Confino Program 
8th-12th Grade Activity: 

What Does it Mean to Be “American”?
Lesson Plan

Activity Overview: In this activity, students explore their pre-conceived notions about what it means to be “American.” They learn that ideas about what it means to be an American have changed over time, and that all definitions of “American” include some people and exclude others. They explore the significance of the “American” identity for new immigrants, and come up with a definition of “American” that is inclusive rather than exclusive. 
New York State Learning Standards: Commencement 
SS Standard 1: 1A

SS Standard 2: 1A, 1B

Time Frame: 15-20 minutes 

Materials: 
· Flip chart

· Paper and pencils 
Objectives: In this activity, students will: 

· Explore their pre-conceived notions about what it means to be “American.
· Learn that ideas about what it means to be an American have changed over time, and that all definitions of “American” include some people and exclude others. 

· They explore the significance of the notion of an “American” identity for new immigrants

· Come up with a definition of “American” that is inclusive rather than exclusive.

Procedure: 
1) Brainstorm: Divide the class into small groups or two to three people. Write the words “Americans are ________” on the flip chart. Ask students to complete the sentence. Working in their small groups, have them brainstorm as many adjectives as they can think of that describe “Americans.” When they have finished, have them pick one spokesperson who will report back to the larger group. Write their answers on the flip chart.    
2) Discussion: Ask the class to consider, as a large group, the following questions: 
a. How do you know what Americans are like?
b. Did everyone in your group agree about what Americans are like?
c. Do you think that these adjectives describe all Americans? Did you ever meet an American who was not like this?
d. Do you meet every single one of these criteria? 
e. Do you think of yourself as American? Why or why not? 
Note to Educator: Emphasize that there are many different ideas about what it means to be “American.” Explain that America is made up of diverse people from many different backgrounds. Throughout history, people have always tried to define what it means to be American, and these definitions include some people and exclude others.
3) For students who are more advanced, and for who this activity may be obvious, keep the above discussion to a minimum and move on to more challenging questions, such as: 

a. Do you think someone needs to be a United States citizen to be an “American? If not, does someone need to be residing in the United States lawfully What if the person is not here legally, but has a family here and has lived here for many years? 

b. Does someone need to speak English to be an “American?” How well? 

c. What about culture? What kinds of food does someone need to eat to be “American?” What religion should they practice? 
4)  Explain to students that when new immigrants arrive in the United States, they have to confront their own ideas about what it means to be American. A new immigrant may or may not want to be “American.” Ask students: 

a. What do you think a new immigrant would want to become “American?” 

b. Why do you think a new immigrant would not want to become “American?”

5) Explain to students that new immigrants also have to confront other people’s ideas about what it means to be American. Immigrants are often discriminated against because other people do not think they are “American.”
· Why do you think people want to create definitions of “American” that include some people and exclude others? 
· Who should decide whether someone is “American” or not? Do we need to distinguish between people who are American and people who are not? Is this a useful term? 
5) Wrap-Up Exercise: Ask students to work in pairs to come up with a definition of American that is inclusive rather than exclusive- that takes into account the fact that America is made up of people from all over the world. Have each pair share their definition with the class. 
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