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Hear My Voice! Teaching 
Difficult Subjects with 
Graphic Organizers
Kim E. Barbieri

From years of observing participants 
in our experiential-learning program, 
Five Star Leaders, at the Eisenhower 
Presidential Library and Museum, we 
have formulated some conclusions about 
teaching difficult issues. Specifically, the 

“Crisis at Little Rock” scenario requires that 
students tackle, head on, issues of racism, 
segregation, civil unrest, open defiance of 
the federal courts, and more, all the while 
focusing on the unfolding school integra-
tion crisis at Little Rock’s Central High 
School in 1957. With this program we have 
witnessed, firsthand, the effectiveness of 
student-centered learning and the capacity 
of original documents to provide historical 
context, communicate deep understanding, 
and bring a contemporary, real-time, “feel” 
to historical issues. Role playing histori-
cal characters opens the door naturally to 
an exploration of multiple perspectives; it 
lends authenticity and introduces that all-

important personal connection. Five Star 
Leaders, however, is a comprehensive onsite 
program requiring a substantial investment 
of time—and certainly well worth it!—but, 
too often, time is a commodity in short sup-
ply in today’s classroom.   

Graphic organizers are immensely 
popular—and much utilized—in many 
classrooms, particularly at the elementary 
level. These creative and innovate teaching 
tools are a very effective addition to the 
teaching repertoire and may be designed to 
maximize precious class time. For the sec-
ondary social studies teacher, their instant 
appeal and universal application translates 
into a dynamic learning tool, empowering 
students in their efforts to interpret his-
torical context and perspectives within a 
limited timeframe. The challenge: to design 
a student-friendly template, infused with a 
thoughtful, yet straight-forward, process for 
engaging and guiding student exploration 
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In early 2010, I was preparing to write what has become my now annual proposal for the 
NCSS national conference. Discovering that the conference theme of that year was “Vistas, 
Visions, and Voices,” I was captivated—especially by the concept of “voices.” As educa-
tion specialist at the Eisenhower Presidential Library and Museum, I spend many hours 
in the research room, where I am always “awed” by the instructive qualities of the voices 
of history. They emerge rich, vibrant, and still relevant from the tens of millions of pages 
in our archives—a living link to the people, events, and issues of decades long since faded 
from our national memory. Satisfied to have found the “hook” for my proposal, I began 
thinking about novel ways to use these historical treasures to teach students by harnessing 
the voices of the past—especially about topics as perennially thorny as race relations.

and interpretation of historical content in 
primary source documents. A well-designed 
graphic organizer should also aid students 
in communicating effectively what they 
learned to others and, at the same time, 
make learning fun.

“Hear My Voice—A People in Conflict,” 
is a graphic organizer that addresses each 
of these learning goals. It invites students 
to step into the shoes of a real person who 
experienced a particular event in the past 
and left behind a tangible piece of the his-
torical puzzle. Original documents in hand, 
students approach the tasks of the graphic 
organizer as though they were the documents’ 
authors. Later, each student will “give voice” 
to this individual, using the information 
compiled in the organizer as a very useful 
and practical oral presentation outline. For 
the secondary social studies teacher, the real 
beauty of a graphic organizer is that it is a 
powerful learning tool, which immediately 
focuses attention, prompts thinking, and is 
relatively self guided. With minor revisions, 

“Hear My Voice!” can be used to introduce 
any number of “difficult subjects” into the 
classroom. 

Procedures
1.  Provide each student with the graphic 

organizer and a primary source doc-
ument—a letter, telegram, diary entry, 
speech, or oral history transcript excerpt. 

Teaching DifficulT Topics wiTh primary sources
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Ideally, the documents are a faithful 
representation of viewpoints preva-
lent in public thinking and discourse 
on the issue at the time. Depending 
on the abilities of your students, allow 
approximately 30—50 minutes to read 
and analyze the documents and complete 
the graphic organizer. Included within 
this article are two sample documents 
that illustrate just how effectively these 

“voices” communicate a wealth of knowl-
edge about the broad spectrum of beliefs 
and attitudes about racial segregation in 
mid-twentieth-century America. At the 
end of this article is a list of sources for 
acquiring a wide variety of documents 
created by public officials, history mak-
ers, and anonymous Americans. 

2.  Direct students to examine their docu-
ment. They will be prompted by the 
graphic organizer to make note of the 
date and place—if the document contains 
this—and to assemble some background 

information about the author, either from 
the document itself or through some 
quick online research. 

3.  Emphasize to students that they are to 
select an appropriate quotation from 
their document, summarize the author’s 
viewpoint in one concisely written sen-
tence, and paraphrase the author’s key 
supporting rationale. At the conclusion 
of the document analysis, students will 
use the graphic organizer to help them 
make a final assessment of the author’s 
perspective on the issue of school inte-
gration. They should be able to answer 
the following questions: What is the 
author’s viewpoint? Is he or she in sup-
port of, opposed to, or undecided on the 
issue of school integration?

