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“Traveling” the Underground Railroad
Grade Level: Fifth Grade
United States History
Time Required: 7-11 class periods
Lesson Summary:
Students will be investigating the Underground Railroad’s role in helping to abolish slavery.  They will achieve this by hearing read-aloud books and research on the internet.  The class will write and perform skits depicting the life of slaves.  Students will also create a quilt block showing something that the fugitive slaves may use as a clue to help get them to freedom.  The final activity will be to research heroes in history who were an integral part of helping the slaves escape to freedom.
Objectives:
· TLW have an understanding of slavery and the Underground Railroad.
· TLW become acquainted with the way in which quilts were important in communicating to slaves during their travel on the Underground Railroad.

· TLW understand the plight of slaves during this historical time period and will understand the role of some famous heroes associated with assisting slaves to their freedom.
	
	BINARY PAIDEIA
	

	Society
	Time Period
	Society

	
	Politeia/Regime
	

	
	Politeuma/Ruling Class
	

	
	Paideia/What makes a society what it is

	

	
	Virtue/ The highest moral excellence
	

	


Key Terms:
1. Lantern
n
a light hung on posts outside of houses signaling it was “safe” for slaves.

2. Lines

n
the routes from safe-house to safe-house.

3. Stations
n
stopping places along the escape route where slaves were given food, rest and                         


a change of clothing.
4. Conductors
n
people who aided fugitive slaves along the escape route.

5. Packages
n
this was a code word used for the slaves, so others did not know what was being 



transported.

6. Quilt

n
a bedcover made of two layers of fabric with some soft substance, as wool or 



down, between them and stitched in patterns.

Historical Background for the Teachers:

While the Underground Railroad movement was not underground and railroads were not used, it was appropriately named for the purpose that it served.  What the Underground Railroad did was help escaped slaves make their way from the slave-owning southern states up through the northern states and eventually into Canada and freedom.  This was accomplished by secretly transporting the fugitive slaves from safe-house to safe-house, steadily moving north until freedom was secured.


Quilts also played an important role in helping slaves escape to the north.  The quilts were made in the South and contained special patterns that the slaves memorized.  These patterns, or codes, helped them learn about the route to take in order to escape to the North.  Because it was illegal in slave-holding states to teach slaves to read, slaves could not communicate with each other in writing.  But, because slaves of all backgrounds shared an oral history of storytelling coupled with a knowledge of textile production and African art, they discovered they were able to communicate complex messages in stitches, patterns, designs, colors and fabrics of the American quilt.


Many different kinds of people were involved in the Underground Railroad.  There were black people and white people, men and women, and people from “slave” and “free” states.  There were old and young people.  Everybody who worked with the Underground Railroad took a big risk.  If they were caught, they risked serious punishment, even death.  Thomas Garrett, William Still, Samuel Burris, and the most famous of all, Harriet Tubman, were all “conductors” on the Railroad.  

Anticipatory Set:
Remind students that children, too, were slaves.  Have students imagine that they are slave children who are very unhappy with their life.  Other people have control over them, and they are not allowed to learn to read or write, or to play and have fun.  They work hard, six days a week and never earn any money for it.  They have never tasted freedom, and they can expect not to.
Do Now Activity: 
Ask students to respond to these questions in their writing journal:  What is going through your mind right now as a slave child’s life was described to you?  How do you feel?  If given the chance to escape, would you?  Freedom means a hard, dangerous journey.  Would you try it?
After students respond, they should partner-share their responses.  A few will be shared with the whole group.

Procedures:

Set the stage for this unit by reading aloud If You Traveled On The Underground Railroad by Ellen Levine and Larry Johnson. This will give students background of the Underground Railroad.  Then introduce the project and proceed.

Part One- Research: The class should be divided into groups of four or five students.  They will be researching more facts about slavery in order to write and perform a skit .  The class will be utilizing texts and online resources using classroom laptops.   The skits will show what slaves had to endure in order to achieve freedom and should show evidence of research.  This process should take two or three class periods to research and one day for the performances.  The work for each day should be collected and kept in specific folders for each group – this can be added to in the evenings independently for homework.

Part Two- Class Quilt: To begin, read the book, The Patchwork Path by Bettye Stroud.  Discussion follows as to how slaves needed to communicate using patterns and codes within quilts to follow routes into the North.  Each student will then be given a blank piece of construction paper, and will proceed to draw one square of the class quilt.  The quilt will depict pictures of things the slaves would need to know about to successfully make their way North.  For example, mountains and water are things that would change a slave’s path into the North. This activity should take one day, and the quilt square can be finished for homework , if not done in class.


Part Three – Research:  The class will be divided into different groups than they were with for Part One’s activity.  This is another research-based activity.  The class will be researching in texts as well as internet resources. They will be researching one of the following heroes associated with the Underground Railroad:  Harriet Tubman

Thomas Garrett

William Still

Frederick Douglass

John Brown

Samuel Burris

Josiah Henson 

They will be asked to find out about the hero’s life, accomplishments, and contributions to helping the slaves in the Underground Railroad.  Each hero will be given a number, and one member from each group will pull a number from a hat, and the corresponding hero will be assigned to that group. After research is complete, the groups will have the choice of presenting what they found out as a large poster, diorama, song, or another teacher-approved method. This research should take one or two days, the project designing should take another one to two days, and the presentations one to two days, as well. All research should , again, be contained in labeled folders.
Homework:
During Part One, homework will consist of more independent research that is shared with the group the following day when brought into school.  In Part Two, homework will be finishing the quilt square, if not finished in class.  In Part Three, independent research on the hero can be continued at home, and shared with the group the following day.
Assessment:
Assessment will take place at various stages throughout the unit.  Daily assessment can consist of a short debrief after the research sessions, with one person selected from the group to be a spokesperson to summarize one or two key ideas in each session.  Additionally, daily notes collected in the folders each day can also be reviewed and assessed.  The quilt square can be evaluated for relevance to the unit and overall effort in final product.
Extension:
The study of the Underground Railroad can also be linked to science and the study of stars.  Since the slaves didn’t have compasses, they needed another method of finding their way north.  Students can study the Big Dipper, which points to the North Star.  They will learn that the two outer stars that form the bowl of the Big Dipper point to Polaris, the North Star, which is always in the north.
Resources:
Website:

National Geographic Website: Underground Railroad
Books:
The Secret to Freedom by Marcia Vaughn

Aunt Harriet’s Underground Railroad in the Sky by Faith Ringgold

An Apple for Harriet Tubman by Glennette Tilley Turner

Barefoot: Escape on the Underground Railroad by Pamela Duncan Edwards

The Drinking Gourd: A story of the Underground Railroad by F.N. Monjo
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