic: Joe Fortes
Grade Level: Secondary ELL (multi‑level adaptable)
Video: Animated, short video about Seraphim “Joe” Fortes
Time: 90 min

Background Information for Teachers: Seraphim “Joe” Fortes
Seraphim Joseph “Joe” Fortes was born in Port‑of‑Spain, Trinidad, on February 9, 1863. As a teenager, he worked as a sailor and eventually travelled to Liverpool, where he became known for his strong swimming ability, even crossing the 1,200‑metre Mersey River. He arrived in Vancouver by accident in September 1885 when the ship he worked on, the Robert Kerr, was damaged near San Juan Island and the crew was discharged. [bcblackhistory.ca]
In his early years in Vancouver—then called Granville—Joe worked various jobs, including as a barman at the Sunnyside Hotel, the Bodega Saloon, and the Alhambra Hotel. He soon fell in love with English Bay, swimming there daily and becoming known as the unofficial guardian of the beach. He kept the area orderly, taught children to swim, and watched over swimmers purely as a volunteer. [bcblackhistory.ca]
In 1900, Joe was officially hired by the City of Vancouver as a lifeguard and special constable. Over his decades of service, he saved at least 29 lives and taught three generations of Vancouver children to swim. A small house was built for him near English Bay in 1905 so he could remain close to the beach he cared for. [bcblackhistory.ca]
When Joe died of pneumonia on February 4, 1922, the city honoured him with a major civic funeral attended by thousands—an estimated 10,000 people lined the streets, and Vancouver schools held five minutes of silence as the procession passed. Today, Joe Fortes remains an iconic figure in Vancouver’s history.

1. Content Objectives
Students will be able to:
· Describe who Joe Fortes was and his role in Vancouver’s history.
· Identify key details about his life from the video.
· Explain why he is considered an important figure in the community.
2.Language Objectives
Students will be able to:
· Use past‑tense verbs to describe historical events.
· Use vocabulary related to biography and community roles (e.g., “lifeguard,” “immigrant,” “community helper,” “citizen,” “appointed”).
· Summarize the video orally and in writing using sentence frames.
· Ask and answer questions about a historical figure.
3. Vocabulary
Tier 1: swim, beach, help, safe, kids, water
Tier 2: lifeguard, immigrant, community, beloved, racism, volunteer, guardian, respect, courage
Tier 3: English Bay, Vancouver Heritage, constable, historical figure, memorial
Vocabulary supports:
· Visuals (photos of English Bay, Joe Fortes statue, lifeguard stands)
· Picture glossary
· Word cards with definitions and example sentences
4. Building Background
Activities:
1. K-W-L Chart (simple version for ELLs)
· What do you know about lifeguards?
· What do you want to know?
· After the video: What did you learn?
2. Local Connection:
Show a map of Vancouver → English Bay.
Ask:
· “Have you been to English Bay?”
· “Who keeps people safe at beaches?”
· “Why is that important?”
3. Prediction:
Show an image of Joe Fortes (statue or drawing).
Students predict:
· Who is he?
· What job might he have?
· Why might Vancouver remember him?
5. Comprehensible Input
· Use subtitles during the video.
· Pause strategically to check comprehension.
· Provide a simple timeline scaffold before watching.
· Use gestures, visuals, and simplified explanations when presenting new vocabulary.
6. Video Viewing Tasks
First Viewing – Gist:
Students answer:
· Who is Joe Fortes?
· Where did he live?
· What was his role in the community?
Second Viewing – Details:
Students complete:
· Timeline (born → moved to Vancouver → swam in English Bay → became lifeguard).
· Character traits chart (kind, brave, hardworking, caring - students cite evidence).
Optional: Pair higher‑level students with beginners for support.
7. Interaction (SIOP Feature)
Think‑Pair‑Share:
· Why do you think the community loved Joe Fortes?
· Why is helping others important?
Jigsaw (multi‑level):
Students in small groups focus on:
1. Joe’s early life
2. His work at English Bay
3. His impact on Vancouver
4. Why he is remembered today
Groups teach each other.
Structured Oral Language Practice:
Sentence frames:
· “Joe Fortes was born in _______.”
· “He became famous because he ________.”
· “The community appreciated him because _______.”
8. Practice / Application
Choose 1–2 depending on the class:
A. Biography Paragraph
Using a graphic organizer, students write a short paragraph about Joe Fortes using sentence starters and sentence frames.
B. Create a “Community Hero” Poster
Students create a mini‑poster describing:
· Joe Fortes
· His job
· Why he was important
· A picture (drawing or printed)
C. Compare & Contrast
Students compare Joe Fortes with a modern community helper (lifeguard, firefighter, teacher, etc.).
Beginner scaffold → Venn diagram
Intermediate/advanced → paragraph
9. Review & Assessment
Formative Checks:
· Exit ticket: “One thing I learned about Joe Fortes is…”
· Quick oral retell in pairs.
· Vocabulary matching.
Summative Options:
· Short written summary.
· Oral presentation about Joe Fortes using the timeline.
· Completed graphic organizer.
10. Extension Activities (Optional)
· Field trip or virtual tour of English Bay or the Joe Fortes Library.
· Research another Vancouver historical figure and present similarities.
· Create a simple comic strip of one event from Joe’s life.
Differentiation for ELL Levels
BEGINNER (A1–A2):
- Provide sentence frames and word banks.
- Use visuals for vocabulary.
- Allow drawing instead of full sentences.
- Use yes/no or either/or questions.

