
Extended Writing Project Week 1  Grade 8/Unit 4 

Spring Extended Writing Project Prompt and Directions 
 
Prompt 
Write an informative essay analyzing how the Civil War changed Americans and their ideas about freedom. Use 
ideas and information expressed in at least two unit texts to reinforce your analysis. 
 
 
 
Directions 
Your essay should include:  

• an introduction with a clear thesis statement 
• body paragraphs with relevant evidence and thorough analysis to support your thesis statement 
• a conclusion paragraph that effectively wraps up your essay  

 
 
Read the sample student essay below. 

 
 

The Meaning of Freedom 

 The Civil War was a turning point in American history that reshaped American ideas about freedom 

because it brought a resolution to the question of slavery. Prior to the Civil War, the issue of slavery divided 

Americans. Some were concerned that most African American people were kept as slaves. These people could 

not enjoy the freedom that white Americans took for granted. Others felt this situation was not only right, but also 

vital to the economy. This division was at the heart of the Civil War. Its resolution forever altered what it means to 

be an American. Many passages from the period explore these ideas of freedom. Abraham Lincoln’s “Gettysburg 

Address” and Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave by Frederick Douglass both 

discuss American views on freedom before and during the Civil War and highlight the necessity for change.  

 In the excerpt from his memoir, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave, 

Douglass tells the story of how he learned to read in spite of being forbidden to do so. In fact, the idea of helping 

a slave learn to read in that time and place was so strictly forbidden that Douglass refrained from naming the 

young white boys he had befriended, and who shared their lessons with him. He said, “. ..for it is almost an 

unpardonable offence to teach slaves to read in this Christian country” (Douglass). To Douglass, the books he 

read “gave tongue to interesting thoughts” in his own soul (Douglass). The concerns of the white masters who had 

not allowed slaves to learn how to read came true. The books Douglass read gave him the words to express the 

truth that he had always felt: Slavery contradicted human rights on all levels. How could a country, said to be 
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based on freedom, allow it? In fact, it could not, because the contradiction made one part of the country stand 

against the other in war.  

 Almost 20 years after Douglass published his memoir, Abraham Lincoln gave a speech in the middle of 

the Civil War that had much the same message and stirred much of the nation. Unlike Douglass, Lincoln did not 

have first-hand knowledge of slavery, and for him learning to read was not a forbidden activity. But he worked on 

the Mississippi river as a young man, and he saw the slave markets in New Orleans. He knew about the evils of 

slavery.  

 In “The Gettysburg Address,” Lincoln acknowledged the same division that Douglass had written about. 

The Civil War had created a landscape on which fathers were fighting sons and brothers were fighting brothers. 

Families were torn apart and the nation was ripped in two. On one side stood the Abolitionists, who believed in 

freedom for all, and on the other side stood the slave-owners, who were in danger of losing their entire way of life. 

Those in favor of slavery were fighting to maintain the economic and social structure of America, and those 

against it were fighting for one of the strongest ideals upon which our country stands: freedom. Speaking to the 

crowd gathered at Gettysburg, Lincoln said that this nation was “dedicated to the proposition that all men are 

created equal” (Lincoln), and now was being tested to determine “whether that nation, or any nation so conceived 

and so dedicated, can long endure” (Lincoln). Mr. Lincoln acknowledged the need for all citizens to stand up and 

fight for this ideal.  

 In his speech, Lincoln called the movement toward freedom all “the unfinished work” (Lincoln). He called 

on his countrymen to “be dedicated” in the fight for freedom. By the end of the Civil War, America was committed 

to the idea that “all men are created equal” (Lincoln). The country soon found, however, that some deep-seated 

beliefs about the nature of equality would take time to change, through many generations of Americans to follow. 

Healing got off to a slow start at the end of the Civil War. It is only now starting to come to fruition. Now we can see 

that the efforts of oppressed men like Douglass and brave leaders like Lincoln have redefined what it means to be 

a free American.  

 The Civil War forever changed our country’s laws regarding freedom and rights for all. It took decades of 

legal and social changes to fulfill the promises made after that war. African-American people are no longer owned 

by others, but discrimination still abounds in many areas, compromising economic and social justice. African 

Americans are no longer held in iron chains by oppressors, but there is still work to be done in the arena of 

equalizing opportunity and just treatment. The work that our forefathers began with the Civil War continues to this 

day. It will continue until all persons, no matter what their race or circumstance, have the same freedoms 

everywhere in this country, forever.  
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Annotation Guide  

Use the following annotation guidelines to help you annotate the student model as 
you read back through the essay. Be sure to make annotations or highlights to the 
text to complete each line.  
 

r  Using a blue pen or highlighter, underline or highlight the author’s thesis statement 
(the sentence that responds to the prompt and tells what the entire essay will be about.) 

r  Using a green pen or highlighter, underline or highlight the first sentence of every 
paragraph.  Using a regular pen or pencil, to explain how these sentences connect to or 
advance the author's thesis. 

r  Using a yellow pen or highlighter, underline or highlight all the quotes, examples, or 
details from the texts that the body paragraphs contain.  Put a star « next to the one 
that you think is the best piece of textual evidence in each body paragraph. In the 
margins near the stars, write why you think the writer included this evidence. 

r  Using a red pen or pink highlighter, underline or highlight the author’s ideas and 
interpretation of the evidence that is cited. What is there more of: yellow or red/pink? 
Why do you think this is the case? 
 
 
 
  

r  Using a blue pen or highlighter, highlight the sentence (or sentences) in the final 
paragraph that you think best summarizes the thesis. In the margins, explain why you 
think this sentence or these sentences summarize what the author has tried to 
communicate. 

 
 
Think Questions 
 
Now answer Think Questions 1-3 below (corresponding to Questions 2, 4 & 5 in 
the online assignment and workbook) in the space below. 
 

 
1. How is the text in "The Meaning of Freedom" organized? Did the writer use a cause and 

effect, compare and contrast, or chronological text structure? Cite textual evidence to 
support your answer.  
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2. In considering the writing prompt, what resources and references, Blasts, or other 
sources could you use in developing your own informative essay? What ideas would 
you like to explore?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Based on your background knowledge, texts you have read, and ideas you have 

studied, how would you answer the question, "How did the war between the states 
redefine America?" Write your ideas in an informal paragraph. 

 
 


