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Inquiry Activities for My America  
Online Exhibit 
This curriculum for students in sixth grade and up was developed in partnership with the Ameri-
can Writers Museum. These flexible, inquiry-centered activities are based on three of the themes 
highlighted in the museum’s My America online exhibit:
• Why Writing?
• Influences
• What Is “American”?

Below are links to short teacher and student videos that explain the Shared Inquiry™ method, as 
well as full instructions for the activities.

If you are interested in exploring other themes, you can find them at My America: The Exhibit. 

Before the Exhibit
Teachers: Review the video for an overview of the Shared Inquiry method of learning.

Students: Have students watch the “Shared Inquiry Overview” video and discuss what seems 
similar to and different from the classroom discussions they have participated in. 

https://exhibits.americanwritersmuseum.org/exhibits/my-america/
https://exhibits.americanwritersmuseum.org/exhibits/my-america/exhibit/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SM_BsvUpiqQ&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tV-8AqWpnr0&t=1s


800.222.5870  2   greatbooks.org

Preparing for the Exhibit
Opening Questions
Student learning objective: To activate and build background knowledge related to the theme  
they will explore at the museum

Class time needed: About 30 minutes

Instructions:
1. Briefly discuss the following opening questions with your students. You may encourage them 

to write a brief response before sharing their ideas with the class.
a. Why Writing?: What motivates you and your friends to share stories that reveal personal 

experiences?
b. Influences: Who or what has most influenced your opinions about people and the world?
c. What Is “American”?: How would you describe what it means to be “American”?

2. Have each student rank the three themes in order of their preference. 
3. Put students into groups based on their theme preferences, ensuring that a roughly equal  

number are assigned to each theme. 
4. Have each student write a short paragraph about the opening question suggested for their 

theme, with a focus on activating prior knowledge and making personal connections. 

Encountering and Responding to the Exhibit
Viewing and Noting Responses
Student learning objective: To watch selected author videos purposefully in order to gather 
responses that will be synthesized in writing

Class time needed: About 45 minutes

Instructions:
1. Have students watch the video clips of authors addressing the theme they were previously 

assigned, using a notebook to record specific details and reactions. You can share the three 
suggested videos for each theme below. Students can find additional videos to choose from at 
the link under each theme.  Encourage students to watch a video a second time if they need 
more time to make notes. 

2. Optional: If time allows, have students in the same theme group pair up and share insights  
they are interested in writing about. 

3. Have each student write a rich response to the question related to their theme, using the 
notes and reactions they explored while watching the videos. You can determine the length of 
their response. As part of their conclusion and connecting it to their theme, have each student 
write a one-sentence response to this question: What is the main reason you think this exhibit is 
important? 
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Videos by Theme and Suggested Writing Questions for Each Theme
• Why Writing?: What are the most important motivations these authors have for writing about  

their experiences of coming to the United States from another country?
 » My America: José Olivarez on the Power of Writing
 » My America: Reyna Grande (Why Writing?)
 » My America: Viet Nguyen (Why Writing?)

Additional videos can be found here on the theme of Motivation (Why Writing?).

• Influences: What were the most important influences on their own writing that these authors  
shared?
 » My America: Juan Martinez on Writing Influences
 » My America: Vu Tran (Influences)
 » My America: Pablo Cartaya (Influences)

Additional videos can be found here on the theme of Influences.

• What Is “American”?: How did these authors describe how they define being “American” and how 
they see themselves in relation to that idea?
 » My America: Julissa Arce on What It Means to Be “American”
 » My America: Ngozi Ukazu (What Is “American”?)
 » My America: Joseph O’Neill (What Is “American”?)

Additional videos can be found here on the theme of What Is “American”?

Further Exploration
Shared Inquiry Discussion
Student learning objective: To synthesize and evaluate ideas in response to the exhibit by sharing 
reactions, supporting them with specific details, and listening to each other

Class time needed: 30–45 minutes

Instructions:
1. Choose one of the suggested focus questions below, and ask students to write a brief response to it. 

Encourage students to look back at their notes and their writing to find specifics that will help them 
explain their ideas. 

2. Seat everyone in a circle or other arrangement that allows all students to see and hear each other. 
3. Share the discussion guidelines with students by watching the following videos, which outline the 

guidelines for discussion and the dos and don’ts of discussion.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n1VqCCv4az8&t=1s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f7LVTEdWyuA&t=7s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ugZm-p5E8NU&t=4s
https://exhibits.americanwritersmuseum.org/exhibits/my-america/exhibit/why-writing/
https://youtu.be/PjFVpFjYk1M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LgayaCKhOC0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UtUwRT-D1x0
https://exhibits.americanwritersmuseum.org/exhibits/my-america/exhibit/Influences/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wdkc3NPCECg&t=9s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z5p_avAmApc&t=2s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ORjEyNqj-lU&feature=emb_logo
https://exhibits.americanwritersmuseum.org/exhibits/my-america/exhibit/what-is-american/
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4. Begin the discussion by asking students to share the answers they wrote. 
5. Ask follow-up questions such as those suggested below to help students develop ideas, give 

evidence, and respond to each other. To keep the focus on students’ thinking, avoid giving 
your opinion or praising specific answers. 

6. Close discussion by asking students to look back at their initial answers and write down how 
they have expanded or changed them as a result of what they heard in discussion. If you have 
time, you can call on a few students to share their thoughts after discussion.

Suggested discussion focus questions (choose one):
• What are the most important ways immigrants have helped shape American literature?
• How has experiencing this exhibit expanded or changed your ideas about writing and 

immigration?

Sample follow-up questions:
• What in the exhibit made you think that?
• Can you share a quotation from an author that supports that idea?
• When you say [word or phrase], what do you mean?
• Why is that idea important?
• Can you tell [student] what you think of that idea?
• Who has an idea we haven’t heard yet?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sBVwUH1G_hc&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JNSN5JjUySY&feature=youtu.be

