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My Future on the Line: 

Discovering Self through the Past for a Better Tomorrow 
(Lessons for students of color in creating autobiographies and biographies through various mediums) 

 

Deborah L. Andrépoint 
Sharpstown Middle School 

 

The words “I am…” Are potent words; be careful what you hitch 
them to.  The thing you’re claiming has a way of reaching back 

and claiming you. 

~ A.L. Kitselman 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The past is one‘s foundation toward building a stronger tomorrow. It is alarming to know that the 

knowledge of our history and culture is rapidly disappearing, especially among our minority 
students. Why is this trend occurring?  Unfortunately today, regardless of the reasons, many of 

our family members are scattered around the world. Whether it‘s in a different city, state, and 

country or on a different continent, keeping close family ties and preserving one‘s family history 
and colorful stories is challenging. Why have these become challenging? These challenges arise 

because in a family there are often one or two designated people (e.g. grandmother or 

grandfather) who are what one would call the ―keeper of the flame,‖ or the family‘s historian. 

However, when that member becomes ill or even worse dies, he or she is no longer able to 
share and pass down these family stories, resulting in the loss of all portrayals of that family‘s 

history.  In other words, when that person passes away, if the history is not documented, either in 

writing, photographs, audio tapes, or some other means of communication, the history of the 
family often dies with that person. So I ask: what impact does knowing your history have on your 

present and future decisions?  Since I believe it is through your history that you become aware of 

your responsibility to your family, your community, and society, this will be the primary focus of 
this unit. 

In a time where students are told not to question authority, or ―do as I say and not as I do,‖ 

their ability to think critically about the world they live in slowly, but steadily diminishes.  

Students are often granted access to a critical dialogue or are acclimatized to deem the familiar as 
the inexorable. Yet, they are still too often deprived of the right to use their preferred means of 

expression which would allow them to be a vital participant in their families, their communities, 

and ultimately in society.  Students are often unaware of their history and are left unequipped to 
shape it. 

But how can we as educators change the fate of our students, when we too are conditioned by 

a test-driven society that tells us that they are only as intelligent as their test scores?  If we look to 

our past, for example, during the Civil Rights Movement, students used their voices as a means of 
power and demanded to be heard. However, back then students were not alone in their quest for 

justice and equality; their families and communities played a vital role in their search for a better 

(educated) life.  They all understood the importance of knowing their history and knowing that 
with this knowledge of the past, the road toward a better future could be paved. Furthermore, they 
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were aware of the fact that their life choices impacted not only them but also their parent(s), 

communities, and children. An article found online at http://historyeducationinfo.com/edu10.htm, 
A Look Back at American Education states: 

But we can still learn much about education by examining the way our ancestors were 

schooled.  In some respects, parents may actually want to encourage their school officials 

to duplicate some of the old, tried-and-true methods of shaping young minds….It was a 
time when parents and other community residents pulled together to build and maintain 

their schools. 

However, unlike the past, our current educational system has the propensity to be more 
centralized and less personalized. Yet how can one aim for a prosperous future when they do not 

have the knowledge and the means to accurately access their past? Moreover, how can educators 

encourage their students to strive for more, if they too are inadequately informed or if they choose 
to ignore the dynamics of a continuously growing, culturally diverse system? 

THE STATISTICS 

The U.S. Census Bureau (2000) estimated that people of color made up 28% of the nation‘s 

population in 2000, and predicts that they would make up 38% in 2025, and 47% in 2050.  Yet 
we continue to fail our students both academically and socially by not considering and making 

use of their history during the educational process.  American classrooms are experiencing the 

largest influx of immigrant students since the beginning of the 20
th
 century. These statistics have 

become a reflection of what not only my classroom looks like, but what many classrooms across 

our nation look like as well (U. S. Census Bureau).  

About a million immigrants are making the U.S. their home each year (Martin and Midgley, 
1999). It is because of these facts, we, as an educational system and educators, can no longer take 

omitting our students‘ cultural histories lightly. The influence of an increasingly ethnically 

diverse population on the nation‘s schools is and will continue to be enormous (Martin and 

Midgley, 1999).  