4.  As a wrap-up activity, require each stu-
dent to reveal their author’s “voice” to 
classmates, by using the wealth of infor-
mation that now populates the graphic 

organizer. Tell students to stand and, 
using the graphic organizer as an outline, 
assume the personae of their document’s 
author. Encourage classmates to listen to 
each other attentively, and invite them 
to rate one another, using a suggested 
scale of 1—5 for each of the following 
categories: thoroughness, quality of con-
tent, dramatic believability, and personal 
persuasiveness in presenting this unique 
historical perspective. [Note that their 
ratings should not reflect whether they 
agree or disagree with the perspective 
presented.]

A Note about Presidential Bulk 
Mail
For illustrative purposes, this article fea-
tures two letters written by ordinary citi-
zens to President Dwight D. Eisenhower, 
explaining their feelings and opinions about 
the Little Rock Crisis in the autumn of 1957. 

continued on page 306

“HEAR MY VOICE!” — A People in Conflict

What I said—“QUOTE”

What I believe—SUMMARIZE your viewpoint in one sentence.

Why I believe—PARAPHRASE your key arguments.

All about me—List FACTS that describe you.

My name is—

The date is—

The place is—

ON THE ISSUE OF SCHOOL INTEGRATION
I am— Mark with an “X”

PRO UNDECIDED CON

*Teachers may wish to assign some pre- or post-activity research to complete this listing of facts.
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One is from a mother of three children in 
Oklahoma City. She is clearly upset about 
the president’s use of federal troops—so 
much so that it has altered her formerly pos-
itive view on school integration. The sec-
ond, a particularly poignant letter, comes 
from an 18-year-old African American 
sailor based in San Francisco. The young 
man argues a strong case, laying out the 
irreconcilable contradictions between the 
basic principles of the American creed and 
the practice of racial segregation. Other 
examples of bulk mail letters include one 
from a woman living in the Territory of 
Hawaii (This is 1957!) who details her life 
experience observing the shattering effects 
of racial and ethnic prejudice.  Another, 

“very unexpected,” letter was written by 
Byron De La Beckwith, who decades later 
was convicted of the 1963 murder of civil 
rights activist Medgar Evers. Equipped 
with the hindsight of the present, the 
open threats and references to violence 
that emerge from this letter have an eerie 
prescience.

Letters like these were reviewed by the 
president’s staff to gauge public opinion 
and each received a dutiful reply from the 
Eisenhower White House. Eventually, 60 
boxes of citizens’ letters, on the topic of 
President Eisenhower’s decision to send 
federal troops to Little Rock, would find 
a home in the “bulk mail” collection of 
the Eisenhower Presidential Library. As 
sources of historical information, the letters 
are a veritable primer on just how com-
plex and fractious was this issue in 1957. 
The range of viewpoints and variations 
on common themes are quite remarkable 
in their abundance and extremely useful in 
developing a sophisticated understanding 
of this contentious and complicated chapter 
of United States history

The Little Rock Crisis letters hail from 
all regions and states of the Union; the 
opinions represent all points along the 
political spectrum. The authors represent 
all age groups—from school children to 
senior citizens—and a wide variety of racial 
and ethnic groups. A collection of these 

HEar My VoicE  from page 302
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Government and political science instructors who want to improve their student’s 
understanding of democratic government and encourage global perspectives on civic 

literacy can effectively utilize the study of Japan, Asia’s oldest democracy, in 
their classrooms. The spring and winter 2011 issues of Education About Asia 
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All “Key Issues” booklets are $10 
($8 for AAS members)
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Projects should require students to apply 
what they have learned at a relatively high, 
yet meaningful and interesting, level.  

1.  Instruct students to write a reaction let-
ter (300—350 words) addressed to the 
author of the document they analyzed. 
In this way, students have an opportunity 
to demonstrate their grasp of historical 
content and context, multiple perspec-
tives, and nuanced understanding of an 
issue that was very controversial in 1957. 
Additionally, in crafting the reaction let-
ter, students use critical thinking skills 
to revisit the content, beliefs, and argu-
ments in order to draw personal conclu-
sions on the subject and contribute their 
own “voice” to the dialogue.

2. Based on the document they read and 
analyzed, assign students to write three 
original questions. Ask them to complete 
research to answer these questions. Lastly, 
provide an opportunity for students to 
share their findings with classmates just 
as professional historians do. 

3. Challenge students to create an original 
slide presentation, based on their find-
ings and conclusions that can be used 
to teach other students about segrega-
tion and school integration in 1957. Ask 
them to compare race relations of the 
mid-twentieth century with those in the 
present. 

