
An American Story 


Unit 4

Title:  An American Story
Suggested Time:
 3 days (45 minutes per day)
Common Core ELA Standards: RI.9-10.1, RI.9-10.2, RI.9-10.4, RI.9-10.5, RI.9-10.6; W.9-10.2, 

W.9-10.4, W.9-10.9; SL.9-10.1; L.9-10.1, L.9-10.2, L.9-10.4
Teacher Instructions

Preparing for Teaching

1. Read the Big Ideas and Key Understandings and the Synopsis. Please do not read this to the students. This is a description for teachers about the big ideas and key understanding that students should take away after completing this task.

Big Ideas and Key Understandings


Hope for a better life and perseverance pays off in this American story.

Synopsis

An American Story details the trials and perseverance of the Dinh Family’s immigration to the United States as refugees from war-torn Vietnam.  The text includes how the family was separated for many years, the dangers and risks they experienced escaping Vietnam, how they are finally united in the United States and how each family member found his/her place in America.  

2. Read the entire selection, keeping in mind the Big Ideas and Key Understandings.

3. Re-read the text while noting the stopping points for the Text Dependent Questions and teaching Tier II/academic vocabulary.

During Teaching

1. Students read the entire selection independently.
2. Teacher reads the text aloud while students follow along or students take turns reading aloud to each other. Depending on the text length and student need, the teacher may choose to read the full text or a passage aloud. For a particularly complex text, the teacher may choose to reverse the order of steps 1 and 2.
3. Students and teacher re-read the text while stopping to respond to and discuss the questions, continually returning to the text.  A variety of methods can be used to structure the reading and discussion (i.e., whole class discussion, think-pair-share, independent written response, group work, etc.)
Text Dependent Questions

	Text-dependent Questions
	Evidence-based Answers

	Briefly restate information about the boat people provided in the “Background”. Include why people were willing to risk their lives to leave Vietnam in boats.


	Many Vietnamese sought escape from Vietnam in small boats to avoid communism and possibly being tortured or killed in “reeducation camps”.  

	Describe the plight of the Dinh family in the first two paragraphs. Why was the family separated? 


	Viet Dinh, his mother, four sisters and a brother were “boat people,” escaping Vietnam in a small boat.  They lost the motor to the boat in a storm, drifted for days and swam at night (to avoid the patrol boats that would shoot at them) before reaching Malaysia.  They spent months in a refugee camp before they were cleared to enter the United States.

	What is significant about the time it took for Phong Dinh and Van Dinh to escape Vietnam after their family left? 
	It took Phong Dinh five years and Van Dinh eleven years to escape Vietnam after their family left. “He (Phong) escaped from the camp in June, 1978…finally, in 1983, he made it to the Philippines and then to the United States.” [312] It’s significant because neither gave up; they persevered until finding a way to leave. “But it was six years before she was able to leave herself (Van) on a boat that reached Hong Kong in 1989.” “Vin Dinh was kept locked in the Hong Kong camp for three years, waiting for clearance.” “In September, 1992, she made it to Portland.” 

	Why was Vin Dinh especially desperate to reach the United States What was her plight and how was it harder than the rest of her family’s? 

	Vin Dinh had her five year-old son Quan with her, and he had a congenital heart condition.  It was harder for Vin Dinh because she is “locked” in the camp in Hong Kong for three years and had a very young, sick child to care for in the camp.  She could not get the officials to grant her an interview with people in charge of refugee process.

	Describe the events that led to Van Dinh being reunited with her family 

	Viet Dinh, Van Dinh’s brother, sent an essay about his sister’s plight in the Hong Kong camp to the reporter that wrote this news feature.  The reporter had it published in the New York Times.  Other papers then picked up the story and the Hong Kong officials felt pressured and granted Van Dinh an interview for clearance to leave the camp as a refugee.  In 1992 (she entered the camp in 1989), Van Dinh was finally reunited with her family.  At this point, it had been 15 years since they had seen each other.

	Explain how the family members adjusted to living in America. 

	 The parents run a small grocery store with one sister helping them. “His parents are running a small grocery…a sister, Anh, helps them” Another sister, Thu, is an accountant and two other sisters (Kathleen and Leanne) are computer programmers.  One brother, Bao, is an architect.  Quan, the child with the heart condition was treated and is doing fine.  The mother, Van, is going to college and working at an electronics plant.