 In an ideal setting, the education of young people is the collaboration between the school, the 

home, and the community. This is not an easy task to accomplish, and unfortunately students are 

suffering the consequences. Yet as educators, how can we help to strengthen the relationships 
between our students and their families, their communities, and their overall school experience?  

How can we help our students to connect and more importantly want to stay connected? Experts 

suggest when family and community become involved in students‘ school activities, their 

academic and personal achievements excel, as addressed in A New Wave of Evidence: The Impact 
of School, Family, and Community Connections on Student Achievement by Anne T. Henderson 

and Karen L. Mapp: 

When schools engage families in ways that are linked to improving learning, and support 
parent involvement at home and school, students make greater gains. When schools build 

partnerships with families that respond to their concerns, honor their contributions, and 

share power, they succeed in sustaining connections that are aimed at improving student 
achievement. And when families and communities organize to hold poorly performing 

schools accountable, school districts make positive changes in policy, practice, and 

resources. (14)  

These strategies can also be implemented when trying to establish student-teacher and 
teacher-parent relations. 

Research after research consistently agrees that a major component in students‘ overall 

achievement relies on the active involvement of both community and family. However, research 
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also indicates that besides family and community involvement, educators and educational systems 

must also have a keen understanding of how culture plays a major role in student achievement. 

As the article found at http://historyeducationinfo.com/edu10.htm, A Look Back at American 

Education, states, ―But the history of education shows that schools must retain a ‗personal touch‘ 

in order to be relevant in their students‘ lives.‖  In order to gain as well as retain a ―personal 

touch‖ with our students, it is imperative that we, as educators, inquire about their histories and 
the contributions they have made in shaping this nation, by talking with parents and grandparents, 

attending community functions, and being accessible.  As educators we are obligated to provide 

students with as many positive opportunities and experiences inside as well as outside of the 
classroom as possible. As a result students are now able to make thoughtful and informed 

decisions about their lives, making them more equipped to positively participate in the world. 

MY STUDENTS 

Over the past decade, we have seen a steady breakdown between the school, family, and 

community in which our students attend, live, and participate.  The result of this continuous 

breakdown is students‘ susceptibility to negative influences such as gangs, drugs, violence, and 

victimization. 

Today students‘ are continuously experiencing low self-esteem and negative outlooks on life. 

In addition, their stance on family and education has shifted significantly, and grades and positive 

relationships are the least of their concerns. Several studies have shown that students and families 
alike who are actively involved in school activities are likely to do well academically and less 

likely to get into trouble (Berk 372). However, students are now forced to focus more on 

surviving the countless temptations that await them after the school-bell rings.  Without the self-
confidence and strength from their families, communities, and schools to help confront and battle 

those dangerous temptations that await them, they will become victims to an often unempathetic 

society and to a family of vultures we call gangs. 

Gangs are claiming many of our youth today at an unprecedented rate.  Since the early 1990s 
gang activity has risen throughout Houston, Texas.  One area in particular where an increase is 

prominent is in the Southwest region of Houston; the fastest growing groups in gang membership 

today are minorities (African Americans and Hispanic-Americans) ranging from ten years of age 
through seventeen years of age. These kids suffer from low self-esteem and issues of belonging.  

These are the profiles of my students at Sharpstown Middle School.  They are neither ―bad‖ 

students nor are they violent students; they are misguided students.  They are students who reject 

the ―one-size-fits-all‖ method of education, as rightfully they should. In fact, what they should 
see is that many of these kids are highly intelligent. 

As a minority myself, I often seek to know more about the history of my people, my gender, 

and my orientation as many middle school age students do. We all long to be able to identify 
ourselves with a socially popular group.  Unfortunately, some of those recognizable groups are 

not always positive or work in our best interest.  At least 87% of my students fall within the 

―minority,‖ which is the “majority” category at my school.  They are at risk.  Consequently, not 
many of our teachers can say the same, making it difficult to empathize, understand and/or relate 

to the decisions, attitudes, and behaviors our students often demonstrate inside and outside of the 

classroom.  Instead, these students are viewed as trouble makers, underachievers and potential 

gang ―bangers.‖ However, since the system refuses to adapt to these students, alternate 
educational opportunities continue to be unavailable. 

