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American Literature – honors 
 

Unit Title:  Perceptions of American Dreams and How or If We Live Them 
 

Abstract:  The honors American Literature course is organized thematically around four 
visions of the American Dream:  Exceptionalism, Prosperity, Equality, and Self-
Determination and the Essential Question for each vision:  How do American authors extol 
and/or question the American Dream of ___________________________. Because these visions are 
related and overlap, the distinction affords a convenient method of text organization and is 
not intended to be a rigid divide among these ideas.  Transcendentalist ideas and texts 
weave through the last three units, providing both support and criticism of these dreams. 
Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau’s writings  (excerpts from Nature and 
“Self-Reliance,” chapters of Walden, and “Civil Disobedience”) will help to attune students 
to their own views of country and their place in it.  
 
The readings and lessons will take place throughout the year and are connected under the 
big idea of the individual’s relationship to self and country. Individual lessons will focus on 
developing reverence for place, being present/simplifying, , examining views about race 
and potential for change in our society, and personal responsibility. Assignments will range 
from formative journaling assignments to a culminating personal essay.  
 
Duration:  seven lessons spread throughout the year 
 
List of Reading Materials in order of Lessons: 
 
PAL: Perspectives in American Literature – A Research and Reference Guide. Chapter 4: 
American Transcendentalism: A Brief Introduction,” “Key Concepts,” “Reasons for the Rise 
of American Transcendentalism,” and “Transcendental Legacy” by Paul P. Reuben. URL:  
http://www.csustan.edu/english/reuben/pal/chap4/4intro.html. June 15, 2011. (included 
in this packet. 
 
“What is Transcendentalism” from A Teacher’s Guide to Transcendentalism by  Michael F. 
Crim , Leonardtown High School, Leonardtown, MD. (included in this packet) 
 
Prentice Hall Literature: The American Experience, Volume 1. Harvey Daniels, et al. New 

Jersey: Pearson Education, 2012. Print.  
● Excerpt from Emerson’s Nature — page 366-368 

● Henry David Thoreau’s biographical notes, p. 377  
● Ralph Waldo Emerson biographical notes, p. 365 

http://www.csustan.edu/english/reuben/pal/chap4/4intro.html
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Selected chapters from Walden by Henry David Thoreau: “Where I Lived and What I Lived 
For,” “House-Warming,” “ The Pond in Winter,” “Ponds,” “Spring,” “Solitude,” “Sounds,” “The 
Bean Field”  
 
“Black Folks Can’t Breathe” by Jason Whitlock, Dec. 8, 2014. (ESPN.com) 
http://espn.go.com/espn/print?id=11984741&type=story (included in this packet) 
 
From Responding to Literature, American Literature by Julie West Johnson, Boston: 
McDougal Littell/Houghton Mifflin,1992.  Print. 
 

● Excerpt from “Civil Disobedience” pages 190-194.  
● Except from “Self-Reliance, pages 185-188 

 
Montagne, Renee. “James Geary Captures “The World in a Phrase.” November 1, 2005. 
WCRB, National Public Radio. 
http://www.npr.org/player/v2/mediaPlayer.html?action=1&t=1&islist=false&id=498356
2&m=4983565. Radio Broadcast.  
 
List of Materials Needed: 
 

● SMART board for projecting prompts, taking class notes, etc.  
● Chart paper, markers 

 
Lesson plan 1 - Abstract:  
After having read Walt Whitman’s “Preface to Leaves of Grass” and his poem “Pioneers, O 
Pioneers,” which begin the unit of the American Dream of Prosperity, students will be 
introduced to concepts of Transcendentalism by reading a biography of Ralph Waldo 
Emerson, a selection on the key beliefs of Transcendentalists by Michael Crim and Paul 
Reuben, and an excerpt from Nature.   
 
Essential Question:  How do American writers extol/question the American Dream of Prosperity?  
 
Objectives: 

● Students will be able to identify key tenets of Transcendentalism. 
● Students will be able to contrast these beliefs with their American forbearers, the 

Puritans. 
● Students will be able to describe how the Transcendentalists view the relationship 

between humans and Nature and then extrapolate about likely views of American 
Prosperity (the land is a resource to be used for the advancement and happiness of 
the American people).  

 
Massachusetts DESE State Standards:  
Reading Informational Texts, 11-12 
1. Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as 
inferences drawn from the text, including determining where the text leaves matters uncertain.  
 

http://espn.go.com/espn/print?id=11984741&type=story
http://www.npr.org/player/v2/mediaPlayer.html?action=1&t=1&islist=false&id=4983562&m=4983565
http://www.npr.org/player/v2/mediaPlayer.html?action=1&t=1&islist=false&id=4983562&m=4983565
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Lesson Plan Activities (60-minutes): 
Note: Students will have read the “What is Transcendentalism?” article, Key Beliefs and 
Legacy, Emerson’s biography and the excerpt from Nature for homework. They will also 
have answered the questions on the accompanying handout for Nature 
 

● Do now:  list as many tenets of Transcendentalism as you can without looking at the 
text. Star those beliefs that confuse you.  (5 minutes) 

● Students share their lists – create a notebook on the SMART board, making note of 
confusing concepts.  (5 minutes) 

● Typically, students have trouble with the idea of the Over-Soul or Universal Being.  
● Explain that before souls come to earth, they are all dipped into a “God-vat,” 

retaining the drop of divinity within them. We are all divine. Through that universal 
dipping in the “God vat,” we are all connected. Carl Jung would later call a version of 
this connection, the Collective Unconscious. Questions and Answers (5 minutes) 

● Tell class that now that they understand the basics of Transcendentalism, we will 
take a few minutes to discuss the life of the man who introduced these ideas to 
America, Ralph Waldo Emerson. Take out bio. Ask students to pair up and discuss 
events in Emerson’s life that might have led him to this belief system. Pairs share to 
whole class. They should list his early ministry and resignation from the church, his 
belief in the innate goodness of people, his first wife’s death, his realization that the 
same divine spirit connects people and nature, his rejection of the concept of Nature 
as a machine. (10 minutes) 

● Ask a student to read the excerpt from Nature, pg. 366 in Prentice Hall textbook.  
Class closes eyes and listens. Class takes out questions they answered from the night 
before (5 minutes). 