INTERMEDIATE (B1):
- Provide paragraph frames.
- Encourage using transition words (first, then, because).
- Allow pair work for oral retelling.

ADVANCED (B2+):
- Write full paragraph summaries.
- Compare Joe Fortes with another historical figure.
- Lead group discussions.
Materials:
- NFB Animated Short: "Joe" https://www.nfb.ca/film/joe/
- Article: https://bcblackhistory.ca/seraphim-joseph-fortes/
- Projector or screen
- KWL chart from https://definingmomentscanada.ca/realizing-the-pledge/education-resources/history-segregation-can-schools/. 
- Printed worksheets 
- Vocabulary cards
- Timeline and character graphic organizers
- Images of English Bay and early Vancouver
- Image of Joe Fortes from https://open.library.ubc.ca/collections/langmann/items/1.0360695.  
- Map of Vancouver 
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Worksheet 1: Historical Comprehension
Name: ______________________
Date: ______________________

1. Where was Joe Fortes born? ________________________________________

2. How did Joe come to Vancouver? ____________________________________

3. List two jobs Joe had before becoming a lifeguard: _________________
    ______________________________________________________________________

4. How did Joe help the community? ___________________________________

5. What challenges did Joe face because of racism? ____________________

Worksheet 2: Vocabulary Practice
Match the word to the definition:

1. Lifeguard _____
2. Community _____
3. Immigrant _____
4. Beloved _____

A. A person who moves to a new country.
B. A group of people living together in one place.
C. Loved by many people.
D. A person who keeps swimmers safe.
Worksheet 3: Legacy and Impact

1. Why do you think Joe Fortes was called "Vancouver Citizen of the Century"?
________________________________________________________________________

2. Describe one way Vancouver remembers Joe today:
   ________________________________________________________________________

3. What qualities made Joe a hero? List three:
   1. __________________  2. __________________  3. __________________

Graphic Organizer 1: Timeline of Joe Fortes
Event 1: Born in the West Indies ________________________________
Event 2: Arrived in Vancouver _________________________________
Event 3: Swam in English Bay for 30+ years ______________________
Event 4: Became an official lifeguard ____________________________
Graphic Organizer 2: Character Traits
Trait 1: __________________ Evidence: _____________________________
Trait 2: __________________ Evidence: _____________________________
Trait 3: __________________ Evidence: _____________________________
Graphic Organizer 3: Joe Fortes Legacy Web
Central Idea: Joe Fortes
- Community Impact: ________________________________________________
- Lifeguarding Achievements: _________________________________________
- Recognition and Awards: ____________________________________________
- Personal Qualities: _________________________________________________