Regrettably, this continuous unavailability of resources for such students within our 

educational system, often leads them to find pleasure and pride in claiming a color, a sign, and/or 
a turf.  Gangs have become a refuge for many of our students.  Gangs have replaced families; 
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gangs have become their teacher, their security, their means of survival, and, yes, their future.  

Our students are trusting in a lifestyle that many of them know nothing about. Yet my question 
remains, why is an activity that is so conspicuously destructive be also so vastly desirable that our 

students would denounce their own families to identify themselves with a gang ―family‖? 

James Baldwin, a great writer, once said, ―Know whence you came.  If you know whence 

you came, there is really no limit to where you can go,‖ and I believe it is in these words that the 
answer to my question rests.  I am Deborah Lynne Andrépoint, a Special Education Teacher of 

Reading and Language Arts at Sharpstown Middle School.  My goal is to connect students with 

their pasts so that they can make better choices about their future, reclaim their lives, and 
honorably say ―I am…‖ 

MY EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCE 

Times have changed since I attended school.  Education, family, and community were 
important; students had direction or at least professed to have direction.  Competition was 

ongoing given that having notable grades was something we all strived for.  There was nobility 

for making ―the mark,‖ and our peers as well as our families respected us for it.  As long as I can 

remember, family played an important role in my maintaining my grades and in how I felt about 
education.  My sister and I, although she was older, always competed for the better grade. We 

were often rewarded with material things (mainly money), but the real reward for me came from 

inside. 

It wasn‘t the praise or the money; it was the internal reward that I got when I knew I set a 

goal and accomplished it.  Of course, I had lots of encouragement from family and friends, but it 

was that feeling I had inside that became the ultimate incentive.   Even as I entered college, it was 
that internal feeling that I always strived for. Back then I didn‘t make the connection of that 

feeling and my ongoing success in school and in life. But today, although family and friends are 

essential to one‘s success or not, the importance of being able to depend on oneself to determine 

one‘s good fortune and well-being is critical. 

MY GOAL 

The academic goal of this unit is to teach students how to create autobiographies and 

biographies through various means of expression and to improve on writing skills, reading skills, 
and research skills.  This will be accomplished by revisiting their past, reflecting on their lives, 

gaining an understanding, accepting the consequences and/or recompenses of their actions, taking 

ownership of their communities, and respecting other communities as well. In short, students 

begin to develop meaningful connections between school life and life outside of school. 
However, in order for such a transition to occur or start to develop, I believe it must first start 

within our own classroom community. 

Students need to be shown models of what is expected of them, what is acceptable and what 
is not in one‘s own community.  I would not only guide my students through this process of 

unity, reflection, ownership and self-awareness but also be an active participant in the journey.  

As a classroom ―family,‖ we will travel together looking to our past and our families‘ past so that 
we can begin to build, rebuild, and strengthen foundations that will ultimately lead us on a path of 

success that will extend far beyond the classroom. 

GENERAL METHOD OF APPROACH 

This unit will allow us to examine and define a family; explore our community; seek out the 
truth, whether good or bad, about ourselves while gaining a genuine understanding about where 

we come from, where we want to go, what is our place in our community, and how can we 
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become positive participant in that community; and ultimately understand who we are and how in 

life we eventually ―come full circle.‖ 

The unit will apply both autobiographical and biographical writing strategies and examples of 

these genres in pursing these goals.  While improving writing skills will be the core of many of 

the lessons and activities, the unit will be interdisciplinary in approach.  The tools we will use to 

record this extraordinary expedition is writing, art, music, speech, and technology.  I have chosen 
these tools because the students I teach have an array of learning abilities; however, by finding 

their medium of expression each one will have the opportunity to ―shine‖ and be proud of their 

work, hence, beginning to build self-esteem. 

