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Youth and adults alike have a fascination with superheroes. The idea that someone has 
superpowers and will save the “good guys” from the “bad guys” makes some people 
feel safe. In real life, however, we recognize that life is not so black and white and that 
there are positive and negative traits within each of us, and we can all learn how to be 
more humane individuals. This unit will encourage youth to recognize the hero within 
themselves by considering how they can stand up for others in need and how they 
can help create a more humane world. They will learn that while they do not have 
superpowers, they do have the power within themselves to make a positive difference. 
Throughout this unit, as students discuss the difference between a fictional superhero 
and a real life humane hero helping people, animals, and our planet, they will have the 
opportunity to enhance their speaking, listening, reading and writing skills.

	 ✐ Being an Upstander

	 ✐ What Would You Do?

	 ✐ Thinking Outside the Box

	 ✐ Humane Heroes

	 ✐ Animal Heroes

	 ✐ Becoming a Hero

SUPERHEROES

(K - 2)
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GRADE LEVEL K-2

TIME NEEDED 60 min.

SUBJECTS  Social Studies,  
English Language Arts

STANDARDS
Common Core
ELA-Literacy: L.K.6, L.1.6, L.2.6
 SL.1.1
 SL.K.6
 SL.2.2

ISTE:  Standard 6– 
Creative Communicator

MATERIALS
		Peer Mistreatment Scenarios Handout 

		Upstander Poster (Think F.A.S.T.)

VOCABULARY
• Bystander
• Upstander

ESSENTIAL QUESTION

How can students safely stand up for others who are being treated unkindly 
by their peers?

OVERVIEW
Students will learn the difference between an upstander and a bystander, 
participate in a survey to help eliminate misconceptions that could prevent 
upstander behavior, learn safe and simple ways to intervene when they see 
peers being mistreated, and practice these techniques through role playing.

OBJECTIVES

Students will be able to…

		Explain the difference between an upstander and a bystander.

		Identify specific upstander skills. 

		Utilize specific upstander skills designed to allow for safe 
intervention in bullying and peer mistreatment situations. 

1. Warm Up (10 min.)
	 		Ask your students to close their eyes and listen carefully. Tell them 

that you are going to ask a few questions and you need them to be 
as honest as possible. They can answer “yes” by raising their hand. 
Jot down the number of students who raise their hands next to each 
question for a discussion following the vote:

	 	 	1.  How many of you have seen students behave in an unkind way  
in our school (this can mean with words or actions)? 

	 	 2.  How many of you want school to be a safe place where people  
are kind to one another? 

	 	 	3.  Do you think your peers want to continue to be unkind or  
mean to each other? 

	 	 	4.  How many of you wish you had a way to help make this school  
a kinder place for all students?
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THEME: SUPERHEROES

BEING AN UPSTANDER
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EDUCATOR SPOTLIGHT
Kristina Hulvershorn
This activity encapsulates several 
best practices in the field of bullying 
and peer mistreatment that are 
both age-appropriate and engaging.
For the purposes of this activity, 
the expression ‘peer mistreatment’ 
encompasses additional behaviors 
that would not typically qualify 
as bullying, but you can choose 
to use whichever words are most 
appropriate for your group (so long 
as you define them accurately). This 
lesson also has a very brief social 
norming element in the warm up 
that clears up misconceptions and 
empowers students to stand up 
for others. It allows them to think 
through and practice these skills so 
that students can adopt them as their 
own and hopefully feel comfortable 
using them. Practicing the skills before 
they are needed is a key element.
There is a lot of research suggesting 
that upstanders have some of the 
most significant impacts on bullying 
and peer mistreatment.

EXTENSION PROJECTS
 1.  Art: Allow students to create 

posters to put up in their classrooms 
or around their school, illustrating 
how F.A.S.T. actions (see 2. F.A.S.T. 
Actions) can help to prevent or 
reduce peer mistreatment.  This 
activity can also lead to mini-lessons 
where your class teaches peers or 
younger students throughout the 
school how to be upstanders. 

 2.  Technology and Drama: If you 
have access to iPads in the classroom, 
consider asking students to use 
a digital storytelling tool, such as 
Toontastic, to create skits about 
bullying and peer mistreatment, as 
well as how to be an upstander. Using 
a digital storytelling tool can provide 
a safe space for students who may 
be uncomfortable playing a victim or 
bully in a physical skit.

	 		Ask students to open their eyes. Share the survey results.

	 	 		It may be useful to create a visual way to display the numbers 
(transferring the information into a graph, for example).The key 
message for them to understand is that most students don’t like 
unkind, bullying behavior. This is very important for students to 
recognize because when they know their peers support standing 
up for others, they will be more likely to do it themselves. 

