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ENGL 1150, Whalen 
 

Name Exploration Essay 
 
In Stable Weight, author Lisa Whalen describes how names, particularly hers and her brother’s, 
are often intertwined with personal identities. A person’s name can tell others a lot about 
him/her, or it can function as a blank slate, challenging the individual to determine who he/she 
is.  
 
Write an essay in which you explore how your name (first, middle, last, or all; you can choose) 
does or does not shape your identity, linking what you say about it to what Whalen 
describes. Your exploration may include research, but it doesn’t have to. You may also ask 
others, such as your parents, about your name, but that isn’t required. 
 
Requirements 

• Three full pages of essay content (minimum; there is no maximum length limit) 
 

• A clear thesis. Your thesis should present an overview of how and why (or why not) 
your name shapes your identity. 
 

• Quotes and/or paraphrases from three or more passages in Stable Weight that 
support each claim you make about your name or identity. 

o All quotes and paraphrases should be cited correctly in MLA style. 
 

• Organization that is logical and supports the thesis. 
 

• Transitions that show the relationship(s) between one idea and the next.  
 

• Point of view in first- or third-person, no second-person point of view. 
 

• A Works Cited page with an entry(ies) in correct MLA style. 
 

• Correct formatting: 
o Double-space the entire essay; do not include extra white space between 

paragraphs 

o Indent the first line of each paragraph by hitting the Tab key 

o Use 12-point Ariel or Times New Roman font 

o Include a page number on each page 

o Center at the top of the first page a title for your essay that is more specific 

and interesting than “Name Essay”  

 

Due Date: Submit your essay to the appropriate D2L dropbox by the due date listed in 
the syllabus course calendar. 

 

https://lisawhalen.wixsite.com/lisawhalen
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Questions to Consider 
Here are some ideas to help you get started on this assignment. You do not need to address all 
of the following in your essay. Select only those that are most appropriate and interesting to 
you. 

• What does your name mean (e.g., translated from another language, taken from a 
religious text or other source)?  

• What does your name mean to you?  

• How do you feel about your name? 

• What is the origin of your name? How or why was it selected? Who selected it? 

• Has your name changed at any point in your life? Who changed it? Why? How did/do 
you feel about the change?  

• How obviously does your name reflect 
o your ethnicity? 
o your first/primary language? 
o the era in which you were born? 
o the geographic location in which you were born? 
o your personality? 
o your relationships to others? 
o your place in the family (e.g., first child, oldest son, youngest daughter, only child, 

etc.)? 
o your gender or changes to your gender? 

• Does your name refer directly to something, such as a flower or personal trait (e.g., 
courage), or is it uniquely used to refer to a person? 

• Do you meet other people with your name often or almost never? (For example, the 
name Lisa is very common among women my age. I meet other women named Lisa all 
the time, but I almost never meet current college students named Lisa.) 

• Does your name reflect or refer to a tradition, historical event, pop culture trend, icon? 

• Did you ever wish you had a different name? Why or why not? If so, what name did you 
wish to have? Do you still wish to have a different name? 

• Are there any family stories or legends associated with your name? 

• Have you ever been in a situation where someone got your name wrong or 
mispronounced it? What happened? How did you feel about it? 

• What else would you like someone to know about your name? 

• How would you describe your personality? Does it fit your name or vice versa? 

• How would others describe your personality? 
 
 
Here are some exploration strategies, although you are not required to incorporate these into 
your essay: 

• Look up whether your name has a religious or spiritual significance. 

• Look up whether your name has a specific cultural significance. 

• Look up whether your name translates into other languages. 

• Ask your parents (or another family member or friend) how your name was selected. 

• Ask people what they think your name means/represents if they don’t already know. 

• Ask people who know you what comes to mind when they hear your name. Do they think 
your name fits you? Why or why not? 

• Ask people who don’t know you what comes to mind when they hear your name. 

• Research whether your name appears in other cultures or eras. 
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Grading Criteria for Essay Final Draft:  
 
 

Skill Demonstrated 
Proficient 

(A/B) 

Adequate 

(B/C) 

Needs 

Improvement 

(D or lower) 

Introduction grabs readers’ attention and 

introduces important background/context 

information 

 
  

Thesis is clear and easy to identify; presents an 
overview of how and why (or why not) the 
writer’s name shapes his/her identity 

   

Quotes or Paraphrases: Essay includes at 

least three quotes or paraphrases from Stable 

Weight 

   

In-Text Citation is correct according to MLA 

style 

   

Concrete details are used effectively to 

describe people, places, and events 

   

Creativity and critical thinking are evident in 

the essay’s content 

   

Analysis is included; the essay goes beyond 

mere recitation of facts 

   

Organization is apparent, logical, and 

appropriate to the topic 

 
  

Paragraphs include sufficient support for the 

main idea(s), are unified and organized logically 

   

Transitions are used to connect ideas; are 

elegant and effective 

 
  

Works Cited page includes an entry(ies) in 

correct MLA style 

   

Grammar and Mechanics are correct  
 

  

Total 40 Points 
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