Although everyone is not a great writer, many are magnificent artists.  Others can rap a song 

like it was second nature. There are extraordinary orators that sit among my students, and there 

are those who were born to manipulate technology and produce visuals so inviting to the eye you 
want them to do everything using technology.  However, since writing is my preferable medium, 

I believe it to be one of the most personal forms of expression we have.  In writing one can 

acknowledge, confront, praise, and reveal his or her most intimate self without ever having to say 

or share it with anyone.  In writing we are honest. It gives us a chance to reflect on our lives as so 
many of our students, especially middle school-age students, often fail to do. 

This curriculum unit will be used over a nine-week time frame (preferable spring semester) 

covering several TAKS and SDAA (special education curriculum) objectives required by HISD 
and Texas.  However, the delivery will not be the ―one-size-fits all‖ model; in fact the 

implementation of the unit will not only excite the students about learning but also give educators 

as well as administrators a fresh new approach to teach reading, writing, history, character 
education, art, music, and multiculturalism. 

The unit will be delivered in sections relevant to the major focal points to be discussed. Each 

major lesson will begin with a mini lesson in which activities will include, but not be limited to, 

archived newspaper articles, old photos, biographies, and autobiographies.  Guest speakers from 
the community will be invited into the class to share stories, and fieldtrips will be scheduled 

allowing students to have access to primary source artifacts.  These artifacts will increase their 

understanding of the importance of obtaining reliable sources of information and begin to connect 
with the concept that what they do today, someone else did yesterday, and someone will do it 

again tomorrow. 

GETTING STARTED 

Each day the students will enter the classroom with some type of ―hook‖ that will lead them 
into the lesson. The ―hook‖ will also be designed to provoke one or more of the senses.  For 

example, one day students may enter the classroom, and music will be playing in the background 

from their parents‘ and grandparents‘ time period.   Students will then be asked to identify any 
similarities in the music they listen to with the music their parents and/or grandparents listened to. 

On another occasion students may be shown a series of slides called ―A Blast from the Past,‖ 

which I will develop to reflect my students‘ ethnic backgrounds (the purpose is for them to 
connect with the past.) After they have viewed the slide show, students will be instructed to 

briefly write a word, feeling, or thought about the slide. Students will be asked to share their 

information as the whole class begins a discussion on how we are all linked in one way or 

another. 

From the onset, students will have to begin to develop their reflective and critical-thinking 

skills. In each segment of the unit, students will be required to complete a pre-activity 

questionnaire accompanied by a pre-selected reading passage that will touch on issues that are 
reflective of the questions. After each reading students will pair off in groups and discuss the 



Houston Teachers Institute 6 

selected reading. In each group students will be expected to find examples that answer the 

questionnaire and compare their real-life answers with those of the characters in the reading.  
However, students will answer questions prior to the reading so that they will not be influenced 

by situations found in the readings. 

The first series of questioning will be called “Creating Self,‖ with a text selection taken from 

Lois Lowery‘s Number the Stars.  Here students will have the opportunity to think about things 
that will promote a positive as well as a negative identity status and/or emotional well-being. 

1. How do we shape our own identities? 

2. How do we characterize ourselves? 
3. How can we learn about ourselves through the lives of others? 

4. How do other people‘s perceptions of ourselves influence our perception of self? 

5. How can major life changing events in childhood, influence the course to teenage years 
and adulthood? 

6. In a society where we are engulfed with outside influences trying to shape our lives, how 

can individual decision-making be accomplished? 

Second series of questions is ―Choices, Conduct, and Consequences.‖  This line of questions 
will provoke students to start thinking about taking ownership of their conduct and how those 

choices and conduct influence their future and everything around them. Students will read from 

the autobiography by Ruby Bridges, Through My Eyes. 

1. How do choices relate to consequences? 

2. How does one learn to make good choices? 

3. How does one‘s choices and conduct obstruct the course of a person‘s life? 
4. How can choices, conduct, and consequences differ from view-point to view-point? 