● Discussion of questions; clarify any misunderstandings. (25 minutes) 
● Exit ticket:  Compare Transcendentalist beliefs about human nature to those 

espoused by the Puritans (studied in previous unit).  (5 minutes) 
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Crim, Michael. “A Teacher’s Guide to Transcendentalism. California, MD: Crimprint 
 
   Publishing.1997. Web.  
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Basic Tenets of American Transcendentalism 
Note : This list must not be considered to be a creed common to all 

transcendentalists. It is merely a grouping of certain important concepts shared by 
many of them. 
1. Transcendentalism, essentially, is a form of idealism. 
2. The transcendentalist "transcends" or rises above the lower animalistic impulses 
of life (animal drives) and moves from the rational to a spiritual realm. 
3. The human soul is part of the Oversoul or universal spirit to which it and other 
souls return at death. 
4. Therefore, every individual is to be respected because everyone has a portion of 
that Oversoul (God). 
5. This Oversoul or Life Force or God can be found everywhere - travel to holy 

places is, therefore, not necessary 
6.Power of the Individual 
7.We must rely on intuition, which has the ability to perceive beyond the realm of 
our senses. 
8. Nature reflects spiritual truth. 
9. Self-reliance 
10. Live in the now. Be awake. 
11. Simply; simplify 
12. Resist unjust laws. 
13. The world is a school. We learn by experience. 
14. Nonconformity 
 
Reasons for the Rise of Transcendentalism 
There was no one precise "cause" for the beginning of Transcendentalism. 
According to Paul Boller, chance, coincidence and several independent events, 

thoughts and tendencies seemed to have converged in the 1830s in New England. 
Some of these were: 
1. The steady erosion of Calvinism. 
2. The progressive secularization of modern thought under the impact of science 
and technology. 
3. The emergence of a Unitarian intelligentsia with the means, leisure, and training 
to pursue literature and scholarship. 
4. The increasing insipidity and irrelevance of liberal religion to questing young 
minds - lack of involvement in women's rights and abolitionism. 
5. The intrusion of the machine into the New England garden and the disruption of 

the old order by the burgeoning industrialism. 
6. The impact of European ideas on Americans traveling abroad. 
7. The appearance of talented and energetic young people like Emerson, Fuller, and 
Thoreau on the scene. 
8. The imperatives of logic itself for those who take ideas seriously - the 

impossibility, for instance, of accepting modern science without revising traditional 
religious views. 
Transcendental Legacy 
1. Professed post-Civil war Transcendentalist: Samuel Johnson, John Weiss, Samuel 
Longfellow, Thomas Wentworth Higginson, David A. Wasson, Moncure Conway, and 

Octavius B. Frothingham. 
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2. The influence on contemporary writers: Poe, Hawthorne, Melville, Whitman, and 
Dickinson. 
3. The Concord School of Philosophy founded by A. Bronson Alcott and William T. 
Harris in 1879. 
4. The Movements: Mind Cure through Positive Thinking - Christian Science (Mary 
Baker Eddy) and New Thought (Warren F. Evans). 
5. William James and his ideas on the "subconscious." 
6. The influence on Mahatma Gandhi, Rev. M. L. King, Jr. and others who protested 
using civil disobedience. 
7. The influence on the "beat" generation of the 1950s and the "young radicals" of 
the '60s and '70s who practised dissent, anti-materialism, anti-war, and anti-work 
ethic sentiments. 
8. The influence on Modernist writers like: Frost, Stevens, O'Neill, Ginsberg. 
9. The popularity of Transcendental Meditation, Black Power, Feminism, and sexual 

freedoms. 
 
Reuben, Paul, p. “Chapter 4: American Transcendentalism: A Brief Introduction. 

PAL: Perspectives in American Literature - A Research and Reference Guide. 
http://www.csustan.edu/english/reuben/pal/chap4/4intro.html. June 15, 2011  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.csustan.edu/english/reuben/pal/chap4/4intro.html
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Nature questions to prepare for class discussion: 
 

1. What genre is this excerpt from Nature?  Justify your answer below. 
 
 

2. How are fear and gladness comparable? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Why does Emerson think the state of childhood is desirable? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Why does Emerson invest the woods with such power? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. How might distancing from other humans be beneficial? Do you think that 
contradicts the concept of the Over-Soul? If so why? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

6. Which tenets of Transcendentalism can you identify? In what lines? 
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Lesson Plan #2 Abstract:  
Students will examine, analyze and discuss the contemporaneous cartoon “Transparent 
Eyeball” in order to deepen their understanding of Emerson’s relationship to nature. After 
this discussion, students will be introduced to writing about their own views of nature 
through writing about a chosen place in each of the four seasons.   
 
Essential Question:  How do American writers extol/question the American Dream of Prosperity?  
 
Objectives: 

● Students will be able to explain the correlation between the cartoon and the values 
articulated in Nature.  

● Students will examine their own relationship with nature by choosing a place to 
visit that they will journal about throughout the year. 

● Students will write reflective journals that describe a sense of place as well as their 
personalities. 
 

Massachusetts DESE State Standards:  
Reading Informational Texts, 11-12 
1. Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as 
inferences drawn from the text, including determining where the text leaves matters uncertain.  
7. Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information presented in different media or formats (e.g., 
visually, quantitatively) as well as in words in order to address a question or solve a problem. 
Writing Standards, 11-12 
3. Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using effective technique, well-chosen 
details, and well-structured event sequences. 
 b. Use narrative techniques, such as dialogue, pacing, description, reflection, and multiple plot lines, 
to develop experiences, events, and/or characters. 
 d. Use precise words and phrases, telling details, and sensory language to convey a vivid picture of 
the experiences, events, setting, and/or characters. 
5. Develop and strengthen writing as needed by planning, revising, editing, rewriting, or trying a new 
approach, focusing on addressing what is most significant for a specific purpose and audience. 
 
