“NIGHT BOAT TO FREEDOM.”

MARGOT THEIS RAVEN

LOUISIANA YOUNG READERS’ CHOICE NOMINEE 2009
GRADE 3-5

Submitted by Claire Dixon and Maria Landrum, Library and Information Science Graduate Students, Louisiana State University School of Library and Information Science, Baton Rouge, LA.

“Night Boat To Freedom”. Margot Theis Raven. Illustrated by E.B. Lewis. Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2006 40 pages.

ANNOTATION:

Summary: Historical Fiction. Christmas John, a young slave in Kentucky, rows fellow slaves to freedom across the river to Ohio while learning about colors, freedom, and hope from his Granny Judith.

CLASSROOM CONNECTIONS:

Ways to tie this book into the curriculum:

History-

· Share information about the journey many slaves had to take in order to cross the Ohio River to freedom. One good starting point can be found on the NASA Quest website at http://quest.arc.nasa.gov/ltc/special/mlk/gourd2.html. This page presents an explanation of the phrase “Follow the Drinking Gourd”, which slaves sang as travel advice for a safe journey to freedom in the North. This page mainly deals with the fact that many people believed it was better to cross the river during the winter, when it was frozen, so the boat rides are not mentioned; however, this resource be used in other ways. The phrase “Follow The Drinking Gourd” is a kind of code. You might want to ask students to think about why such a code was necessary. Discuss each verse of the song as featured on the webpage and “decode” its meaning, with the help of the website. For 4th and 5th grade in particular, break the students into groups of two or three and have them brainstorm verses that give their own advice in “code”, just as this song does. You could start with a simple task for them to describe: for example, crossing from one end of the playground to the other.

· Or, use the book as a starting point to discussion of other Black History topics. The Educator’s Reference Desk website has several thorough lesson plans on various aspects of Black History, which can be found at http://www.eduref.org:8765/eduref/query.html?col=edures&col=eduless&col=eduques&qc=edures&qc=eduless&qc=eduques&qt=black+history. You could work through an entire lesson plan or choose a few ideas/exercises from one or more of the plans.

· You could also discuss the Slave Narratives compiled under the Federal Writer’s Project, from which Margot Theis Raven got her ideas for this book.  Teacher resources dealing with this collection are available online from The Library of Congress at the following link: http://memory.loc.gov/learn/collections/born_slavery/history5.html.  There you will find a link to the collection, which, among other things, allows you to browse photographs of former slaves, which could prove a useful visual aid for your students.

Art-

-Discuss and implement “patchwork quilt making” with your students. One lesson plan which deals with making patchwork quilts and provides a “patchwork quilt making” exercise can be found here: http://www.lessonplanspage.com/LASSPatchworkQuilt12.htm. This exercise is based on another children’s book, but should be fairly easy to adapt to work with “Night Boat to Freedom”. If you’re feeling even more ambitious, you might want to set up a long-term project in which the class constructs a real patchwork quilt. Some books on beginner’s and children’s quilting can be found at the following link: http://www.firebirdarts.com/quilt/1quiltbk5.html#mark4.


Set up art activities involving vegetable dye, like Granny Judith uses. A few examples of such activities (making your own paint and play dough) can be found at http://ok.essortment.com/funactivitykid_rxzv.htm. Though this page is geared more toward parents than teachers, it can still be a useful teacher resource.


Have students discuss a color that means something special to them and then make a work of art based around that color. In the story, Granny Judith wants to know what color each slave Christmas John rowed across the river was wearing as they reached freedom. Ask the students to choose a color that means something special to them and discuss why that color has that meaning. It can be a very simple meaning (“I love yellow because daisies are my favorite flowers,” “I hate grey because that means it’s going to rain.”), or it can be a more complex, association-based meaning, like red is to Granny Judith. Then get each student to make a work of art based around that color. A wealth of art ideas can be found at http://www.kinderart.com/. Perhaps when all the art projects are completed, they can be displayed together in a kind of (literal or abstract) “patchwork quilt” of everyone’s special colors!