In the third series of questions, ―Dealings: Personal and Community Relationships,‖ students 

are encouraged to focus on what are relationships (family)? What kinds of relationships are there? 

How do they define their relationship with their own community and their school community?  
They are asked to discuss in small groups the following questions: 

1. What are the elements that build a strong friendship and community? Compare and 

contrast the elements of the two. 
2. How does friendship change as we grow older?  Compare and contrast a friend at age 6 

and at age 13. 

3. What influences do families, friends, and communities have on friendships over the 

course of one‘s life? 
4. How are people transformed through their relationships with others? 

5. What is community, and what are your responsibilities to your community as well as 

your community‘s responsibilities to you? 

After answering these questions, students will then read passages from Francisco Jimenez‘s 

The Circuit and Breaking Through, where they will explore different situations that make a 

family close, that can break families apart, and how people on the outside impacts the family both 
negatively and positively. 

In the fourth series of questions, ―Past, Present, and Future,‖ students should have begun 

developing an awareness of self and ones responsibilities to family, community, and self.  These 

questions will allow students to reflect on their past and pinpoint decisions that are impacting 
their current positions as well as their future positions in life.  Again in small groups students are 

asked to discuss and answer the following questions: 
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1. Why do you think it is important to understand the past, present, or future? 

2. How does knowing the past influence the present and/or the future? 
3. What are some repeated images/motifs from the past, and in what ways have they 

changed and/or stayed the same? 

Students will use information from archive newspapers and search for things that have 

happened when their parents were their age and compare them to current events that they are 
living. Each question will be answered in two forms, written and with an illustration (cartoon 

format). Once all questions have been answered and discussed students will begin to compile 

their answers so that they can be used to construct timeline mobiles and used as the foundation 
for their autobiographies and interview questions for their biographies. 

CONCLUSION 

By the end of the unit, students will be active readers, researchers, interviewers, critics—
skills which will be demonstrated in the form of an autobiography and/or a biography 

(biographies will be of family members, someone in their community, or someone in their 

neighborhood they have researched).  Furthermore, I would like to extend the unit by having 

students share their papers with each other (with permission) and select writings that are 
meaningful to them, that they feel could/should be put in a book of autobiographies and 

biographies produced by students.  Finally, they will continue to use their skills by researching 

publishing companies that may be interested in publishing their work under the genre of young 
adult/teen reading. 

A Look at Factors that Affect Identity Development: Family and Community 

Family 

What is a family?  There are many ways to describe a family. Families are typically defined 

as having a father, mother, and their children. However, families can also consist of a mother and 

her children only or a father and his children only, or families can also have grandparents, aunts, 

uncles and cousin included.  According to Wikipedia online encyclopedia, a family is a domestic 
group of people (or a number of domestic groups), typically affiliated by birth or marriage, or by 

comparable legal relationships-including partnership, adoption, and surname, although many 

people including social scientists have understood family relationships in terms of ―blood.‖  
Another definition given by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights Article 16(3) states:  

―The family is the natural and fundamental group unit of society…‖ yet, there is no set way to 

describe a family. 

So why are families so important to how we view ourselves and the world in which we live?  
From the perspective of children, the family is a family orientation. Does the construction of our 

family impact who we are? Very much so; the family serves to locate children socially, and plays 

a major role in their acculturation: a process whereby an established culture teaches an individual 
by repetition its accepted norms and values, so that the individual can become an accepted 

member of the society and find his or her suitable role. Why is knowing family history so 

important to one‘s identity? A good family history connects with young children. Family histories 
are crucial when referring to medical issues. 

Family stories are tales about people, places, and events related to the members of our 

immediate family or their ancestors. Family stories are talked about in a very informal manner; 

whether at the dinner table or at a family reunion, they often entertain us over and over again. 
They can parallel great heroic and important tales.  The unforgettable tales about our lives and of 

the lives of other family members takes on significance since they are true stories, even if 

everyone passes on various accounts of a single event. These stories are family heirlooms; they 
are not tangible items, but information that is carried on within the heart.  They are endowments 
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to future generations that only obligation is to honor them, preserve them by remembering them 

and passing them on. 

