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Overview 

The Underground Railroad was an integral part of United States history.  It is through the study of this important 
part of history that students will learn to evaluate and make judgments about the value of the railroad not only in 
the past, but also its impact on today’s society.  The students will be able to make decisions using literature, 
geographical maps, historical readings, musical recordings, and photographs on which to base their evaluations 
and judgments. 

Objectives                                                                                                                                                   
(Need to be more specific)    * If you are listing these objectives, each of them should have an 
evaluation, formal or informal.  

Students will: 

 use vocabulary related to the Underground Railroad  

 identify key facts related to the Underground Railroad  

 analyze, interpret, and conduct research with online primary resources  

 examine the Underground Railroad and its routes north  

 evaluate their personal responses to the Underground Railroad  

 make a judgment about the morality of the Underground Railroad  

 understand literature, art, and music of the period  

List of Teacher & Student Materials? 

Time Requirement 

Two weeks 

Grade Level 

4th - 6th Grade 

PA Academic Standards 

Reading, Writing, Speaking, and Listening 

1.1.5A  Establish the purpose for reading a type of text 

1.2.5A  Read and understand essential content of informational texts and documents in all academic areas 

1.1.5G  Demonstrate after reading understanding and interpretation of both fiction and nonfiction text 

1.5  Quality of writing 

1.6.5F  Use media for learning purposes 

1.8.3  Research 



History 

8.1.6A  Understand chronological thinking and distringuish past, present, and future 

8.1.6B  Explain and Analyze historical sources 

Resources 

Online Resources 

American Memory Collection 
http://memory.loc.gov 

Images of African American Slavery and Freedom: From the Collections of the Library of Congress 
http://www.loc.gov/rr/print/list/082_slave.html 

Text Resources 

The Underground Railroad: A Record of Facts, authentic Narratives, Letter ...  Philadelphia: People's Publishing 
Co., 1879. 

Instructional Resources 

Macmillan Reading Series 

Offline Resources 

Armstrong, Jennifer. 1992. Steal Away. Orchardard Books. Chicago. 

Blockson, Charles L. 1984. "Escape from Slavery: The Underground Railroad" in National Geographic, July issue. 
(Contains a time-lapse photograph of circumpolara constellations that show their circular movement with Polaris at 
the center.) 

Branley, Franklyn. 1989. The sky is Full of Stars. Harper & Row. New York. (An excellent introduction to the night 
sky for children.) 

Cosner, Sharon. 1991. The Underground Railroad. Franklin Watts. New York. (A good book for young people on 
the Underground Railroad.) 

Video/DVD 

Roots (1977). (A dramatization of author, Alex Haley's family line from ancestor Kunta Kinte's enslavement to his 
descendants' liberation.   

*How is this used throughout the unit?  * Is this video age appropriate?  

Procedure 

Lesson 1          * Create a more captivating introduction, such as an age appropriate video clip.  

Introduce the era of slavery in the United States, during which many slaves fled to freedom in the North.  The 
slave owners kept the slaves illiterate and totally ignorant of geography.  The slave owners went as far as trying to 
keep their slaves from learning how to tell directions.  
Nonetheless slaves knew that freedom lay to the north.  They used the North Star know as Polaris.  Polaris was 
the symbol of freedom to the slaves as their guide star.  Slave children were taught to locate Polaris by using the 

http://memory.loc.gov/
http://www.loc.gov/rr/print/list/082_slave.html


stars of the Big Dipper. 
The slaves used a hollowed-out gourd to scoop water out of a bucket of water to get a drink. So they referred to 
the Big Dipper as the Drinking Gourd. 

Introduce vocabulary for the story, “A Place Called Freedom” by Scott Russell Sanders “Follow the Drinking Gourd” 
is a coded song that gives the route for an escape from Alabama and Mississippi. This song was sung by slave as 
instructions were given on how to escape to the North.  Introduce song and lyrics to students. 

Lesson 2 

*Introduce vocabulary on same day as story.  

Read story “A Place Called Freedom” and discuss.  

* Possibly read pre-selected excerpts rather than entire story.  

Lesson 3 

*Will you have adapted graphic organizers?  

Each student will complete a Persuasion Map regarding the question whether or not to participate in the 
Underground Railroad.   

* Which role will students assume for Persuasion Map?   *Is this activity independent or 
cooperative?  * Will this Map be used in later lessons for writing the letter?  

 
Pro and Cons Chart on the chalkboard   

*What kind of questions/adaptations?   *Be careful of ethical issues.  

Lesson 4 

Have students decide whether or not they would participate in the Underground Railroad choosing to give their 
view as a slave.  Students will compare and contrast reasons for participating in the Underground Railroad. 

*This lesson seems to repeat Lesson 3.  

Lesson 5 

Have the students make a map to their school.  The teacher will demonstrate by writing directions to a popular 
restaurant.  Then, show the students how to turn clear directions into a coded set by using descriptive words and 
landmarks.  Have the students meet in small groups and finish the directions the teacher has demonstrated. 

*Possibly change the map of local area to incorporate local landmarks involved in Underground 
Railroad.  

Lesson 6 & 7 

Each student will write a letter to a friend persuading him/her to do the same as they have chosen.  

*This could be a major morality issue.                                                                                           
*Suggestion:   Have students write a letter describing his/her journey as a slave.  

 



Lesson 8, 9, & 10 

Students share letters with class.  

Will this take 3 days?  

Evaluation 

Students will be evaluated on their writing of letters according to the state reading rubric. 

*Present to students prior to assignment.   

 

Adaptations/Modifications: 

o Identify essential outcomes to be evaluated 
o Use of various graphic organizers 
o Pre-teach vocabulary and concepts 
o Use concrete and or realistic materials and manipulatives 
o Present rubric to students prior to assignment 
o Cooperative learning groups 
o Note-taking buddies 
o Frequent monitoring 
o Verbal and nonverbal praise/feedback 
o Alternative project 
o Numbered task list 
o Consistent home/school communication 
o Directions in small, sequential steps 
o Model 
o Incorporate more primary resources 
o Present example letter 
o Alternative resources for various abilities  
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