
I Get By With a Little Help From My Friends  

OR  

A Hard Day’s Night on the Underground Railroad 

By Mark McKay, Salem High School  
Salem, IN  47167  
July 26, 2001  

Topic (Overall theme):  
This mini-unit is a part of the unit I do at the beginning of the school year.  It fits in to the 
Indiana Academic Standards for Social Studies, Standard 1: Early National 
Development, 1775 to 1877.  This lesson challenges students to consider the 
viewpoints of various people involved in the Underground Railroad.  

Classroom sessions:  
 5 sessions that are 45 minutes each.  

Grade Level(s):  
Grade 11 – United States History  

Purpose:  
The students already have a basic understanding of the Underground Railroad when we 
begin this mini-unit.  They will be challenged about their simple ideas of the way things 
worked in Indiana.  An in-depth study of the Underground Railroad will also help the 
students understand the deep sectional conflicts that stemmed from slavery.  

Geography Standards Addressed:  
National Geography Standards 1, 3, 9, 12, 17  

Indiana Social Studies Academic Standards addressed:  
USH.1.2  - Major themes in early national history  

USH.1.9 – Sectionalism, analyze interests and points of view  

Objectives:  
During this mini-unit students will:  
· read at least three primary sources.  
· examine the many roles related to the Underground  Railroad.  
· go to a historic site related to our county’s history.  
· “walk a mile” in a person’s shoes who had a role in the Underground Railroad.  
· examine the risks and complications of the Underground Railroad.  
· evaluate sectional viewpoints on slavery.  
· examine viewpoints related to the 1850 Fugitive Slave Law.  
· examine the importance of Quakers and other  
· abolitionists involved in the Underground Railroad.  

Teacher Background Materials:  
Quakers:  
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Purpose of Materials:  
There will be four main areas that the students study (each student portrays a person 
from one area): religious groups/Quakers, free blacks, slaves, and pro-slavery 
people.  Each student will be required to use three primary sources and one secondary 
source to create his/her character.  No one will read an entire book or source; they only 
have to sift through them to get an accurate representation of the person they are to 
portray.  These materials, taken as a whole, lead to a good but limited understanding of 
slavery, the Underground Railroad, and sectional conflict that led to the Civil War.  

Procedures:  
1)     Teacher: go to the historic site and photograph it so students will know what kind 
of space they’ll work with the day of the skit.  
2)     Describe to the students what the project will consist of and what its goals 
are.  Particularly emphasize that a study of slavery and the         Underground Railroad 
will highlight the sectional differences that led to the Civil War.  
3)     Divide the class into two teams as fairly and arbitrarily as  possible.  
4)     Assign or let the students pick their roles.  I will probably have them draw for roles 
out of a hat. The 11 roles: slave owner, slave catcher, slave, slave contemplating 
escape, fugitive on the Underground Railroad, free black that escaped and settled in 
Indiana, free black that was manumitted or emancipated, free black born free and 
always free, active anti-  slavery Quaker, passive anti-slavery Quaker, pro-slavery 
Hoosier.  
5)     The time setting of the skit is 1851.  
6)     For simplicity’s sake, the skit will be entirely one or two person scenes.  I don’t 
want them to get too complicated and try to get several characters on the stage at the 
same time.  It tends to distract from quality and takes too much planning time.  
7)     Students will use the first three days to read (individually), organize the skit 
(group), and practice (individually).  
8)     Day 4 will be going to the site and performing the skit.  
9)     Day 5 we will view the videos (if time permits), choose the winner, and debrief on 
what we learned.  Be sure at this point to lead the class in a discussion of the various 
sectional viewpoints.  

Teaching Strategies:  

 Brief question/answer class discussion to begin the mini-unit 



 Individual research both on-line and with books 

 Teacher works individually with students 

 Cooperative group organization on skit format 
 Travel to a local historic site; in Salem, Indiana this will be one of three places: 

Blue River Friends Church, site of free black community near Beck’s Mill, or site 
of free black community on Jim Day Road 

 Teacher description of the historic site upon arrival 
 Videotape the skit which will be performed on the historic site 

 Debrief with a class discussion 

Assessments (key questions to simulate critical thinking):  
The students will be assessed six different ways:  
1)     reading 3 primary and 1 secondary source  

2)     effort – this includes bravery (not skill) in the skit, use of costumes, etc.  
3)     creativity  

4)     accuracy in portraying their roles  

5)     authenticity – was it believable?  

6)     quality – overall quality of the product  

All six of those criteria will an individual grade, but one group evaluation will also be 
offered.  Each class is going to do two skits with the same roles and the same 
sources.  The difference in the skits will be how each group writes and organizes itself, 
etc.   The group with the best final product will get 10 bonus points.  

Adaptations and/or Extensions:  
There are many others products the students can make with their research.  The 
research is the important part of this project, not the skit.  My ideas are to make a 
documentary, group collage, or choose-an-ending booklet.  The group collage would be 
the result of each student making a panel and then putting the panels together into a 
collage.  The choose-an-ending booklet could be done individually or as a group.  

There are two ways that I plan to extend this mini-unit.  First, it will introduce several 
interesting topics that can be adapted for the National History Day contest.  Second, the 
hot topic of abortion is comparable to the Underground Railroad, so we can come back 
to it during the second semester.  
   

   

   

   

   

   

 