Community 

The term community is widely used to evoke a sense of togetherness. Look around you.  

Does your community resemble your lifestyle?  Can others tell what community you come from 

just by your appearance and/or actions?  A group of people living in a particular local area, 
sharing similar ethnic, cultural, or religious characteristics, often share the same likes and 

dislikes. This is a community.  Sharing in this "common defense" incorporates a balance between 

self-interest and shared-interests within and among members of a group and is a crucial factor in 
community formation. When enough participants in a group develop an attitude of caring for the 

well-being of the whole, or the common good, the prospect of community is present.  How does a 

communtiy differ from a family?  In what ways are families and communities alike? These are 
questions that are important for individuals to know in order get a clear view of one‘s history and 

roots. 

It is important to understand that whatever encourages people to work together and 

collaborate to start with, is not as significant in the context of community as what provokes them 
to maintain some sort of connection. However, according to Wikipedia online enclycopedia, 

―Resilient connections between and among people are what is important in the formation of 

viable communities.  Successful efforts by a mix of participants tend to attract the attention of 
other less connected individuals who may seek to join the group that is succeeding‖ 

(―Community‖). 

However, as individuals mature into adulthood, this changes.  An ongoing collection of facts, 
truths, and hopefully insights finally comes together through realization.  It is during the ups and 

downs of life that attitudes toward family, society and an understanding of how people interact 

with one another and within the context of community attainment occur.  These changes in 

experience are what are referred to as socialization. 

So, identification, realization, and socialization brings an individual into a position of making 

choices about who he or she will socialize with and under what conditions and circumstances.  

From the viewpoint of the individual, accepting or rejecting groups to participate with now 
becomes an association.  When associated individuals develop the intent to give of themselves to 

the group and maintain all of the processes from identification to association they begin to bring 

into practice the first process of true community-the process of communication (―Community‖). 

An Examination of the Past:  The Importance of Ancestors 

The importance of the ancestors is the passing of the flame; without this flame our history 

becomes dimmer and dimmer with each passing year, until the flame is extinguished. In order for 

individuals to have a sense of belonging and self-worth, one must have some type of beacon to 
direct them.  Once on this path the individual will have the desire to keep the flame alive and 

proudly pass it on to the next generation.  

A Look at the Present:  Ancestorial Influences on Today 

In many cultures death is not thought of as the end of human of relationships.  Rather, those 

who die enter the spirit world in which they are invisible. Unfortunately today students fail to 

realize the influences that ancestors play in their parents and/or grandparents everyday lives.  

Among the younger generations honoring one‘s ancestors is of little importance unless the elders 
of the family practice such rituals on a daily basis. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Defense_%28military%29
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Students today need to be aware of the many ways elders look at ancestors and respect their 

contributions to the success of their lives.  For example, this is seen in many Asian communitie, 
as mentioned in the article Feeding the Ancestors by Nuong Van Dinh Tran: 

For Vietnamese people, as well as many other Asians, Africans and indigenous people 

around the world, honoring our ancestors is a way of acknowledging that our lives, our 

strengths, our possibilities are, in may ways, due to the labors, the loves and the sacrifices 
of those who came before us.  Our sturggles are not new struggles and our pains are not 

new pains.  Someone before us has walked part of our road already and they understand.  

And they help. 

This is what our students need to get a good understanding, which in turn may encourage 

them to make better choices and to actually think before they act. 

Predicting the Future:  Today’s Choices, Tommorow’s Conduct 

Keeping family ties viable allows future generations to not only have a means to access their 

history but also give them the means to learn from it as well.  This is important when looking at 

one‘s responsibilities within the family and within one‘s community. 

Many individuals, especially adolescents, fail to realize the impact of their actions and how 
those actions affect not only what they do today but also how they act in the future. Often times 

we hear students say, ―Who is it going to hurt anyway,‖ or ―I‘m only hurting myself,‖ but this is 

not true.  Students need to understand the misconduct they choose to participate in follows them 
throughout their lifetime as well as their family‘s life and the lives of their unborn children.  It is 

important as educators that we instill in students that they must be very careful of their decision 

making, of their associations, and of their actions because the past has a way of coming back to 
them. 

