Social Justice Heroes from the United States

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr, Sojourner Truth, Cesar Chavez, Ruby Bridges and You

Grade Level:  4th grade Topic: United States social justice heroes

Content

Through reading a selection of picture books, students will learn about famous Americans who fought for social justice.  In addition, students will be asked to create a timeline of one hero's life. Within the context of a class discussion, students will compare and contrast the lives of several heroes.  In addition students will have an opportunity to continue to develop reading, writing, and oral presentation skills.

Benchmarks (Michigan GLCEs)

* Draw upon stories to compare the lives of people during a variety of time periods.

* Describe ways citizens can work together to promote the values and principles of American democracy.

* Participate in projects to help or inform others.

* Explain relationships among themes, ideas, and characters within and across 

texts to create a deeper understanding by categorizing and classifying, comparing and 

contrasting, or drawing parallels across time and culture.

* Engage in interactive, extended discourse to socially construct meaning 

* Exhibit personal style and voice to enhance the written message 

Learning Resources and Materials

* “Harvesting Hope: The Story of Cesar Chavez” by Krull

* “Moses: When Harriet Tubman Led her People to Freedom” by Weatherford

* “Martin's Big Words: The Life of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.” by Rappaport

* “The Story of Ruby Bridges” by Cole

* Large white boards

* Informational Graphic organizer – one per group

* “Waiting on the World to Change” song by John Mayer

* Lyrics for the song

* “American Sign Language Dictionary” by Sternberg

Development of Lesson - Introduction

Before the lesson, explore what students already know about Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Civil Rights Movement. Divide the class into groups of 3-4 students each. Have each group create a "bubble map" with Dr. King's name in the center bubble; in smaller bubbles around the center, have them write words and phrases that they associate with Dr. King. After the groups have completed their maps, go around the room round-robin style, asking one member from each group to call out a word or phrase from his or her group's map. Compile a master list of the students' ideas on the board. (From “Let Freedom Ring” lesson plan)

Methods/Procedures 

Essential Questions:

Who were some of the American heroes of social justice?

How do their lives compare to the life of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.?

In what ways can we apply the lessons learned from these famous Americans to our own lives?

Assigning Student Groups:

Divide students into groups of 3 or 4.  Being that the first part of this is a reading intensive activity, I assigned groups that were heterogenous in terms of reading levels.

Sequential Activities:

(note – this lesson would be taught in segments over the course of multiple days)

1.  Introduction - whole group activity to determine prior knowledge of students (see development of lesson).

2.  Share the four book titles with the class, assign one book per small group (some groups will have the same title).  

3.  In small groups, students will read aloud their title.  Then using a timeline graphic organizer, they will identify the major events and contributions of their hero's life.  (I used large 36x48 size white boards for groups to record their information).  In addition, groups are asked to identify what was the core belief that motivated their hero to action … why did they do it?  Ensure students know everyone is asked to participate through sharing their ideas within the group, and then the class as a whole.

4.  This time allows for formative assessment, as the teacher circulates the room and monitors group reading and discussions.  

5.  Small groups are then asked to share their hero with the class, each student must present one finding.

6.  As a whole class, return to the original “bubble map” about Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr..  Discuss the ways the additional heroes are similar to, and different from, their original description of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr..  Is there anything they would like to add to the original map now?

 7.  Introduce the video from the Deaf Performing Arts Network by asking students to watch the video, listen to the lyrics and see if they can make any connections to the heroes we have been studying.

8.  Distribute the lyrics to the song, using the “think, pair, share” method, ask students to identify and underline specific connections to what we have been studying.  

9. Tell the class they will have the opportunity to celebrate the life of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr through using American Sign Language to perform the song “Waiting on the World to Change”.  (They will be using “signed English” not a strict interpretation of the song in American Sign Language as they will be following the lyrics more closely and not using ASL grammar rules).

10.  Teach the class the signs to the song in chunks, reviewing and rehearsing the signs as you go along.  (I have a little background in ASL, but you can look up the words in ASL dictionaries and or contact a local deaf organization to find a volunteer to help lead this portion).  By videotaping the students practicing and/or yourself and placing the video on your classroom website, students can practice the song at home.  

11.  Students who are absent during the sign language lessons, can be partnered with more fluent students (this is a wonderful way for students who may struggle in traditional academic activities to shine) and be given opportunities to practice during transitions, after completing assignment and even recess.

12. The student performance is a wonderful culminating activity.  All students can be successful with this, even if they only master the chorus.  Reinforce that they now know more sign language than most people in their audience, so even if they make a mistake, smile and keep signing.  Their performance is a powerful way to celebrate the American heroes of social justice, and most especially Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr..

13. To ensure students connect back to all they have learned and experienced, brainstorm ways they can act as heroes in their class, school and community.  

14. See closure for the concluding activities and final writing assignment.

Accommodations/Adaptations

* The use of small groups allows students to build on the strengths of other students.  Students with reading difficulties will be pared with stronger readers.  

* The group oral presentation regarding the assigned heroes allow students to develop their presentation skills, as well as give students who struggle with written expression an opportunity to verbally convey their thoughts.  

* For spanish speaking English Language Learners, “Harvesting Hope” has a spanish language copy available through Amazon or the Michigan  library system.  In addition, spanish versions of informational graphic organizers are available on live at no cost through Houghton Mifflin. (see additional resources for link)

* The sign language presentation can be video taped, uploaded to the classroom website and practiced at home allowing students who are not as adept at picking up the sign language additional practice time.

* The concluding written assignment can be adapted to accommodate different level of learners (struggling readers/writers can be given streamlined objectives, advanced writers can be assigned an enhanced essay).

*  The use of formative assessment during student discussions, classroom presentation, and written assignment will allow the teacher to determine if students of all levels are learning.

Assessment/Evaluation

Formative assessment will take place as students are working within their small groups.  The teacher will monitor group discussion and interactions.  Classroom presentations allow for additional assessment for understanding, ability to sequence the hero's life, and verbal communication skills.  The final written assignment will be used to as a more summative assessment.

Closure

To celebrate Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. day, students will sign the words to the song “Waiting on the World to Change”.  My class has had the opportunity to participate in an MLK assembly, however this could be as simple as performing for families and/or other classes in the school.  After the culminating activity, the teacher will lead a class discussion using the teaching method “think, pair, share” to connect all the stories of social justice heroes to their MLK celebration and finally to ideas of how we can make an impact on our world.  Following the class discussion, students will be asked to write a letter to a classmate who did not attend the performance (or friend in another class), describing the event and answering the questions posed in the class discussion.  This writing assignment will be used as the final assessment.

Teacher Reflection

Having taught a version of this lesson several times, I have come to strongly value both the opportunity for student discussion and the importance of authentic writing.  Learning about social justice heroes, then being able to help participate in and lead an assembly celebrating the life of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr created opportunities for students to make great connections and demonstrate deep learning.  The one area I feel needs to be enhanced is in the reflection of the faces of social justice heroes the students see.  While I make the connection between the actions of the famous, and the choices we can make as individuals, I believe strongly in the theory that children need books that are mirrors.  Books that show Caucasian, Asian and Native American heroes would strengthen this lesson.

Additional Resources

* Let Freedom Ring: The Life & Legacy of Martin Luther King, Jr. - http://edsitement.neh.gov/lesson-plan/let-freedom-ring-life-legacy-martin-luther-king-jr#sect-preparation

* Deaf Performing Arts Network - “Waiting on the World to Change” - http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AT3nyFR6t8Y 

*  Graphic Organizers in both English and Spanish can be found at http://www.eduplace.com/graphicorganizer/

