Perspectives on a Legend: Exploring and Analyzing John Henry, Man and Music

By Kathleen Safi; Florida Virtual School’s Connections Academy; Orlando Florida

Grade level: 6 – 8  

Subject area focus: Language Arts

Brief Summary: 
Using songs available to even the no so blue-blooded of bluegrass lovers, students will examine and compare songs inspired by John Henry. Students will analyze lyrics and melodies, characterization, author’s purpose and point of view. After collecting data from the songs, students will organize their information into a timeline. Students will also research and distinguish between fact and fiction, as well as compose their own bio-ballads from various perspectives.

Goals and Objectives:

· Student will analyze and compare lyrics for author’s purpose and point of view.

· Student will locate literary and poetic devices and analyze how they contribute to the mood and meaning of the song.

· Student will locate and analyze elements of characterization.

· Student will analyze author’s purpose and perspective.

· Student will organize information chronologically.

· Student will conduct online research on the folk hero, John Henry.

· Student will distinguish between fact and folklore.

· Student will write songs modeled after John Henry songs.

Summary of Lesson:
Students will be presented with three songs inspired by the persona of John Henry and will analyze for lyrics and melodies, characterization, author’s purpose and point of view. After collecting data from the songs, students will organize their information into a timeline. Students will also research and distinguish between fact and fiction, as well as compose their own bio-ballads from various perspectives modeled off of the John Henry Songs.

Evaluation and Assessment:
Students will be evaluated based on competition of handouts, as well as a rubric based on the traits of writing evaluated by the Florida Writes! Examination. 

Additional Information (including national and/or state requirements or standards addressed):
Florida Sunshine State Standards:
LA.8.1.7.2- Students will analyze author’s purpose and perspective.
LA.8.1.7.6- Student will analyze and evaluate similar themes or topics by different authors.
LA.8.1.7.7- Student will compare and contrast elements in multiple texts.
LA.8.2.1.2- Student will locate and analyze elements of characterization.
LA.8.1.2.3- Student will locate various literary devices and analyze how they contribute to a mood.
LA.8.2.2.3- Student will organize information to show understanding or relationship among facts. 

Resources Used:

Audio Resources
“John Henry,” Bill Monroe, Bill Monroe Sings Country Songs, Vocalion
“Walk on Boy,” Red Cravens and The Bray Brothers, Prairie Bluegrass—Early Days of Bluegrass, Rounder
“John Henry Blues,” Fiddlin’ John Carson, 1924 Real Audio recording found at http://www.npr.org/ramfiles/me/20020902.me.johnhenry.john.ram 

Internet Resources
http://www.npr.org/programs/morning/features/patc/johnhenry/index.html#audio
http:///www.ibiblio.org/john_henry/index.html

Other materials
John Henry, Man and Music song handout (complied by Kathleen Safi)
John Henry, Man and Music student worksheet (created by Kathleen Safi)
Fact or Folklore graphic organizer (created by Kathleen Safi)
Bio-Ballad rubric (created by Kathleen Safi)

Lesson Plan Outline: Perspectives on a Legend: Exploring and Analyzing John Henry, Man and Music 

Day ONE of THREE

Objectives:

After completing this lesson, students will be able to do the following:

· Analyze and compare lyrics for author’s purpose and point of view.

· Locate literary and poetic devices and analyze how they contribute to the mood and meaning of the song.

· Locate and analyze elements of characterization.

· Analyze author’s purpose and perspective.

· Organize information chronologically. 


Materials used:

· John Henry, Man and Music song handouts

· John Henry, Man and student worksheet

· “John Henry,” “John Henry Blues” and “Walk on Boy” recordings

Prior Knowledge and Experience/ Curriculum Content:

An understanding of author’s purpose, point of view, characterization and literary devices will be helpful background knowledge for students completing this lesson. The teacher may want to review these topics with a mini-lesson before beginning this lesson.