Lesson Plan #2 Activities (55 minutes): 

● Project the cartoon Transparent eyeball 
● Do now:  analyze the cartoon. What does it mean to you? What values does it 

convey? (5 minutes).  
● Discussion of student analysis (they will notice the lack of torso, direction of gaze, 

distance from town, length of legs, hat, bare feet, etc.) (15 minutes) 
● Question: What commentary does this cartoon make on Nature? Does this artist 

respect and/or critique Emerson’s views? (5 minutes) 
● Think, Pair, Share:  How does the Transcendentalist view of nature connect to the 

American Dream of prosperity? (5 minutes) 
● Pairs share and class discusses. How should nature be “used?” What views have 

been articulated so far this year? (Winthrop, Whitman, Emerson…) (15 minutes) 
● Tell students it is now time for them to explore their own relationship with Nature, 

remembering that the sensory experience of it is only the beginning, that perception 
is a springboard to understanding their true natures.   
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● Remind students that Emerson wrote, “Nature always wears the colors of the spirit” 
from Nature. 

● Define sense of place:  location, locale (actual setting – what is there), and sense of 
place (emotional attachment) (Resor: “Place-Based Education” p. 186). (5 minutes) 

● Pass out “Four-Season Journal” assignment. Review requirements and rubric (5 
minutes) 

● HW:  Read Thoreau’s biography and “Where I Lived and What I Lived For” from 
Walden. Annotate and be ready to discuss how Thoreau’s nature observations lead 
to personal reflection. Provide specific quotes and page numbers. Consider possible 
locations for Four-Season Journal. 

 
The Transparent Eyeball by Christopher Cranch 
 

 
 
Cranch, Christopher. “Emerson as a Transparent Eyeball. Emerson at Middlebury.  July 27,   

2015. “http://midddigital.middlebury.edu/emerson/works/cartoon.htm. Web.  
 
 
 



Cohen 11 

The Transparent Eyeball 
 

Observations about cartoon 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Support and/or critique of Nature 

What Transcendentalist views are depicted? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How do these views about nature support 
or contradict views about how nature 
should be used as articulated by Winthrop 
and Whitman? 
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Annotating Chapters from Walden 

 
As you learned from reading Henry David Thoreau’s biography, Henry built a simple one-
room house in the woods at Walden Pond to use as a quiet place to write and to reflect. As 
you read this chapter from Walden, notice how smoothly the descriptions of his 
environment lead to observations about life. Make note of at least five examples of 
descriptions that lead to observations, providing an analysis of importance.  Be sure 
to take down the page numbers. Have ready for class discussion and then submit along 
with your Four-Season journal.  

 
Example: 
Quote:  As Henry planned his new home at Walden Pond, he observed, “ An afternoon 
sufficed to lay out the land into orchard, wood-lot, and pasture, and to decide what fine 
oaks or pines should be left to stand before the door, and whence each blasted tree could 
be seen to the best advantage, and I let it lie, fallow perchance, (Observation) for a man is 
rich in proportion to the number of things which he can afford to let alone” (263-264).  
 
N.B. Henry’s observation may not immediately follow his description. 
 
Analysis:  Even as Henry contemplates the positioning of his new home to best advantage, 
he considers how to disturb the landscape the least. Contrary to the idea of “using” the land 
for the prosperity of man, Henry believes that disturbing it the smallest amount will lead to 
“personal wealth,” perhaps emotional prosperity.  
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The Four-Season Journal 
 

Premise:  As you learned from reading “Where I Lived and What I Lived For,” Henry David 
Thoreau acted on Ralph Waldo Emerson’s idea that we can learn about the universe and 
ourselves from observing nature. As Emerson put it,  “The world globes itself in a drop of 
dew.” Even the smallest bit of nature can reveal universal truths.  
 

Assignment:  Choose a place outdoors that you enjoy and/or feel at peace, has special 
significance, or you have always wanted to spend time. You will visit this spot multiple 
times each season. Each session will be accompanied by selections from Walden to inspire 
observations.  
 

Notes: During the course of each seasonal week, you will visit your chosen outdoor place, 
at least three times, spending a minimum of thirty minutes there. Your written notes will 
include: 
 

● Sensory descriptions of your place: sight, smell, feel, taste, sound 
● Beginnings of musings – where do your sensory observations lead you? 

 

Formal journal entry:  includes detailed sensory descriptions and expanded musings 
about yourself and life that your place inspires. Your notes will provide the fodder 
for this journal.  
****Henry himself often found that the important reflection occurred not during the event 
itself but when writing about it afterwards.  
 

Format for Submission: 
● Quotes/observations/analyses of assigned section of Walden (20 points) (submit in 

hard copy in class) 
● Notes from each of the three days you spent at your chosen place (submit in hard 

copy in class) (20 points)  
o May be handwritten, but must be legible.  
o At least two pages per entry – college notebook sized paper. 

● One formal journal entry based on your notes (60 points), which will include:  
o MLA Format heading and header 
o Title that includes the place and time(s) of day 
o Two pages, 12-point font, Arial or Times New Roman, detailed sensory 

descriptions and musings about yourself and life.  
o Submit on Turnitin.com 

 
Selections from Walden 

 

Journal Week #1 –Third week of October, “Where I Lived and What I Lived For” 
 
Journal Week #2 – Second week of January,  “House-Warming,” “The Pond in Winter” 
 
Journal Week #3 – Second week of March, “Ponds,” “Spring” 
 
Journal Week #4 – Second week of May, “Solitude,” “Sounds,” “The Bean Field” 



Cohen 14 

Rubric for Four-Season Journal 
 
 

Journal Elements Exemplary  Proficient  Developing Beginning 
Walden 
Annotations 
 
20% 

At least five quotes 
from each assigned 
chapter that clearly 
identify how 
description leads to 
reflection, along 
with original 
analysis of 
importance 

Five quotes from 
each assigned 
chapter that 
identify how 
description leads to 
reflection, along 
with original 
analysis of 
importance 

Four quotes from 
each assigned 
chapter that mostly 
identify how 
description leads to 
reflection, along 
with attempted 
analysis of 
importance 

Three or fewer 
quotes from each 
assigned chapter 
that sometimes 
identify how 
description leads to 
reflection. Analysis 
may be missing, a 
misinterpretation, 
or too scant. 