LESSON PLANS 

Lesson Plan One:  Who Am I, Really? 

Subject Areas 

Writing, reading, history, art, technology, and character education 

Objectives 

In this lesson, the student will: 

 Begin to think about the things that make the student who he or she is. 

 Research family history. 

 Create a mobile time line of important events in his or her family‘s life. 

Allotted Time 

Two 90- minute class periods 

Materials 

Teacher 

Whiteboard/chalkboard or large post-it-notes and some type of writing tool 

Student 

This lesson is designed so that students can use their creativity through art.  Students may use 

pictures, drawings, newspaper clippings, etc. to design their mobile timelines. However, they 

will also need to have the following available:  multicolored construction paper, scissors, 
markers, crayons or map pencils, rulers, adhesive, straws, string or yarn, paper-clips, 
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instructions on how to create the mobile as well as a model of a finished mobile. Students 

should also have a rubric so that they have clear and precise expectation of the grading scale.  
By having a rubric available, students are responsible for how much or how little they want to 

do resulting in taking ownership of their work and grade. 

Lesson: Day 1 

1. Begin lesson as a whole class discussion. On the board or post-it-note write the question(s): 
Who am I? and What are the things that made me this way? As students answer, write down 

the responses on the board so the class can see.  While writing the responses, try to categorize 

them so that they can be used in future lessons.  For example, things we have in common to 
show connected-ness. 

2. Explain that some of things we do comes from family, community, and/or peers.  Use 
examples such as ―I‘m very serious about education,‖ because my mom used to always tell 

me, ―Get your education that‘s the only way to success,‖ or you may want to solicit examples 

from your students. 

3. Define Family History and ask students why they think it‘s important. 

4. Have students write down ten things about themselves. 

5. Explain to students that they will be using those questions to see if anyone else in their family 

also had these characteristics, habits, concerns, etc. when they were their age. (This activity 

provokes students to inquire about family and open communication with parents and/or other 
relatives) 

6. Finally, students will begin to draft a design for their mobiles.  Students may use computers 
or pencil and paper to plan and draft their designs. 

7. Optional, teachers may want to revisit discussion and focus on key points of the lesson.  

Teachers may also want to make sure that students understand rubric and expectation of their 

finish product. 

Day 2 

1. As students enter the classroom, make sure that there is a completed mobile visual (you might 

want to have more than one scattered around the room).  At this time, you would also hand 

out instructions on how to build a mobile. 

2. Make sure that all materials for constructing the mobile are available to students.  This class 

period is organized so that students may build their mobiles and present them. 

3. Check to see if students completed drafts of their mobiles, brought in photos, newspaper 

clippings, notes, wedding invitations, birth announcements, etc. to be used in this project. At 
this point, students should have all material compiled according to the event in chronological 

order. 

4. Allow students to work in groups or individually; however, make sure they are working. 

5. Provide students with a check list to ensure that they are working according to rubrics.  You 

might want to tell students to have their rubrics out so they can be clear of expectations and 

possible grades according to the work done. 

6. Finally, students will prepare to share their mobile with the class then turn in their 

assignment.  If time permits, allow students to hang mobiles around the class if desired. 

Note: Depending on student‘s ability to work independently, you may need to extend lesson 

time frame. 
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Lesson Plan Two:  Treasure Hunting: Finding Value in Family Stories 

Subject Areas 

Writing, reading, history, art, technology, and listening skills 

Vocabulary 

Heirlooms, generation, ancestor, interview, documentation 

Objectives 

In this lesson, the student will: 

  Use communication skills to gather information from relatives about who is the family‘s 

story teller (s). 

 Interview the person(s) that the family designates to be the family‘s story teller. 

 Use listening skill to accurately document information. 

 Write his or her own family story using the information gathered from relatives. 