	Why did the author write that he “wished” members of Congress and their constituents would stop “fulminating” about immigration and think about this American story? 
	The author thinks that the Dinh family should influence our representatives and the people that elect them and so many other immigrants like them, in a positive way instead of being worried about and criticizing immigrants and the “immigrant threat”.

	What is the author’s concern that would cause the United States “great damage”?
	He is very concerned that American attitudes toward immigrants are negative and that America is a country of people from many places and cultures.  That immigration of diverse peoples is a tradition and to turn away from that would cause the United States “great damage”.

	Why does the last paragraph of this feature particularly reflect the title of this passage?
	Viet Dinh more than any member of his family realized the American dream; not only by becoming a lawyer, but also by becoming the clerk for a Supreme Court Justice.


Tier II/Academic Vocabulary

	
	These words require less time to learn

(They are concrete or describe an object/event/

process/characteristic that is familiar to students)
	These words require more time to learn

(They are abstract, have multiple meanings, are a part 

of a word family, or are likely to appear again in future texts)

	Meaning can be learned from context
	fired, boatmen, refugee

cultures


	drifted, authorities, admission

indeed, condition, effect, “gone down”, entitled

plant, assembler, clerk

	Meaning needs to be provided
	Communist

editors


	regime, reeducation

clearance, status

fulminating




Culminating Writing Task

· Prompt

· Write an essay on how An American Story reflects the perseverance of immigrants hoping and seeking better lives for themselves and their families in America and how it benefits them.   

· Teacher Instructions

1. Students identify their writing task from the prompt provided.

2. Students complete an evidence chart as a pre-writing activity. Teachers should guide students in gathering and using any relevant notes they compiled while reading and answering the text-dependent questions earlier. Some students will need a good deal of help gathering this evidence, especially when this process is new and/or the text is challenging!

	Evidence

Quote or paraphrase
	Elaboration / explanation of how this evidence supports ideas or argument

	“An American Story: The Family was Reunited after 15 Years.”
	The title of this feature article is clear on the extensive amount of time it took for the family to journey and be together in the United States

	The mother and six of the children escaped Vietnam first in 1978. “They had left Vietnam in a small fishing boat, which lost its engine in a storm. They drifted for days until they made it to Malaysia – swimming in at night to avoid the patrol boats that fired at them. After months in a refugee camp, they were cleared for the United States.” 

	Although it was very dangerous, to the point of placing their lives in great peril, the family leaves Vietnam and makes their way to the United States.

The family persevered to find better lives in the face of incredible danger.

	That left the father and one sister left in Vietnam.  The father had escaped a “reeducation camp” and the sister stayed behind to take care of the father. It took several years for the father to leave Vietnam. “Over the next five years Phong Dinh tried unsuccessfully twenty-five times to get out of Vietnam by boat.”  “Finally, in 1983, he made it to the Philippines and then to the United States.” 

	The father tried 25 times to leave and go to the United States to be reunited with his family.  This shows his perseverance and relentless to escape Vietnam and go to the United States.

	“That left the oldest child, Van Dinh…it was six years before she managed to leave herself:  on a boat that reached Hong Kong in August, 1989.”

“Van Dinh was kept in the locked Hong Kong camp for three years, waiting for clearance as a refugee.”  She was particularly “desperate to reach the United States” because her young son was ill in the camp with her.

	Van Dinh perseveres for six years to leave Vietnam and then waits in a camp.  This demonstrates Van Dinh’s determination and perseverance to have a better life for herself and her child, especially considering the time and that she had a sick child with her.

	“In 1992 she (Van) made it to Portland.  The family is reunited after 15 years.”

	Further supports perseverance of the family and how their perseverance paid off or benefited them.

	“The Dinh family is doing exactly what the immigrants on the Lower East Side and so many other places did in the past years: struggling for themselves and making this country better.” 
	The family is “struggling” for better lives, which makes the U.S. a better country, too.  “Struggling” implies working hard and tenacity.

	The text describes the family finding jobs and going to prominent schools.  The son Viet sent a “recent letter” to the author of this newspaper feature (1993) and in the letter wrote, “Next year I clerk for Justice Sandra Day O’Connor at the Supreme Court.”
	Viet and his family have realized better lives in the United States. Although the family faced dangerous situations, were separated for years before reuniting, they each persevered through hardships to not only realize the American Dream, but also to find themselves in places not all Americans can achieve for themselves, such as business owners and working for a Supreme Court Justice.