Procedures:

1. Explain that over the next three days you will be looking at a collection of songs that were all inspired by one person—John Henry. Explain that students will be piecing together John Henry’s life by examining songs written from various perspectives and points of view.

2. Pass out John Henry, Man and Music song handouts and student worksheets. Depending on the abilities and needs of your students:

a. Let students read through the songs and answer the accompanying questions in groups, then come together as a class to listen to the songs and discuss or

b. Lead students through songs as a class; listening, discussing and marking answers together.

3. On the back of the student worksheet, have students create worksheet in complete sentences. Students will create a timeline containing at least five events from the life of John Henry.

Indicators of Success:

Students will—

· Have thoughtfully completed all sections of the student worksheet in complete sentences.

· Create a timeline containing at least five events from the life of John Henry.


Day TWO of THREE (if computers are not available, you may skip to Day Three)

Objectives:

After completing this lesson, students will be able to do the following:

· Conduct online research on the folk hero, John Henry.

· Distinguish between fact and folklore.

· Organize data in a graphic organizer.

Materials used:
Computers with access to Internet

If you are able, post the following links on your class website for students to have easy access. Otherwise, students will have to type the addresses themselves. 
http://www.npr.org/programs/morning/features/patc/johnhenry/index.html#audio
http://www.ibiblio.org/john_henry/index.html

Fact or Folklore graphic organizer

Procedures:

1. Summarize yesterday’s events and warm up for today’s activity by discussing the events of John Henry’s life. What order do students think they occurred in? What was John Henry famous for? What kind of person was he? How was he characterized? From what perspective were the various songs written? What century do you think John Henry lived in?

2. Have students visit the websites listed above. As students explore the websites, they will synthesize the information presented today and yesterday by filling out their Fact or Folklore graphic organizer. 

3. Bring students back together to discuss their findings. Create a class chart on the board to summarize the information. What surprised them? What new information did they learn that was not presenting in the songs? Did the songs portray John Henry honestly? What was going on in history that helped spread of John Henry’s popularity? Would they consider John Henry to be a real historical figure or a folklore figure?

Indicators of Success:
Students will--

· Complete Fact of Folklore graphic organizer with at least eight items.


Day THREE of THREE 

Objectives: 

After completing this lesson, students will be able to do the following:

· Write songs modeled after John Henry songs.

· Portray the life of a historical figure or book character from various perspectives.

Materials used: 

· John Henry, Man and Music song handouts

· Bio-Ballad rubric

Procedure:

1. Pass out John Henry, Man and Music song handouts for reference.

2. Explain to students they will be writing two songs modeled on John Henry songs, depicting the life of a historical figure*. One song must be written in first person and follow the format of “Walk on Boy,” and the other must be written in third person and follow the format of “John Henry.”

* The teacher may choose to have everyone in the class write about the same historical figure (perhaps someone recently studied), different historical figures (students could research biographies as an extended project), or a fictional character recently used in class.

3. Students have class time to prepare their two songs. This may be a homework assignment.
      4.    The teacher may choose to have students present their songs in class the next day.

[image: image1.jpg]John Henry, Man and Music Song Handout

John Henry Blues

John Henry was a very small boy,

Fell on his mammy's knee;

Picked up a hammer and a little piece of
steel,

"Lord, a hammer'll be the death of me,
Lord, a hammer'll be the death of me."

John Henry went upon the mountain,

Come down on the side;

The mountain so tall, John Henry was so
small,

Lord, he lay down his hammer and he cried,
"Oh, Lord,"

He lay down his hammer and he cried.

John Henry was on the right hand,

But that steam drill was on the left;
"Before your steam drill beats me down,
Hammer my fool self to death,

Lord, I'll hammer my fool self to death."

The captain says to John Henry,
"Believe my tunnel's fallin' in."
"Captain, you needn't not to worry,
Just my hammer hawsing in the wind,
Just my hammer hawsing in the wind."

"Look away over yonder, captain,

You can't see like me."

