
Unit:  Introduction of a theme: The individual and his/her role in society 
Peter Doherty 
Tahanto Regional Middle / High School 
American Literature Honors – Junior Year 
 
Objective: 
The purpose of this unit is to introduce students to the theme "The individual and his/her 
role in society" which is prevalent throughout all of American Literature by reading 
excerpts from two of America's greatest philosophers on this particular topic, Ralph 
Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau.  This unit is not intended to be a complete, 
in-depth exploration of Emerson and Thoreau or of Transcendentalism; that will come 
later in the year.  Rather, this is a starting point for a year long study of how American 
authors have incorporated variations of this theme.  One question which will be asked at 
the end of each reading throughout the year will be, "Do the characters we meet live up to 
the Emersonian and Thoreauvian standards of what it means to be an individual?" 
 
Class Period Length:  48 minutes 
 
*[ Note to teachers:  This unit is designed for this individual, for my particular 
educational society, and the needs of its members.  I have not included for you the precise 
sections that I will use from the works listed below.  I do not intend this to be a nuisance, 
but a favor. The selections I have chosen, quite simply, work for me.  They are the fruits 
of my labor and won't taste as good to you.  "I do not know an individual whom this berry 
cheers and nourishes as it does me" (Thoreau, Wild Fruits 168).  I recommend that you 
find your own berries.  They will taste all the sweeter. � ] 
 
Works to be used for unit: 
Excerpts from: 1) Emerson's Nature 
  2) Emerson's Self-Reliance 
  3) Emerson's American Scholar 
  4) Thoreau's Civil Disobedience  
  5) Thoreau's Walden 
  6) Brad Dean's Introduction to Thoreau's Wild Fruits  
  7) Thoreau's Wild Fruits 
 
*[Find editions that suit your taste.  Again, my editions work for me.]  
 
Works that will be read throughout the rest of the year to study this theme (no particular 
order). 
  1) The Scarlet Letter 
  2) Moby Dick (excerpts) 
  3) The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 
  4) Little Women 
  5) Of Mice and Men 
  6) Raisin in the Sun 
  7) The Great Gatsby 



  8) Native Son 
9) Poems of Whitman, Dickinson, Fireside Poets, Modernists, Post 
Modernists, Imagists, etc. ad infinitum. 
10) Film Dead Poets Society 

 
 
Required Student Reading: 
 Everything listed above.  � 
 
Required Student Writing: 
 For the most part, each night, the students will be asked to respond to a variety of 
questions (as few as 1 or as many as 3) regarding the reading they have either just 
completed or are in the process of completing.  These assignments are to come in the 
form of open responses, roughly 1 –1 ½ pages in length.  Students must include the 
question restated as a thesis, relevant passages for evidence, and personal reflection.  
After five of these assignments, the students will choose one that they will rewrite in the 
format of a proper essay and will be graded as such.  By the end of this unit, students 
should have at least 5 open-responses and one essay. 
 In addition, students will keep a journal.  Journal assignments generally will be 
given at the beginning of a class for the purpose of accessing prior knowledge and 
sparking class discussion.  Assignments will also be given at the conclusion of the unit so 
that students may reflect upon the work they have just completed and note where their 
knowledge has grown. 
 
Alternative Assessments:  I have not included any with this particular unit.  The students 
will have numerous opportunities throughout the rest of the year for oral presentations, 
art work, skits, debates, etc.  As this unit is for introductory purposes, I have found that 
the assessment chosen is sufficient. 
 
 
Outline of Classes: 
 
*[When ever weather permits, I will be taking my class outside for journal writing and 
class discussions.  Tahanto, quite fortunately for me, is situated on the Wachusett 
Reservoir and we have access to many nature trails that are ideal for studying Emerson 
and Thoreau.] 
 
Day 1:  Main Focus – Journal Writing: Exploring Students' Understanding of the terms 
Nature, Individual, Society, Government, and American. 
 
-Teacher will begin with brief overview of objectives and goals of this unit, and what is 
expected of the students.  
 
-Class will be taken outside (weather permitting) to a quiet area.  If we are unwilling to 
partake in the weather that Nature has given us that particular day, I will take the class to 
an area other than a traditional classroom (I think Thoreau would agree with this idea). �  



 
-Students will be given all period to write their responses in their journals to the 
following questions.  They are to work on their own.  Sharing will begin on Day 2. 
 1) In your own words, define the term individual.   

2) What do you think it means to be an individual?  An American individual? 
3) Is there a difference between the terms independent and individual?  Why or 
why not?  Explain. 
4) In your own words, define the term society. 
5) What do you think the purpose of society is, or, more importantly, should be? 
6) In your own words, define the term government. 
7) What do you think the purpose of government is, or, more importantly, should 
be? 
8) In your own words, define the term Nature. 
9) In your own words, define the term American society. 
10) In your opinion, what does American society say is important?  Why?  
Explain. 
11) How do you think Americans view Nature? 
12) As far as you are concerned, looking back to your own responses, does 
American society promote individuality and independence or suppress them?  
Why? 

 13) Who are you?    
14) Where are you? 
 
*[These two last questions are a setup for Thoreau's premise of Who am I?  Where 

am I?  The students, I hope, will be a bit confused by this question and, hopefully, have 
to stop and think for a moment.  Last year, when these students were in their sophomore 
year, I had them contemplate and apply to themselves Socrates' question at the beginning 
of Plato's Phaedrus: "Where have you come from, my dear Phaedrus, and where are you 
going?" This is a theme that works very well year to year.] 
 
-Homework:  Go to a dictionary and copy the definitions of the following words into 
your notebook.  Be sure to list these items as "Dictionary Definitions." 
 
