
Unit 1 - American Voices 
Definition Essay - What Does it Mean to Be American? 

Name: Date: Block: 

Task/Prompt  
1. Write a multi-paragraph essay that defines you interpretation of what it means to be an American. This essay 
should use the strategies of extended definition and different perspectives from the unit to help you develop a 
complex and thoughtful definition.  
Your essay must include the following: 

1. At least two of the strategies of extended definitions 
2. Evidence from at least three class readings (You may also use your Lit Circle book.) 
3. You must use MLA formatting (In-text citation: Authors’ names, titles of works, page or line numbers) 
4. You must have evidence of revision. 

Scoring Rubric for Writing a Definition Essay 
Scoring Criteria      

IDEAS ● Asserts a focused, 
clearly stated thesis. 

● Develops and 
supports the essay 
with relevant facts 
and quotations 

● Asserts a clear 
thesis. 

● Develops and 
supports the essay 
with relevant facts 
and quotes 

● Presents an 
unfocused or limited 
thesis 

● Attempts to develop 
and support the 
thesis with weak 
evidence 

● Asserts a weak 
thesis  

● Provides limited 
or weak support 
or evidence. 

ORGANIZATION ● Organizes complex 
ideas so that they 
build to create a 
unified whole 

● Engaging 
introduction and 
solid conclusion 

● Organizes 
complex ideas so 
that they build to 
create a unified 
whole 

● Presents a clear 
and focused 
introduction and 
conclusion 

● Creates limited 
connections 

● Creates an 
underdeveloped 
introduction and 
conclusion 

● Limited 
connections or 
missing 
elements 

● Weak or missing 
introduction and 
conclusion 

EVIDENCE OF 
PLANNING  

● The essay 
demonstrates 
thoughtful 
planning, 
significant revision, 
and careful editing 
for grammar and 
conventions based 
in preparing a 
publishable draft. 

● The essay 
demonstrates 
adequate 
planning, 
revision, and 
editing for 
grammar and 
conventions 
based on the 
rubric in 
preparing a 
publishable draft. 

● The essay has little 
evidence of 
planning, revision, 
and/or editing for 
grammar and 
conventions based 
on the rubric.  

● The draft is not quite 
ready for 
publication.  

● No evidence of 
planning or 
revision.  

● The draft is not 
ready for 
publication. 

 
Definition Essay Calendar  
(September-October) 

21 
 
 

22 23 
Brainstorm 
Draft Thesis 

24 
Brainstorm 
Draft Thesis 

25 
Outline 
Claims and Evidence 

28 
Complete Outline 

29 
Drafting 

30 
Drafting 
First Draft Due (End of 
Class) 

1 
Read-aloud and Revision 

2 
 
No School 

5 
Final Revision 
Final Work Day 

6 
Essay Due (Beginning of 
Class) 

7 
 

8 
 

9 
PSAT Prep Day 



 
Lit Circle #2 
 

Draft Thesis Statement 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Body Paragraph 1 

Claim 
(Connect to Thesis 
Statement) 

 

Clarification 
By this I mean... 

 

Evidence  
for example, for instance... 

 

Justification 1 
(Analysis = 2 to 3 
sentences min. and ties 
back to claim)This is 
important because….. 

 

Justification 2 
(Analysis = 2 to 3 
sentences min. and ties 
back to claim)To clarify, 
this connects to my 
claim... 

 

 
Body Paragraph 2 

Claim 
(Connect to Thesis 
Statement) 

 

Clarification 
By this I mean... 

 

Evidence  
for example, for instance... 

 

Justification 1 
(Analysis = 2 to 3 
sentences min. and ties 

 



back to claim)This is 
important because….. 

Justification 2 
(Analysis = 2 to 3 
sentences min. and ties 
back to claim)To clarify, 
this connects to my 
claim... 

 

 
Body Paragraph 3 

Claim 
(Connect to Thesis 
Statement) 

 

Clarification 
By this I mean... 

 

Evidence  
for example, for instance... 

 

Justification 1 
(Analysis = 2 to 3 
sentences min. and ties 
back to claim)This is 
important because….. 

 

Justification 2 
(Analysis = 2 to 3 
sentences min. and ties 
back to claim)To clarify, 
this connects to my 
claim... 