Conclusions
As social studies teachers, we play an increas-
ingly critical role in preparing our students 
to deal responsibly and effectively with dif-
ficult issues. Yet today, perhaps more than 
ever before, teachers are understandably 
hesitant to introduce controversy into their 
classrooms. The answer, however, is not 
to avoid classroom discussions of difficult 
issues, but rather to transform our classrooms 
into engaging laboratories for dynamic social 
studies learning. The combining of primary 
source documents and graphic organizers is 
one useful method for accomplishing this 
goal. Graphic organizers artfully guide stu-
dent inquiry, critical thinking, and historical 
interpretation, and original documents are 

letters for classroom use is included in the 
“Sources for Documents” section following 

this article. One word of caution, however; 
some of the letters are clearly inappropriate 
for student use, especially with regard to the 
dramatic class presentations. The language 
used and ideas expressed run the gamut, 
from hate-filled rants to purely disgusting 
vileness. Rather, you may wish to use your 
judgment to introduce features of some of 
these letters to students once they have com-

pleted their own research and presentations 
and have a more nuanced understanding of 
the subject matter. 

Learning Activities or Assessments
There are any number of ways to either 
extend this lesson or to assess student 
learning. If nothing else, the suggestions 
listed below should provide a springboard 
for the teacher’s own creativity and pos-
sibly satisfy some state learning standards.  

Curriculum Resources for High School Social Studies 
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ready resources that richly illustrate and 
bring to life controversies faced by past 
generations. It is a powerful combination!

Unlike with contemporary issues, the 
passage of time allows us to examine past 
controversies more objectively and honestly 
under the microscope of academic scrutiny. 
Documents examined within this framework 
offer compelling case studies for students 
to discover that free societies have always 
grappled with difficult subjects. In fact, deal-
ing with them in responsible and productive 
ways in the public square is the cornerstone 
of civic engagement—one of the tenets of a 
self-governing people. Providing students 
with frameworks for productive discussion, 
tools and skills for civic engagement, and 
expectations for thoughtful and civil dis-
course is, without a doubt, the highest calling 
of any social studies teacher. 

Sources For Documents
1. The Eisenhower Presidential Library and 

Museum www.eisenhower.archives.gov/research/
online_documents.html

Civil Rights - Brown vs. Board of Education
Civil Rights Act of 1957
Civil Rights - Little Rock School Integration
Civil Rights - Citizen’s Letters on the Little Rock 

Crisis 
Civil Rights - Eisenhower & the Eisenhower 

Administration
Civil Rights - Emmett Till Case
2.  DocsTeach from the National Archives www.

docsteach.org 

3.  Teaching With Documents: Documents Related 
to Brown v. Board of Education, National 
Archives and Records Administration www.
archives.gov/education/lessons/brown-v-board/ 

4. Education Resources on School Desegregation: 
National Archives and Records Administration 
www.archives.gov/midatlantic/education/ 
desegregation/index.html 

5. Video-taped Oral Histories of the Little Rock 
Nine from the National Park Service www.nps.
gov/chsc/historyculture/oral-history.htm 

6. Digital Collections: University of Arkansas 
Libraries http://digitalcollections.uark.edu/ 

7. Oral history interview with Joseph Asher 
Rabbi Joseph Asher, formerly of Temple Emanuel 
here in Greensboro, North Carolina, about his 
experiences in Greensboro in the early 1960s. 
http://library.uncg.edu/depts/archives/civrights/
detail-iv.asp?iv=15 

8.  Oral History Interview with Daisy Bates, October 
11, 1976. Interview G-0009. Southern Oral 
History Program Collection (#4007). http://
docsouth.unc.edu/sohp/G-0009/menu.html 

9.  Oral History Interview with Orval Faubus, June 
14, 1974. Interview A-0031. Southern Oral 
History Program Collection (#4007). http://
docsouth.unc.edu/sohp/A-0031/menu.html 

10.  Oral History Interview with Vivion Lenon 
Brewer, October 15, 1976. Interview G-0012. 

Southern Oral History Program Collection 
(#4007). http://docsouth.unc.edu/sohp/G-0012/
menu.html 

Additional Resources
 1.  Examples of Jim Crow Laws, Martin Luther King, 

Jr. National Historic Site http://academic.udayton.
edu/race/02rights/jcrow02.htm  

2.  From Plessy v. Ferguson to Brown v. Board of 
Education: The Supreme Court Rules on School 
Desegregation, Yale-New Haven Teachers 
Institute www.yale.edu/ynhti/curriculum/
units/1982/3/82.03.06.x.html

3. The Civil Rights Era—Library of Congress http://

lcweb2.loc.gov/ammem/aaohtml/exhibit/aopart9.
html 

4. History of Charles C. Green v. County School 
Board of New Kent County, VA, ParkNet, 
National Park Service www.nps.gov/history/nr/
twhp/wwwlps/lessons/104newkent/104facts1.htm 

Kim E. Barbieri has worked in the field of edu-
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Museum in Abilene, Kansas.