Allotted Time 

Three 90-minute class periods 

Materials 

Whiteboard/chalkboard and writing utensils 

Pre-written interview questions, audio equipment and tapes (if available), disposable cameras (if 

available), small writing tablets (so students can write down responses) 

Lesson Day 1 

1. Have students listen to the story of Cobin Harney and his musical messages of taking care of 

―Mother Earth‖ at the Circle of Stories web site, <http://www.pbs.org/circleofstories>. 

2. Have student pay strict attention to how Harney tells his story and how he delivers it (what 

medium does he use to tell the stories). 

3. After listening to interview, have a discussion with students about the different ways they can 

demostrate a family history.  See if students remember some of the ways demonstrated in the 
interview. 

Lesson Day 2 

1. As students enter the classroom, handout pre-written interview questions as well as overview 
the importance of family stories. (Students may add to questions; however, make sure that 

they are questions that are sensitive to the person they are to interview.) 

2. On the board write vocabulary that students need to know.  Ask student what they know 

about doing personal interviews.  Solicit explanations. Students may talk about an interview 

they‘ve seen of their favorite movie star or singer.  The key is to get students talking.  

3. The major part of the activities will be done at home.  Students will choose a relative to 

interview. 

4. Provide student with checklist so that they remember to ask specific questions, write down 
dates, events, and any other important information they may need for final presentations. 

5. Give students time to decide how they want to present their projects 
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Lesson Day 3 

1. This day is dedicated to presentation only. 

2. As students enter the room, use a hat, box, or other enclosed container from which students 

will pick a piece a paper that will tell the order of presentation. 

3. Students may invite parents, the person they interviewed, other teachers, principals, etc. to 

share in their presentation. 

4. Finally have students turn in presentations. 

5. If relatives come to presentations, allot time for gathering and discussion after all projects 

have been presented. 

Lesson Plan 3:  A Blast from the Past 

Subject Areas 

Writing, reading, history, art, technology, and music 

Vocabulary 

Primary sources, secondary sources, artifacts, historical fiction 

Objectives 

In this lesson, the student will: 

 Compare and Contrast events of the past with current events. 

 Research different trends and fads of past generations. 

 Use information found on the Internet as well as in archived newspapers to gain an 

understanding of primary resources. 

Allotted Time 

90 minute class period 

Materials 

Teacher 

Whiteboard/chalkboard or large post-it-notes and some type of writing tool, computer, power-

point slides, 50s and 60s music, CD player 

Student 

Internet access, newspapers, highlighters, paper and pencil, construction paper, glue, map pencils, 

and scissors. 

Lesson 

This lesson is designed to provoke students to think about things that they have in common with 

their parents, and/or grandparents.  They will compare and contrast different events throughout 

history with current events.  They will also have to identify recurring motifs and themes seen 

throughout history. 

1. Have students enter classroom to the sound of music playing in the background from their 

parents‘ and grandparents‘ time period.   

2. Ask students to identify any similarities in the music they listen to with the music their 

parents and/or grandparents listened to. 
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3. Have students watch a power-point presentation: a series of slides called ―A Blast from the 

Past,‖ which I will develop to reflect my students‘ ethnic backgrounds (the purpose is for 
them to connect with the past.) 

4.  After they have viewed the slide show, instruct students to briefly write a word, feeling, or 
thought about the slide. 

5. Ask students to share their information as the whole class begins a discussion on how we are 
all linked in one way or another. 

6. After instructions, allow students to explore newspapers and internet (designate sites) to find 

pictures, articles, etc. that represent both their time period and their parents/grandparents. 

7. Have students use information to create a collage and present it to the class. 

Alternative Lesson Activities 

1. Have students write a letter to their unborn child.  Have them answer questions such as:  what 
do I want my child to know about me?  What was I most proud of? What would I like to 

leave behind for my child? 

2. Have students create a family tree or pedigree chart. 

3. Have students write a personal autobiography. 

4. Have students draw a self-portrait representing their life. 

5. Have students perform skits or plays that represent an event in their family‘s life. 
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