He hollered out in a low, lonesome cry,
"This hammer'll be the death of me,
Lord, this hammer'll be the death of me."

John Henry told his captain,

"Captain, you go to town, .
Bring John back a twelve-pound hammer,
And he'll whup your steam drill down,
[And] he'll whup your steam drill down."

For the man that invented that-steam drill
Thought he was mighty fine;
John Henry sunk a fo'teen foot,

The steam drill only made nine,
The steam drill only made nine.

John Henry told his shaker,

"Shaker, you better pray;

For if I miss this six-foot steel,
Tomorrow'll be your buryin' day,

An' tomorrow'll be your buryin' day."

John Henry told his lovin' little woman,
"Sick and I want to go to bed;

Fix me a place to lay down, child,

Got a rollin' in my head,

Got a rollin' in my head."

John Henry had a lovely little woman,
Called her Polly Ann;

John Henry got sick and he had to go home,
But Polly broke steel like a man,

Polly broke steel like a man.

John Henry had another little woman,
The dress she wore was blue;

She went down the track and she never
looked back,

"John Henry, I've been true to you."
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John Henry was a little baby boy
You could hold him on the palm of your hand
And his Papa cried out this lonesome farewell

Walk On Boy

I was born one morning
Rain was pouring down
I heard my mammy say to my daddy

Son you're gonna be a steel driving man lord, lord Call the boy John Henry Brown

Son you're gonna be a steel driving man

John Henry went up on the mountain
Looked down on the other side

Walk on boy
Walk on down the road
There ain't nobody in this whole wide world

Lord the mountain was so tall John Henry was so smalGonna help you carry your load

He laid down his hammer and he cried poor boy
Laid down his hammer and he cried

John Henry walked through the tunnel
Had his captain by his side

The last words that John Henry said was bring me

Cool drink of what A“for I die lord, lord
Cool drink of what A<for I die

Talk about John Henry as much as you please
Say and do all that you can

There never was born in these United States
No such a steel driving man lord, lord

No such a steel driving man

John Henry told his captain

I want to go to bed

Lord fix me a pallet, I want to lay down
Got a mighty roaring in my head lord, lord
Mighty roaring in my head

Walk on boy

I left home one evening

Just about the age of ten

I got me a job on the levee lord
Toting water to the hard working men

Well the rich men make all the money

The poor man do all the work

The rich man living mighty high on the hog
Poor man live on the dirt

My old pappy told me

Just oftthing to do

Find a good woman be good to her
And she gonna be good to you

Now you all heard this story

Bout the hammer that weighed nine pounds
The cat what swung it way up on the mountain
Was little John Henry Brown
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Please answer in complete sentences.

John Henry Blues John Henry Walk on Boy

In what point of view
is this written?

What do you think the
author’s purpose was
in writing this song?

What literary and/or
poetic devices are
used?

After listening to the
song, how does the
melody add or detract
from the lyrics?

How is John Henry
characterized?

What facts do you
learn about John
Henry’s life?
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Visit the following websites and use the information to fill out this organizer about John Henry’s life. Use

information you learned yesterday as well. You must have at least eight items total.
http://www.npr.org/programs/morning/features/patc/johnhenry/index.html#audio
http://www.ibiblio.org/john_henry/index.html

FACT FOLKLORE
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Criteria

Score

Comments

Focus -The song focus on the life
of the assigned persona.

Ideas -Specific details develop
the plot, characters,
setting, and theme.

* Details develop a main
character with the
qualities of a traditional
folktale protagonist.

Organization
-Events are described in a
logical sequence.

* The song is modeled
after a John Henry song.
-The song has the same
stanzas and format as a
John Henry song.

Word choice | -Language choices are
appropriate for the style of
a folksong.

« The voice of the song
reflects the writer’s
personality.

Conventions | -The song includes correct
spelling, capitalization,
and punctuation.

The song reflects
organization, revision, and
editing.

Total

/20
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Please find all handouts, worksheets, and rubrics attached as a separate
document.