English:


Discuss Christmas John’s choice to row his fellow slaves across the Ohio River and the alternatives to that choice.  What risks did Christmas John take? What could have happened? What else could he have done? What might the consequences of doing nothing, or doing something else, have been?


Discuss Christmas John’s bravery and/or sacrifice in rowing his fellow slaves across the river and ask students to write about their own brave moments. This can be done in journals, if your class keeps journals, in individual assignments, or in oral reports. The acts of bravery or sacrifice don’t have to be as dramatic or heroic as Christmas John’s, but the point should be for the students to be able to express pride in the brave or difficult choices they have made in their own lives.

WEBSITES:
Sleeping Bear Press- Authors and Illustrators- Margot Theis Raven.

http://www.sleepingbearpress.com/authors_illustrators/margot_raven.htm
-This site gives a brief bio of the author and links to descriptions of some of her previous 

books. Especially useful if you are planning a unit on several of Raven’s works.

“Night Boat to Freedom” (Farrar, Straus, and Giroux).

http://www.fsgkidsbooks.com/search.htm.

(Type the title of the book into the search engine and you will see a link to the relevant page).

-This website from the publisher gives a brief description of the book as well as quoting some of the praise it has earned and listing some of the awards it has won.

NASA Quest.

http://quest.arc.nasa.gov/ltc/special/mlk/gourd2.html
This educational website provides activities for students, educators and parents. The page linked to here provides an explanation of the phrase “Follow the Drinking Gourd,” which was used to help escaping slaves find their way to safety.  This could be a useful resources for a history lesson and/or exercises, as stated above.

The Educator’s Reference Desk.

http://www.eduref.org:8765/eduref/query.html?col=edures&col=eduless&col=eduques&qc=edures&qc=eduless&qc=eduques&qt=black+history.

This site provides lesson plans for educators. The link above is to ideas for lesson plans about Black History.

Born in Slavery- Slave Narratives from the Federal Writers’ Project, 1936-1938.

http://memory.loc.gov/learn/collections/born_slavery/history5.html.

This webpage from the Library of Congress provides teaching resources for discussing the Slave Narratives on which “Night Boat to Freedom” is based.

The Lessons Plan Page.

http://www.lessonplanspage.com/LASSPatchworkQuilt12.htm
The link above provides a “quilting” activity that can be adapted to apply to art work after reading “Night Boat to Freedom.”

Firebird Arts and Music- Quilt Books.

http://www.firebirdarts.com/quilt/1quiltbk5.html#mark4
If you’d like to make a real quilt with your students, here is a list of a few possible books to get you started.

eSSORTMENT- Fun Activities for Kids.

http://ok.essortment.com/funactivitykid_rxzv.htm
This page describes a few activities children can do with vegetable dye.

KinderArt

http://www.kinderart.com/
This site provides a great variety of art projects for young children- especially useful for gathering ideas for the “special color” exercise.

Lesson Plans

Slave Escape Route

http://www.nationalgeographic.com/features/99/railroad/lp2.html
Elementary Research Project

http://www.greece.k12.ny.us/ath/library/webquests/underground/default.htm
Extended Activity #1 (Creative Writing)

http://www.history.com/classroom/admin/study_guide/archives/thc_guide.0296.html
Activity #3

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/tguide/4tgquestact.html
More Useful Websites 

Virtual Journey on the Underground Railroad

http://www.nationalgeographic.com/railroad/
Timeline of the Underground Railroad

http://www.freedomcenter.org/learn/underground-railroad/timeline/timeline.html
Historical Stories from the Freedom Timeline

http://www.whitehouse.gov/kids/timeline/railroad.html
Selected Children’s Bibliography

http://www.si.edu/Encyclopedia_SI/nmah/tubman.htm
Background Information on Underground Railroad with Map of Routes

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/lincolns/slavery/es_underground.html