	 	 Take a moment to clear up any misconceptions that might be 
preventing your students from helping others who are being 
mistreated. The difference between the responses to question #3 
and question #4, referred to above, will indicate the degree of 
misconception you are dealing with. Kids often assume others don’t 
value kindness as much as they do. Imagine their relief discovering 
that they are not alone and that the majority of their peers want 
a safe, peaceful learning environment. Note: If your results are 
skewed toward the negative, students could be confused or testing out 
boundaries and humor. Those results could have a negative effect, so it 
is okay to simply explain that most students want a safe place to learn 
where people are kind to each other and move on.

WARM UP NOTE
One way to visualize the survey results is by integrating technology and 
using Plickers cards. Students can hold up special printed cards for yes/
no, and by scanning the cards with the Plickers app, using a mobile de-
vice, you can show the class the results from each question. Visit www.
plickers.com to learn more.

✎

2.  F.A.S.T. Actions (25 min.)
	 		Explain that you will all be talking about peer mistreatment  

(bullying falls under this heading so you can introduce that term  
as well), which is when people use actions or words to hurt someone 
else on purpose.

 		Share the following important statements:

	 	 		When peer mistreatment happens, those of us who are not 
involved often watch and do nothing. When we do nothing to 
help, we are called “bystanders.” 

	 	 		The good news is that experts found that one of the best ways to 
stop peer mistreatment is to help bystanders become upstanders.

 		Ask if they can predict what it means to be an upstander. Explain that 
an upstander chooses safe ways of helping mistreated peers in need. 
Sometimes kids are afraid of getting a peer in trouble, but when you 
become an upstander you are actually helping someone to get out of 
trouble. 

 		Explain that they are going to practice four things that they can do to 
be an upstander so that when the time comes, they will know what to 
do. Remind students that many of them raised their hands and shared 
that they wished they knew what to do when they witnessed peer 
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mistreatment, so this should be very useful for them.

 		Summarize the four skills using the acronym F.A.S.T. (share the poster and write or project these onto the 
board so the students can reference them in the next activity).

	 	 		F – be a FRIEND (offer kindness and company to someone who needs it most). Asking someone to 
play or sit with you, and just being near them, helps a lot. Example: “I saw that you had a hard time at 
lunch yesterday. Want to sit with us today?”

	 	 		A – Move ATTENTION away from the situation by distracting the audience or the person doing the 
mistreatment. Examples: “Did you know that summer break is less than two weeks away?”; “Has anyone 
tried the new juice in the cafeteria? It’s disgusting!”; “Everybody! The basketball court is free. Who wants to 
play? Come on!” 

	 	 		S – SPEAK UP! Tell the person that what they are doing isn’t right or okay. Disagree with the person 
using positivity, not mean words, or stand up for the person being mistreated. Examples: “I don’t think it 
is funny to make fun of the way he talks. Who cares?”; “Let’s be nice to one another. I think she is awesome.”; 
“You guys, we shouldn’t say that. It could really hurt his feelings.” 

	 	 		T – TELL a grown up. Talk to your teacher, a parent, or anyone who can help come up with a solution. 
If that person doesn’t help, ask another. If you are afraid the person will target you for telling on them, 
ask the adult to keep it anonymous. 

    Sometimes when you see something happening, you have to think F.A.S.T., so choosing one or more of 
these actions can really help. 

3.  Practice (15 min.)
	 	 Ask for volunteers to help act out a scenario.  

	 	 Read the narratives from the Peer Mistreatment Scenarios Handout. Ask students to act each one out twice: 
once with a bystander and the next time with the bystander choosing to become an upstander (by choosing 
a F.A.S.T. action).  

	 	 In the interest of time, it helps to have students act while the adult reads the parts.  After the first time a 
scenario is role-played, ask the class to brainstorm together how the bystander could effectively use one 
of the F.A.S.T. actions. When there is some agreement, ask for a new student to act out the role of an 
upstander and go through the scenario again, using the suggestion that was brainstormed by the class.

	 	 Following the second role play of each scenario, ask the class to discuss how well it worked. If they are 
doubtful that it worked well, they can try another F.A.S.T. action.

4. Wrap Up (10 min.)
	 		Ask students to reflect on what they will do when they witness peer mistreatment (aloud, to themselves, or 

with a partner).

	 		Ask students if they can think of any other helpful solutions.

	 		Post the F.A.S.T. actions somewhere in the room (with pictures, if possible, for non-readers).

	 		Revisit the discussion in a week or two to evaluate if it is a helpful tool for your students. Making this an 
ongoing discussion will increase the likelihood of effectively addressing mistreatment and bullying.  
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WAYS TO THINK F.A.S.T.