Journal Notes 

  
20% 

Three days of notes 
about three 
separate visits to 
chosen outdoor 
place. Detailed 
sensory description 
may contain seeds 
of reflection. 
Two pages per visit 

Three days of notes 
about three 
separate visits to 
chosen outdoor 
place. Sensory 
description may 
contain seeds of 
reflection. Two 
pages per visit 

Two days of notes 
about two separate 
visits to chosen 
outdoor place. 
Vague sensory 
description may or 
may not contain 
seeds of reflection. 
At least one page 
per visit 

One or two days of 
notes about one or 
two separate visits 
to chosen outdoor 
place. Little and/or 
vague sensory 
description. Shorter 
than one page per 
visit.  

Formal Journal 
Entry 

 
60% 

MLA format 
heading and header 
Title includes place 
and time(s) of day 
Two pages of 
detailed sensory 
description and 
vivid imagery lead 
to reflections that 
reveal personal 
feelings, values, 
world view, i.e. a 
window into your 
personality 

MLA format 
heading and header 
Title includes place 
and time(s) of day 
Two pages of 
sensory description 
and imagery lead to 
reflections that 
sometimes reveal 
personal feelings, 
values, world view, 
i.e. a window into 
your personality 

May use MLA 
format heading and 
header and 
Title that includes 
place and time(s) of 
day 
Two pages or under 
of sometimes vague 
sensory description 
and imagery (voice) 
sometimes lead to 
reflections that 
reveal personal 
feelings, values, 
world view, i.e. a 
window into your 
personality 

Format is 
incomplete or 
incorrect. Under or 
over two pages of 
vague description 
that do not lead to 
personal reflections 
or reflections that 
reveal little of your 
personality.  
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Lesson Plan #3 Abstract:  For this lesson, students learn a selection of vocabulary they 
will encounter in our Transcendentalist readings and will bring in their annotations to 
share from “Where I Lived and What I Lived For,” to provide practice for future annotation 
assignments and opportunity for clarification.  
 
Essential Question:  How do American writers extol/question the American Dream of Prosperity?  
 
Lesson #3 Objectives: 

● Students will learn vocabulary to enhance reading comprehension and to add depth 
to their own writing. 

● Students will be able to identify descriptions that inspire personal reflection in 
Walden.  

● Students will be able to analyze how these reflections develop Thoreau’s personal 
and world views.  

 
Massachusetts DESE State Standards:  
Reading Informational Texts, 11-12 
1. Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as 
inferences drawn from the text, including determining where the text leaves matters uncertain.  
Writing Standards, 11-12 
9. Draw evidence from literary or informational texts to support analysis, reflection, and research. 
Speaking and Listening Standards, 11-12 
1. Initiate and participate effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on one, in groups, and 
teacher-led) with diverse partners on grades 11–12 topics, texts, and issues, building on others’ ideas and 
expressing their own clearly and persuasively. 

 a. Come to discussions prepared, having read and researched material under study; explicitly draw 
on that preparation by referring to evidence from texts and other research on the topic or issue to 
stimulate a thoughtful, well-reasoned exchange of ideas. 

Language Standards, 11-12 
4. Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and phrases based on grades 
11–12 reading and content, choosing flexibly from a range of strategies. 

 a. Use context (e.g., the overall meaning of a sentence, paragraph, or text; a word’s position or 
function in a sentence) as a clue to the meaning of a word or phrase. 

 
Lesson #3 Activities (60 minutes): 

● Do now:  Take our “Where I Lived and What I Lived For.” Flip through the chapter 
and write down three words you did not know. Look up and write down definitions 
– phone dictionary ok. (5 minutes) 

● Ask class to share words they didn’t know with definitions. Note to class:  look up 
words you don’t know, as you read. (5 minutes) 

● Tell class that we will have a vocabulary lesson of words taken from 
Transcendentalist readings. They will try to figure out the meaning from the context 
of the sample sentence. N.B. The original PPT is animated so that sample sentences 
using the word appear alone first, to provide students an opportunity to 
hypothesize a definition.  

● PPT of 20 words (15 minutes)  
● Ask students to take out their annotations from “Where I Lived and What I Lived 

For.” Tell them that each student will volunteer a quote and provide identification of 



Cohen 16 

the reflection that arises from description as well as what that reflection reveals 
about Henry.  

● As each student provides a quote/reflection/analysis, invite comment from the 
class. Ask clarifying questions if identification is vague or incomplete. (30 minutes) 
 

N.B. This activity is formative and designed to build confidence so that students can do 
this activity on their own with subsequent chapters.  
 
● HW:  Write a sentence using each of the first five words on the vocab list. Expect to 

share your sentences with the class tomorrow. Reassure students that trying is the 
goal; corrections will be provided to help them cement their understanding of the 
words. Quiz will ask them to write new sentences for the words provided.  

● Before the quiz, teacher will collect the 20 sentences from each student (10 points 
for completion).  
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Vocabulary Quiz, Transcendentalism (14 points) 

Name:______________________ 
 

Use the following words in contextually rich sentences that make the definitions 

clear. Do not repeat sentences said in class or written for homework: 
 

1. Obsequious 
 
 
 
 

2. Pertinacity 
 
 
 
 
 

3.Assiduous 
 
 
 
 

4. Dissipation 
 
 
 
 

5.Scrupulous 
 
 
 
 
 

6.Churlish 
 
 
 
 
 

7.Capitulate 
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Lesson Plan  # 4 Abstract: 
This lesson skips ahead into quarter three when students study the American Dream of 
Equality. In order to encourage students to consider of concepts equality and their “place” 
in society, they will undertake a week of self-observation and experiment with Thoreau’s 
ideas of “being present.” Attuning to themselves, i.e. quieting their minds, will enhance 
their ability to listen to others and to consider whether we are all enjoy equal opportunity 
to be “heard” in our country. In this unit, students will read Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience,” 
as well as a several other “in the news” articles in preparation for reading Invisible Man by 
Ralph Ellison.  
 