 1) independence 
 2) individual (individuality) 
 3) government 
 4) society 
 5) American 
 6) Nature 
 
Day 2:  Main Focus – Journal sharing and Class discussion of topics written about 
yesterday 
 
-Students will be paired off and swap their journals.  I try to put kids together that 
normally wouldn't associate with one another.  After reading their partner's responses, the 
students are to choose one of their partner's answers that they found  particularly 



interesting and respond in their partner's journal as to what they found interesting about 
it.  They should begin their entry as a letter would begin:  "Dear Sean, I really liked your 
response to. . . because. . . .I agree / disagree with you because. . ." 
 
-Next, students will be asked  to share their responses as we go through the questions.  
The teacher will make notes on the board as they go along.  The students are responsible 
for taking notes. 
 
Homework:   Read excerpt of Emerson's Nature 
  Write an open response (#1) answer to the following question: 
 First, what do you believe Emerson's main idea is in this particular selection?  
Give evidence (at least two direct quotes) to support your claim.  Secondly, do you agree 
or disagree with his particular point of view?  Why? 
 
Day 3:  Main Focus – Understanding Emerson's interpretation of Nature. 
 
-Check homework while students are paired off reading each others' work.  After they 
have finished reading their partner's paper, they will then underline 3 specific things in 
their partner's paper: 
 1) Statement of Emerson's main idea 
 2) Examples of evidence (direct quotes to support claim) 
 3) The writer's opinion of agreement or disagreement with Emerson 
 
-Discussion of Nature. 
 I will adapt the questions asked of the students on the first day of this unit to fit 
for Emerson.  "What does Emerson think. . .?"  Notes will be written on board during 
discussion. 
 
-Additional selection from Nature will be given to students for group work.  Students will 
read this selection together and then draw symbolically the ideas Emerson has presented 
here.  Students will then present their drawing and explain why they chose to draw what 
they did. 
 
*[There may not be enough time for all groups to present, but there will be plenty of 
opportunities throughout the rest of this unit.] 
 
-Discussion to follow. 
 
Homework:   Read excerpt from Self-Reliance. 
  Write open response question (#2).  Same as last night. 
 
*From here until unit is concluded, the same basic format will be used, hence the 
abbreviated version. 
 
Day 4:  Main Focus – Understanding Emerson's ideas of The Individual and Society 
 



-Check Homework: same format 
 
-Discussion of Self-Reliance and Emerson's ideas 
 
-Handout excerpts of The American Scholar for group work.  Students will create 
symbolic drawing of MAN divided.  Students will present their work when finished. 
 
*[After a "group drawing", I immediately place the drawing on the classroom walls.  
These are not formally graded; their purpose is to help students visualize extremely 
complex ideas.] 
 
Homework:   Finish Reading American Scholar 
  Write open response(#3)-same format 
 
Day 5: Main Focus – Continuation of Day 4 
 
-On overhead, share examples of student writing from the previous two days. 
*[Obviously, you will need to get to the photocopier and make a few overheads for class 
ahead of time.] 
I like to choose examples of writing that span the spectrum of grades.  (I never allow the 
students to know whose writing is being displayed.)  This exercise allows students to see 
where they have been successful and where they need to improve. 
 
-Check Homework-same routine 
 
-Discussion of American Scholar 
 
-Hand out excerpts of Civil Disobedience for group work.  Students will make a concept 
map of this piece.  When finished, groups must present their map to the class. 
 
Homework:   Finish reading excerpt of Civil Disobedience 
  Write open response (#4) regarding Thoreau's concept of government, the 
individual, and society. 
 
Day 6:  Main Focus – Thoreau's concept of the individual, society, government. 
 
-Check Homework-same routine 
 
-Discussion of Thoreau's intentions of going to prison as well as the main ideas present. 
We will also discuss the influences this particular essay had on later generations. 
 
-In class journal assignment:  Answer the following questions:  Over what major social 
issue would you be willing to go to prison? Why?  
Do you believe that a peaceful protest is the best way to bring about change (hence the 
term Civil) 
 



-Students will then share journals and respond to one another in their partner's journal. 
-Discussion to follow. 
 
Homework: Read excerpt from Walden. 
  Write open response (#5) 
 
Day 7: Main Focus – Continuation of Thoreau's ideas 
 
-Check Homework-same routine 
 
-Discussion of Walden 
 
-Journal assignment:  Write about a time when you felt completely lost.  What was going 
through your mind?  How did you feel?  When did you finally know that you were 
"found" again?  How did this feel. 
 
-Hand out excerpts from Brad Dean and Thoreau's Wild Fruits 
These will be read together in class. 
 
-Discussion to follow. 
 
Homework:  Draw your interpretation of Thoreau on top of Mt. Ktaaden. 
 
Day 8:  Main Focus – Comparing students' initial responses and "dictionary definitions" 
to the ideas of Emerson and Thoreau. 
 
-Check Homework:  Have all students present their drawing in front of the class. 
 
-Have students re-read their initial responses to the questions given on the first day of this 
unit and review the "dictionary definitions" 
 
-Students will then get into groups and decide whether or not Emerson and Thoreau agree 
with the "definitions" and present their findings to the class. 
 
-Teacher will be taking notes on the board throughout. 
 
-Teacher will give brief lecture on the importance of this theme and how it varies 
throughout American Literature. 
 
Homework:  Outlining Essay Assignment.  Students are to choose one of their five open 
responses to turn into a formal essay.  Students must formulate their own thesis and 
provide direct quotes from all related passages to prove their point.  This pre-writing is to 
be done for homework.  The essay will be written while in class tomorrow and finished 
for homework if need be. 
 
Conclusion of Unit. 