When you see a peer mistreating another person and want to help, sometimes you need  
to think F.A.S.T.  Try being an upstander by using the following tools.

F
Be a FRIEND (offer kindness and company 

 to someone who needs it most). Asking someone to play or sit with you,  
and just being near them, helps a lot.

Example: I saw that you had a hard time at lunch yesterday. 
Want to sit with us today?”

A
Move ATTENTION away from the situation  

by distracting the audience or the person doing the mistreatment. 

Examples: Did you know that summer break is less than two weeks away?”  
“Has anyone tried the new juice in the cafeteria? It’s disgusting!”  

“Everybody!  The basketball court is free.  Who wants to play? Come on!” 

S
SPEAK UP!  Tell the person that what they are doing  

isn’t right or okay. Disagree with the person using positivity, not mean words,  
or stand up for the person being mistreated.

Examples: “I don’t think it is funny to make fun of the way he talks. Who cares?”  
“Let’s be nice to one another. I think she is awesome.”  

“You guys,we shouldn’t say that. It could really hurt his feelings.” 

T
TELL a grown up. Talk to your teacher, a parent, or anyone  

who can help come up with a solution. If that person doesn’t help,  
ask another. If you are afraid the person will target you  

for telling on them, ask the adult to keep it anonymous. 
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PEER MISTREATMENT SCENARIOS

Have the students act out each scenario as the teacher narrates. The bystander will sit quietly the first time the 
role play is acted out. The second time the role play is acted out, the bystander will become an upstander and 
choose a F.A.S.T. action. 

SCENARIO 1 

Maria: “Uh oh, here comes Rosa! Quick! Don’t let her have space to sit down!”

Rosa:  [Looks around and sees nowhere to sit] “Hey, can I sit here?”

Maria:  “No! We’re saving that seat for our friend. This is a friends-only table”

Rosa:  “We used to play together all the time last year. I’m your friend, aren’t I?”

Maria:  “This table is for my real friends only. We all have iPhones and that’s what we do at recess—you 
can’t join in, can you?”

SCENARIO 2 

Sonia: “Did you see that new kid in our class? He looks so weird!”

Lucas: “Yeah, really! I never saw clothes like that. And he doesn’t talk right either.”

Sonia: “Hey, you! What’s with the silly clothes? Are you a boy or a girl?”

Thomas: [Looks scared and confused]

Sonia:  “Answer me, you weirdo! Why do you dress like that?”

Thomas:  “These clothes are mine. Why do you care?”

Lucas:   “No one is ever gonna play with you. Let’s take that stupid hat he’s wearing and see what’s under it!” 

Sonia:  [Moves to grab victim, then freezes]

SCENARIO 3 

James:  [Pretends to peek at papers on the teacher’s desk, then goes back to his group table and whispers to his 
classmates]

  “Wow! Looks like someone failed again! I peeked at the papers, and Joe got a 50! How can anyone 
be so dumb!?”

Tim:  [Overhears at neighboring table] “I know! I have to sit at his table! [Turns to others at the table] 
“Someone failed his test! I wonder who it is?”

Joe: [Looks very worried and upset]

James:  [Turns to his group table] “Ha, Ha! Did you hear that Joe failed his math test again! Pass it on.”

  [Kids start whispering and laughing. Joe looks very upset as more kids start to laugh. He suddenly 
turns and hits one of the laughing kids].* 

Tim: “Teacher! He hit me!” *Tell the student playing Joe to pretend to hit the student playing Tim.
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? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? 

GRADE LEVEL K-2

TIME NEEDED 35-45 min.

SUBJECTS  Social Studies, English 
Language Arts 

STANDARDS
Common Core
ELA-Literacy: SL.K.1A, SL.1.1A, 
 SL.K.1B, SL.1.1B
 SL.2.1A, SL.2.1B

ISTE:  Standard 6– 
Creative Communicator

MATERIALS
		What Would You Do? Scenarios

		What Would You Do? Scenarios:  
Teacher Discussion Guide 

VOCABULARY/TERMS
• Fundraising
• Donate
• Animal Cruelty
• Bullying

ESSENTIAL QUESTION

What actions can young people take to help with real-world problems?

OVERVIEW
In this activity students will be presented with scenarios of problems 
and discuss possible solutions. They will learn about real young people 
who worked on these problems and what they did to help. Finally, they 
will review the numerous actions that people can take to make a positive 
difference for others. 

OBJECTIVES

Students will be able to…

		Describe actions taken by young people to help with problems.

		Explain actions they can take to help with real-world problems.