Essential Question:  How do American writers extol/question the American Dream of Equality? 
 
Lesson 4 Objectives:  

● Students will assess the practical application of Transcendentalist beliefs as they 
practice “being present” throughout the week. 

● Students will write an analysis of their experience based on the week’s notes.  
○ Students will analyze how their concept of “place” is affected by “being 

present.” 
○ Students will analyze how their perceptions of others are affected by “being 

present.” 
 
Massachusetts DESE State Standards:  
Writing Standards, 11-12 
3. Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using effective technique, well-chosen 
details, and well-structured event sequences. 
 b. Use narrative techniques, such as dialogue, pacing, description, reflection, and multiple plot lines, 
to develop experiences, events, and/or characters. 
 d. Use precise words and phrases, telling details, and sensory language to convey a vivid picture of 
the experiences, events, setting, and/or characters. 
5. Develop and strengthen writing as needed by planning, revising, editing, rewriting, or trying a new 
approach, focusing on addressing what is most significant for a specific purpose and audience. 
9. Draw evidence from literary or informational texts to support analysis, reflection, and research. 
 
Lesson #4 Activities (55 minutes): 

● Students will pick up a sheet of Thoreau quotes on their way in to class.  
● Do Now:  Choose a quote and write a paragraph about how this quote applies (or 

doesn’t) to your life. Be as specific as possible. (15 minutes).  
● Students share their chosen quotes and reflections on it. (30 minutes) 
● Introduce “Being Present” assignment, allowing time for questions (10 minutes) 

○ Ask students what they are thinking about right now...In addition to being 
focused on class (of course), are you also thinking about your test next class, 
what is for lunch, your after-school meeting…?  

○ Acknowledge that it is common for our brains to run on multiple tracks at 
once.  Ask them how often during a conversation have they focused on their 
own response rather that what the person is actually saying? Has anyone had 
the experience of conversing with someone who intently focused on what is 
being said? 
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Directions:  Read through these quotes from “Economy” and “Where I Lived…” Choose one 
that you think either applies or does not apply to your life. Write a paragraph that 
describes specifically how the quote applies or does not to your own life. You will share 
these answers.  
 
1. “It is never too late to give up our prejudices” (203).   
 
2. “It is an interesting question how far men would retain their relative rank if they were 
divested of their clothing” (215).  

 
3. “This spending of the best part of one’s life earning money in order to enjoy a 
questionable liberty during the least valuable part of it reminds me of the Englishman who 
went to India to make a fortune first, in order that he might return to England and live the 
life of a poet. He should have gone up garret at once.” (240). 
 
3.   “An afternoon sufficed to lay out the land into orchard, wood-lot, and pasture, and to 
decide what fine oaks or pines should be left to stand before the door, and whence each 
blasted tree could be seen to the best advantage, and I let it lie, fallow perchance, for a man 
is rich in proportion to the number of things which he can afford to let alone” (263-264).  
 
4. “To be awake is to be alive. I have never yet met a man who was quite awake. How could 
I have looked him in the face?” (270). 
 
 
5. “I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential 
facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not when I came to die, 
discover that I had not lived.” 
 
6. “Our life is frittered away by detail...Simplicity, simplicity, simplicity!” (271). 
 
 
7.   “Why should we live with such hurry and waste of life? We are determined to be starved 
before we are hungry. Men say that a stitch in time saves nine, and so they take a thousand 
stitches to-day to save nine to-morrow. As for work, we haven’t any of consequence” (273). 
 
 
 
7.  “I perceive that we inhabitants of New England live this mean life that we do because 
our vision does not penetrate the surface of things. We think that that is which appears to 
be” (275). 
 
 
 
 
 



Cohen 24 

Being Present Experiment 
 

Objective: 
Evaluate your own life according to Thoreau’s ideas in Walden. 
  

Directions: 
This week, I want you to try “being present” and “living deliberately” as described by 
Thoreau.  Consider how you might need to simplify your life in order to reduce distractions. 
What “noise-makers” in your life might you eliminate to help you be? 
  
Over the course of the week, make an effort to experience each moment fully. Take notes 
and observe yourself in various settings.  Are some places or people more conducive to 
being present? Why? How does it feel to live completely in the moment? 
  
Assignment: In a well-written reflection, evaluate the effect of being fully present.  

● In your opening paragraph, describe how you went about creating the conditions 
that allowed you to be present. Did you simplify your life or change some set 
routines? Did you visit your chosen outdoor place for your Four-Season Journal? 
Describe. 

● In your body paragraphs, describe your experience and feelings using specific 
examples from your life (your notes will come in handy) and quotes (at least two)  
from any chapter in Walden  to support your observations.   

● Conclude with an explanation of how successful you were living in the moment and 
why.  Assess how place and people affected your success.  

  
Format: MLA. Introduction, two well-developed body paragraphs and conclusion, typed 
and double-spaced using Arial or Times New Roman 12 point font.   
 
Points: Reflection = 30 points (see rubric); five days of notes = 20 points (completion 
grade). 
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Rubric for “Being Present” Reflection 
 
     

Criteria/Grade Exemplary Proficient Developing Beginning 

Topic Development 

 
60% 

Responds 

clearly and 

thoroughly to 

prompt using 

ample 

examples or 

evidence. 

Responds 

clearly to 

prompt using 

some evidence. 

Responds in a 

generic way to the 

prompt using 

scant evidence. 

Does not address 

the prompt and/or 

lacks evidence to 

support ideas. 