3. Once students have completed the evidence chart, they should look back at the writing prompt in order to remind themselves what kind of response they are writing (i.e. expository, analytical, argumentative) and think about the evidence they found. (Depending on the grade level, teachers may want to review students’ evidence charts in some way to ensure accuracy.) From here, students should develop a specific thesis statement. This could be done independently, with a partner, small group, or the entire class. Consider directing students to the following sites to learn more about thesis statements: http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/545/01/ OR http://www.indiana.edu/~wts/pamphlets/ thesis_statement.shtml.

4. Students compose a rough draft. With regard to grade level and student ability, teachers should decide how much scaffolding they will provide during this process (i.e. modeling, showing example pieces, sharing work as students go).

5. Students complete final draft. 

· Sample Answer


“An American Story” reflects how perseverance and hope pay off for an immigrant family that face many hardships and still has a good life. This family’s story leaving Vietnam is a journey of extraordinary perseverance that includes life-threatening danger, separation from loved ones, and unusual hardships as they make their way to a successful life in America.

     In the story the Dinh family faces hardships that test their hope and strength. The first hardship happens when part of the Dinh family, Viet, his mother, four sisters, and his brother first escape from Vietnam in a fishing boat which had lost its engine; “They drifted for days until they made it to Malaysia – swimming in at night to avoid the patrol boats that fired at them. After months in a refugee camp, they were cleared for the United States.” Two members of the family were left behind, the father and oldest sister. The father, Phong Dinh, escaped from a “reeducation camp” in 1978. Phong Dinh tries to flee Vietnam by boat twenty-five times until finally he makes it to the Philippians and eventually the United States. The daughter, Van Dinh, stayed behind to help her father, but it took her six years to finally leave Vietnam. Even after escaping Vietnam, Van is locked in a Hong Kong camp for another three years, waiting for clearance as a refugee.  It wasn’t until 1993 that Van finally makes it to the United States, “the family was reunited after fifteen years.”

     After going through such a difficult process to immigrate, the family built a successful life in the United States. The parents own a grocery store, with one daughter helping them. “His parents are running a small grocery…a sister, Anh, helps them” The other children become employed in specialized careers, including jobs such as architecture and accounting or attend college at the time of the article’s publication.  Viet Dinh wrote a letter to the author, “Next year I clerk for Justice Sandra Day O’Connor at the Supreme Court”. The Dinh family realized the American Dream in “An American Story,” showing that with determination, perseverance and hope, even against incredible odds and life-threatening danger, that dreams can be fulfilled. 
Additional Tasks

· This news feature was published a decade ago on November 26, 1993.  Have students read recent articles in the current media published online or in newspapers on immigration to the United States and write an essay that compares/contrasts with ideas and evidence in “An American Story.” 
· Answer: Students will analyze the evidence from current media with “An American Story” and answer will depend on articles chosen.
· In small groups, discuss the character traits of the members of the Dinh family and how those traits were critical to their perseverance and becoming the American Story.
· Answer:  Answers may include how the family members were brave, giving and willing to sacrifice for each other, patient in hardship, hard working, respectful, determined, ambitious, loyal, smart, intelligent, calm in the face of dange, rational, hopeful

Note to Teacher

· Immigration has been and continues to be a highly controversial topic in our society.  Depending on the region this lesson is taught, lesson plans may include activities to research the diversity of the immigrant population in the school, especially refugees from other countries.
Name _________________________________________

Date __________________

“An American Story”

1. Briefly restate information about the boat people provided in the “Background”. Include why people were willing to risk their lives to leave Vietnam in boats.
2. Describe the plight of the Dinh family in the first two paragraphs. Why was the family separated?

3. What is significant about the time it took for Phong Dinh and Van Dinh to escape Vietnam after their family left? 
4. Why was Vin Dinh especially desperate to reach the United States What was her plight and how was it harder than the rest of her family’s? 
5. Describe the events that led to Van Dinh being reunited with her family. 
6. Explain how the family members adjusted to living in America. 
7. Why did the author write that he “wished” members of Congress and their constituents would stop “fulminating” about immigration and think about this American story? 
8. What is the author’s concern that would cause the United States “great damage”?
9. Why does the last paragraph of this feature particularly reflect the title of this passage?