 

 
Conclusion 

Restate Thesis 
(Two sentences and 
reworded) 

 
 
 
 

Review Claims 
(Three sentences) 

 
 
 
 
 

Final Thought  
 
 
 

 



 

SAMPLE ESSAY 

Grade 11, Unit 1: EA 1  

What it Means to be American 

America has been the home country to my grandparents, my parents and me, since our lives began, but 

one generation earlier, my great-grandparents, Lily and Joe, had immigrated to the United States after World 

War II ravaged their former home countries in Europe. The stories of Jewish immigrants freed from Nazi 

Concentration Camps after the war have been told time and time again, However, it’s important to not forget 

that those stories told in movies and on TV are based on the experiences of unique individuals.  Their stories 

have been fit into the familiar image of America being a land of opportunity for all. Lily and Joe came to 

America with nothing, but built lives and a family, and prospered despite challenges along the way. Their lives 

exemplify a definition of what it means to be American: to embrace the challenges that have brought us 

together, and to work diligently within a mixed culture in order to realize success and prosperity.  

In his essay “A Cause Greater Than Self,” Senator John McCain states that “Patriotism is countless acts 

of love, kindness and courage that have no witness or heraldry and are especially commendable because they 

are unrecorded.” When I think about my great-grandparents, this definition could apply to them. Nobody 

outside of our family would know their story, but their courage and drive once arrived in America deserves 

attention. They came to this country with no money after the war. Their families and homes and any amount 

of wealth they once enjoyed was by then long gone. They had met, post-war, in Germany, quickly married and 

soon after had the first of two children. It was just before the arrival of their second son that the came to 

America after difficulty finding opportunities for work in Germany. They started their journey nearly 

penniless and arrived in New York, at Ellis Island, just as millions before them had arrived at this iconic 

outpost of immigration. What life could they possibly have with almost nothing owned but their names and 

clothing on their backs?  



They started over, from the bottom. They realized that to be American was to hit the “reset button.” In 

his letter “What is an American?” J.  Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur states, “The American is a new man, who 

acts upon new principles; he must therefore entertain new ideas, and form new opinions.” Lily and Joe had to 

believe this in order to settle in Brooklyn and find work despite knowing little English or local custom. 

Through years and work, they prospered and settled, and went from working for others to owning their own 

small, corner grocery store. Joe learned business skills and made contacts; Lily focused on raising their two 

sons. A decade later, that business grew from a store to an import-export company, and the family moved 

from a cramped city apartment to a sprawling home on Staten Island. The dedication to work led to their 

success. It is like they were American before they arrived, because to be an American means to not give in or 

give up, to believe in opportunity and refuse the notion that options are limited or prosperity is unattainable. 

In growing his new business, Joe had to expand and work with various global companies to serve his 

customers. He started out importing products for European customers, but his company expanded to serve 

Middle Eastern, African and Asian people in America. He built new business relationships, and realized that 

Americans weren’t all the same. They may be living in the same country, but their origins were all over the 

globe. To be an American means to realize this about all Americans. This is a country built up from pieces 

collected from around the planet. His understanding of what brought his family to America is exactly what 

allowed him to experience success.  

For my great-grandparents, being American meant never having to repeat the experiences they 

suffered at the hands of the Nazis. Once they became American citizens, they never experienced persecution 

at the hands of the government. They were never banned from their religious practice. Their family business 

was never taken from them. They experienced first-hand the “Four Freedoms” outlined by President Franklin 

Delano Roosevelt in speech from January 1941: freedom of speech and expression, freedom to worship, 

freedom from want, freedom for fear. Here, Roosevelt outlines the ideals that are supported in America, and 

those ideals were spread after the United States entered World War II in December 1941. Lily and Joe believed 



in these four freedoms, and they got to experience them after their arrival and establishment as new 

Americans.  

For every immigrant success story, like that of my great-grandparents, there must also be stories of 

missed opportunity and failure at achieving the ideal of what it means to be an American. Does American 

represent the promise of opportunity, rather than a guarantee of success? I am proud that Lily and Joe had the 

opportunity the see what being an American could offer. They certainly had to have had challenges along the 

way, but I can’t imagine they would trade any hardship in their newly adopted home for what they 

experienced back in Europe. They had the rare opportunity to start over completely, to begin their lives again 

and truly experience what being an American has come to represent.  