Language 

 
30% 

Uses highly 

specific 

vocabulary and 

sophisticated 

sentence 

structure. Ideas 

flow smoothly. 

Uses 

appropriate 

vocabulary, 

correct 

sentence 

structure, and 

some sentence 

variety. Writing 

is coherent. 

Uses mostly 

appropriate 

vocabulary. May 

have usage or 

homophone 

errors. Sentences 

are correct but 

lack variety. 

Writing lacks 

flow. 

Uses inadequate, 

incorrect or 

inappropriate 

vocabulary. 

Sentences are 

unsophisticated 

and/or incoherent. 

Mechanical 

Correctness 

 
10% 

Writing is 

polished and 

has no 

mechanical 

errors. 

Writing has few 

mechanical 

and/or 

typographical 

errors. 

Writing has 

several 

mechanical 

and/or 

typographical 

errors. 

Abundant 

mechanical and/or 

typographical 

errors 

Adapted from C. Conlon 
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Lesson #5: Abstract: As students spend the week outside of class experimenting with the 
places and situations where they can be most present, we will spend time in class, 
exploring the nature of prejudice and examining our roles in ignoring/perpetuating it and 
or combatting it. The Question Formulation Technique 
(http://rightquestion.org/education/), will be used to help students generate questions 
that will frame the discussion. For homework students will read “Black Folks Can’t 
Breathe” by Jason Whitlock, (ESPN.com) and “Civil Disobedience” by Thoreau to continue 
their thinking about prejudice and equality.  
 

Essential Question:  How do American writers extol/question the American Dream of Equality? 
 

Lesson #5 Objectives: 
● Students will be able to respond to a provocative statement (Question Focus) and 

develop questions that will promote critical thinking. 
● Students will evaluate the current status of the American Dream of Equality and 

consider methods to effect progress.  
 

Massachusetts DESE State Standards:  
Reading Informational Texts, 11-12 
1. Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as 
inferences drawn from the text, including determining where the text leaves matters uncertain.  
Speaking and Listening Standards, 11-12 
1.   Initiate and participate effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) with 
diverse partners on grades 11–12 topics, texts, and issues, building on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly and 
persuasively. 

b.   Work with peers to promote civil, democratic discussions and decision-making, set clear goals and deadlines, 
and establish individual roles as needed. 

 

Lesson #5 Activities (55 minutes): 
● As students enter, they will see projected on the SMART board the Question Focus: 

 Prejudice is a part of human nature.  
● Divide the students into groups for four for the purpose of devising questions that 

respond to the Question Focus.  Each group must produce at least 12 questions.  
● Remind students of the Question Formulation Technique Process before they being 

○ Ask as many questions as you can 
○ Do not stop to answer, judge or to discuss the questions 
○ Write down every question exactly as it is stated 
○ Change any statement into a question 

○ Number your questions (5 minutes to move and to remind) 

● Students formulate questions, then choose one question to open and one to close.  
● Each group will choose two priority questions from their list.  (These questions may 

function as possible prompts for summative essays on our Equality unit). (35 
minutes) 

● Create a master list of questions, which will be posted on class website. (10 
minutes) 

● Pass out article “Black Folks Can’t Breathe” by Jason Whitlock and excerpt from 
“Civil Disobedience” by Thoreau (5 minutes to explain  HW) 

● HW:  Read article and annotate for responses to prejudice questions generated in 
class today.  

http://rightquestion.org/education/
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Lesson Plan #6:  Abstract:  Having read “Why Black Folks Can’t Breathe” and an excerpt 
from “Civil Disobedience” for homework, students will compare and contrast Whitlock and 
Thoreau’s views of government and its proper role in the lives of citizens. They will 
consider their own places in American society. Is it similar to or different from the situation 
depicted in the “Why Folks” article? They will consider how where people live affects civil 
rights. They will grapple with the methods that Whitlock and Thoreau espouse for 
combatting injustice.  
 
Essential Question:  How do American writers extol/question the American Dream of Equality? 
 
Lesson #6 Objectives: 

● Students will be able to summarize the main ideas of two non-fiction articles. 
● Students will be able to compare and contrast how these articles depict government 

and its relationship to citizens.  
● Students will compare and contrast how these two articles suggest combatting 

injustice. 
● Students will analyze the effectiveness of the rhetoric in each article.  
● Students will analyze how Thoreau’s ideas continue to influence our society.  

 
Massachusetts DESE State Standards:  
Reading Informational Texts, 11-12 
1. Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as 
inferences drawn from the text, including determining where the text leaves matters uncertain.  
Writing Standards, 11-12 
1. Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive topics or texts, using valid reasoning and relevant and 
sufficient evidence. 
Speaking and Listening Standards, 11-12 
1.   Initiate and participate effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) with 
diverse partners on grades 11–12 topics, texts, and issues, building on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly and 
persuasively. 

b.   Work with peers to promote civil, democratic discussions and decision-making, set clear goals and deadlines, 
and establish individual roles as needed. 

 
Lesson #6 Activities (55 minute class): 

● Do now:  Take out your copies of “Why Black Folks” and “Civil Disobedience.” Write 
a paragraph responding to any of the class Prejudice questions generated yesterday 
using a quote from each article. (10 minutes) 

● Ask for a few students to share their responses (10 minutes) 
● Tell students that they will be comparing and contrasting the views expressed in 

last night’s homework in small groups. Divide class into groups of four.  
● Begin by summarizing the main ideas in each article to activate your thinking.  
● Continue answering the questions, supported by textual evidence. (35 minutes) 
● HW:  Write a 500-word analysis of how you think Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience” 

influences Whitlock’s article.   
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Comparing and Contrasting “Why Black Folks” and “Civil Disobedience” 
Reference lines from the texts to support your answers to questions.  

 
 

“Why Black Folks” from “Civil Disobedience” 

Four Main ideas: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What is Whitlock’s view of the relationship 
between government and justice for its 
citizens?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Four Main ideas: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What is Thoreau’s view of the relationship 
between government and justice for its 
citizens?  
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Compare Whitlock and Thoreau’s views.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How does Whitlock view the penal system? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Compare Whitlock and Thoreau’s views. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How does Whitlock think changes can be 
made? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Compare Whitlock and Thoreau’s views.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How does Thoreau view the penal system? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Compare Whitlock and Thoreau’s views. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How does Thoreau think changes can be 
made? 
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What rhetorical/literary devices does 
Whitlock employ to make his points? 
Where do they occur and do you think they 
succeed? Why or why not? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Use the remaining space to explore how 
your life would be altered if instead of 
living in Lexington, you lived in an inner 
city minority neighborhood. What would 
you experience walking around the 
neighborhood? How would you feel? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What rhetorical/literary devices does 
Thoreau employ to make his points? Where 
do they occur and do you think they 
succeed? Why or why not? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Use the remaining space to explore how 
your life would be altered if instead of 
living in Lexington, you lived in an inner 
city minority neighborhood. What would 
you experience walking around the 
neighborhood? How would you feel? 
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Thoreau’s Influence on Modern Thinking 
 

Premise:  Thoreau is often regarded as “ahead of his time” in his thinking. It is not difficult 
to recognize his influence on Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. for instance. Fast forward to now. 
Examine the relevance of his philosophy to today’s problems.  
 
Assignment:  Write a 500-word analysis of how Thoreau influences Whitlock’s thinking in 
his article “Why Black Folks Can’t Breathe.”  You may use the comparisons you made in 
your group as a launching point for your argument.  Be sure to use evidence from both 
texts as support. Conclude with your opinion of how Thoreau would respond to Whitlock’s 
statement that, “Colorblindness is a ploy to avoid the difficulty of pursuing justice.”  
 
Format: 

● MLA format 
● 500 words, double-spaced  
● (Brief intro establishing influences, body paragraphs developing influences, 

Conclusion that speculates on Thoreau’s response to Whitlock’s statement on 
colorblindness) 

● Due on Turnitin.com by 11:00 P.M. tomorrow night  
● Points:  35 
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Rubric for Thoreau’s Influence on Whitlock 
 
 

Criteria/Grade Exemplary Proficient Developing Beginning 

Topic Development: 
Thoreau’s influence 
on Whitlock 
 
70% 

Thesis 
introduces 
specific 
influences. 
Body develops 
influences 
thoroughly 
using ample 
textual 
evidence from 
both pieces. 
Conclusion 
offers a highly 
plausible 
theory of 
Thoreau’s 
opinion of 
Whitlock’s view 
of 
colorblindness.  

Thesis 
introduces 
influences. Body 
develops 
influences using 
sufficient 
textual evidence 
from both 
pieces. 
Conclusion 
offers a 
plausible theory 
of Thoreau’s 
opinion of 
Whitlock’s view 
of 
colorblindness.  

Thesis is 
somewhat unclear 
about influences. 
 
Body develops 
influences in a 
generic way using 
scant textual 
evidence. 

Does not address 
the prompt and/or 
lacks evidence to 
support ideas. 

Language 

 
20% 

Uses highly 
specific 
vocabulary and 
sophisticated 
sentence 
structure. Ideas 
flow smoothly. 

Uses 
appropriate 
vocabulary, 
correct 
sentence 
structure, and 
some sentence 
variety. Writing 
is coherent. 

Uses mostly 
appropriate 
vocabulary. May 
have usage or 
homophone 
errors. Sentences 
are correct but 
lack variety. 
Writing lacks 
flow. 

Uses inadequate, 
incorrect or 
inappropriate 
vocabulary. 
Sentences are 
unsophisticated 
and/or incoherent. 

Mechanical 
Correctness 

 
10% 

Writing is 
polished and 
has no 
mechanical 
errors. 

Writing has few 
mechanical 
and/or 
typographical 
errors. 

Writing has 
several 
mechanical 
and/or 
typographical 
errors. 

Abundant 
mechanical and/or 
typographical 
errors 
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Lesson #7 Abstract:  This lesson skips ahead into quarter four when students study the 
American Dream of Self-Determination. Students will read an excerpt from Ralph Waldo 
Emerson’s “Self-Reliance” before reading The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald. Emerson’s 
focus on the potential of every human being will also serve to prepare students (along with 
the work already completed in their Four-Season Journals) to write a Personal Narrative, 
i.e. practice for their college admissions essay.  
 
Essential Question:  How do American writers extol/question the American Dream of Self-
Determination? 
 
Lesson #7 Objectives: 
Students will be able to identify aphorisms in “Self-Reliance.” 
Students will be able to identify and paraphrase main ideas in “Self-Reliance.” 
Students will be able to evaluate the applicability of Emerson’s ideas in contemporary 
society, i.e. the place of the individual in society.  
Students will be able to write their own aphorisms that reflect their beliefs.  
 
Massachusetts DESE State Standards:  
Reading Informational Texts, 11-12 
1. Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as 
inferences drawn from the text, including determining where the text leaves matters uncertain.  
Writing Standards, 11-12 
3.A. Demonstrate understanding of the concept of theme by writing short narratives, poems, essays, speeches, 
or reflections that respond to universal themes (e.g., challenges, the individual and society, moral dilemmas, 
the dynamics of tradition and change). 
10. Write routinely over extended time frames (time for research, reflection, and revision) and shorter time 
frames (a single sitting or a day or two) for a range of tasks, purposes, and audiences. 
 
Lesson #7 Activities (60 minute class): 

● In preparation for this lesson, divide “Self-Reliance” into approximately six equal 
segments.  

● Begin class by playing the NPR interview with James Geary about his book The 
World in a Phrase, in which he defines aphorisms, explains their function throughout 
history, and offers some terrific examples. 
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=4983562 (10 minutes).  

● Before beginning group work on “Self-Reliance,” read the excerpt aloud to students. 
Ask them to listen for aphorisms.  

● Divide students into groups. Provide each group with a dictionary - or they may use 
the dictionary function on their phones. Each group will identify aphorisms and 
select a favorite, as well as paraphrase their segment. (25 minutes) 

● Each group selects a reporter who shares their aphorisms, favorite aphorism, and 
paraphrase of their segment. Clarify, as needed. Students may ask questions here as 
well. (20 minutes).  (This activity may continue into next class, if needed). 

● Explain aphorism assignment and the class Aphorism Collage, which will be 
displayed in the classroom and on teacher website.  

● HW:  Write your own aphorisms that express your belief about human identity 
and/or place in society.  
 

http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=4983562
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Write your own Aphorisms 
 

Premise: In the interview with James Geary, he said that one of his favorite aphorisms 
comes from Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Life consists in what a man is thinking of all day.” 
What are you thinking of? 
 
Assignment:  Express your view of life through the lens of Self-Determination. How do 
humans achieve their true identities? Alternatively, express any truth about life that occurs 
to you.  Remember:   aphorisms are short and pithy. Try your hand at writing three 
different aphorisms. Asterisk one aphorism to add to a class Aphorism Collage.  
 
(Completion grade 12 points) 
 
 
1. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Bonus:  Your aphorism might serve as an appropriate hook for your upcoming 
Personal Narrative (college essay).  
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Personal Essay Assignment 
 

Directions and prompts taken from the Common Application 
 

Common Application Instructions: The essay demonstrates your ability to write clearly 
and concisely on a selected topic and helps you distinguish yourself in your own voice. 
What do you want the readers of your application to know about you apart from courses, 
grades, and test scores? Choose the option that best helps you answer that question and 
write an essay of no more than 650 words, using the prompt to inspire and structure your 
response. Remember: 650 words is your limit, not your goal. Use the full range if you need 
it, but don't feel obligated to do so. (The application won't accept a response shorter than 
250 words.) 
 
Additional Guidelines: Consider the reflections and discoveries you made in your Four-
Season journal this year. Your chosen place inspired you to explore the nature around you 
and the wonder within. Review these journals; you may discover an inspiration and 
starting point for this essay. Your aphorisms also might serve as inspiration and/or a 
terrific lead for your essay.  
 
 

1. Some students have a background, identity, interest, or talent that is so meaningful 
they believe their application would be incomplete without it. If this sounds like you, 
then please share your story. 

2. The lessons we take from failure can be fundamental to later success. Recount an 
incident or time when you experienced failure. How did it affect you, and what did 
you learn from the experience? 

3. Reflect on a time when you challenged a belief or idea. What prompted you to act? 
Would you make the same decision again? 

4. Describe a problem you’ve solved or a problem you’d like to solve. It can be an 
intellectual challenge, a research query, an ethical dilemma-anything that is of 
personal importance, no matter the scale. Explain its significance to you and what 
steps you took or could be taken to identify a solution. 

5. Discuss an accomplishment or event, formal or informal, that marked your 
transition from childhood to adulthood within your culture, community, or family. 
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Personal Narrative Rubric 
 

Criteria Advanced 
A+ to B+ 

Proficient 
B to C 

Developing 
C- to D- 

Beginning 
 

Content and 

Organization 
Essay is highly 

focused and richly 

detailed, and conveys 

a compelling sense of 

your personal traits 

and values. 

Essay is focused and 

detailed, and conveys 

a clear sense of your 

personal traits and 

values. 

Essay conveys a 

senses of who you 

are, but may lack 

focus, detail or 

consistent clarity 

Essay needs more 

focus, editing, and 

detail to convey a 

clear sense of your 

personal traits and 

values. 
Style and 

Language 
Essay achieves a 

sophisticated, creative 

and consistently 

polished style using 

vivid verbs, precise 

vocabulary and 

figurative language. 
 
Writers uses feelings, 

actions, dialogues, 

imagery and context 

effectively 

Essay exhibits 

facility in the use of 

language, using 

appropriate 

vocabulary and 

figurative language. 
 
Writer does not use 

telling statements. 

Essay’s style may 

be interesting, but 

not consistently 

creative, polished or 

sophisticated. 
 
Vocabulary not 

always specific or 

appropriate. 
 
Writer uses some 

telling statements.  
 

Essay displays 

developing facility in 

the use of language, 

sometimes using 

weak vocabulary or 

inappropriate word 

choice. 
 
Writer relies on 

telling statements 

instead of details 

Voice and 

Tone 
Voice shows candor, 

humility, humor, 

confidence, maturity, 

and thoughtful 

appreciation of 

personal experiences, 

attributes, and values. 

Voice is distinctive 

and engaging 

Voice is personable 

and reflects humility 

and appreciation of 

personal attributes 

and experiences. 
 

Voice reveals a 

limited sense of 

author’s identity 

because voice is 

stiff, forced, phony, 

or saccharine.  

Voice is flat, 

inconsistent, difficult 

to pin down, or 

discouraging to reader 
 

Diction and 

Syntax 
Sentence variety 

enhances style and 

effect. 
Successfully uses 

sophisticated sentence 

patterns. 
Rich, effective 

vocabulary. 

Sentence variety is 

appropriate to style 

and effect. 
Moderately 

successful in using 

sophisticated 

sentence patterns. 
Effective vocabulary. 

Some sentence 

variety. 
Some errors in 

diction and syntax. 
Vocabulary may be 

vague, repetitive, 

and/or misused. 
 

Little or no sentence 

variety. Sentences 

lack coherence. 
Many errors in diction 

and syntax. 
Simplistic, 

inadequate, misused 

vocabulary. 
Mechanics 

and Sentence 

Structure 

Virtually no 

mechanical errors, 

relative to the length 

or complexity. 
 
 
 

Very few or no 

mechanical errors 

relative to the length 

or complexity.  
 
Sentences flow 

smoothly.  
 
 

Some mechanical 

errors that do not 

interfere with 

communication. 
Or limited text, but 

mechanically 

correct. 
 

Mechanical errors 

seriously interfere 

with communication. 
Or errors are 

disproportionate to 

the length or 

complexity of the 

piece. 
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