1. Warm Up  (5 min.)
	 		Begin the activity by explaining that there are times when people, 

animals, or the environment need our help. They will learn that 
there are a lot of ways we can get involved to make a difference.  

	 		Ask students if they can think of a time when they thought that a 
person, animal, or part of nature needed their help.

2.  What Would You Do? Scenarios  (20-30 min.)
	 		Explain that you are going to read examples of times when people, 

animals, and the environment were in need. 

	 		Read each of the What Would You Do? Scenarios and ask students 
the question at the end of each reading. Depending on your group, 
consider having the students “think-pair-share” before discussing 
their responses with the whole class. 

	 		Use the Teacher Discussion Guide Handout to help you facilitate the 
conversation. 

© Used under a Creative 
Commons CC 1.0 Universal  
Public Domain Dedication

? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? 
? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? 
? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? 
THEME: SUPERHEROES

WHAT WOULD  
YOU DO? 

EDUCATOR SPOTLIGHT
Mickey Kudia
From my experience, all young people 
want to help with problems that are 
going on in the world. The only issue, 
however, is that they often don’t 
know how. This lesson gives students 
practical ideas for how they can take 
action to help with problems they 
care about.
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? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? ? 

3.  Wrap Up  (10 min.)
	 	 Review all the ways to make a positive difference in helping others 

and the environment that were discussed in the lesson. (Possible 
answers include: fundraising, direct action, spreading awareness, 
speaking out, talking to government officials.)

	 	 Ask students to think of one thing they can do when they go home to 
help people, animals, or the environment. Allow them to share their 
answers with the class.

RESOURCE LINKS
Youth Activism Project 
http://youthactivismproject.org/

Haiti Before the Earthquake 
http://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/haiti/documents/page_content/keys_facts_and_
figures_about_eu_humanitarian_response_in_haiti_en.pdf

The Washington Post 
www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2015/05/13/does-france-owe-
haiti-reparations/?utm_term=.8206613316df

EXTENSION PROJECTS
• Service Learning: Consider working with your students to brainstorm an issue that 

they are concerned about. Invite them to think of a way that they could do something 
to help the school and/or community. Work together to create an action plan of what 
needs to happen to complete the project. Ask students to consider the different ways 
of helping that they learned in the lesson to see which of those ways might work best. 
Ask them to consider fundraising, teaching others, talking to people in government, 
or other related actions. Help provide the materials and facilitate the project with 
your students. Give them an opportunity to reflect on the service they did after they 
complete the project. Let students know they are humane heroes for taking action.

• Art and Technology: Create a PSA. Brainstorm a way that students can help their 
school community. Examples include teaching others about the harmful effects of 
littering, or bullying. You can use digital storytelling tools and record each student 
giving advice. If you have access to tablets or digital cameras, consider planning a 
short skit with your students that you can film. Edit the video in a video editing 
platform such as iMovie, and celebrate with your students by watching the published 
video or inviting other classes to watch it. Show a sample PSA created by students 
in other schools to teach them what a PSA is: www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xq_
yaGJueVA

WRAP UP NOTE
Consider following up with stu-
dents the next day to ask if anyone 
wants to share if they were able to 
do something to help others and, if 
so, what they did. Have a discussion 
about how they think the person/
people or animal(s) they helped felt 
(and if they helped the environment 
how they think that made people or 
animals in the community feel) and 
how it made them feel as well. 

✎
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In 2010, there was an earthquake in a country 

called Haiti. Many people were hurt during 

the earthquake. Others lost their homes, 

which easily fell apart. A lot of people lost 

everything they owned. There were many 

people with so little money that they could 

not rebuild their homes, replace what was 

lost, or get the medical care that they really 

needed.

What would you do to help people who have 
been hurt during an earthquake  

or other natural disaster?

© Feed My Starving Children (FMSC Distibution Partner - Haiti)  
used under Creative Commons CC BY-SA 2.0 License

WHAT WOULD YOU DO?
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After learning about the earthquake, a class of 

middle school students organized a fundraiser 

for the people of Haiti. A fundraiser is an 

event where people donate or give money. 

The students created a music event and 

people paid to come. They also made shirts, 

jewelry, and desserts to sell. All the money 

collected was given to an organization helping 

to educate schoolchildren and create jobs. 

They raised over $7,000. 

KIDS IN ACTION
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Litter is a problem at many parks and beaches. 

A lot of the waste comes from people 

throwing garbage on the ground. The litter 

can hurt animals who might eat it or get 

trapped in it. It is also bad for people because 

it pollutes our land and water. It also prevents 

people from enjoying the outdoors.

What would you do if you saw a park  
or beach full of litter?

© bazzadarambler used under Creative Commons CC BY 2.0 License 

WHAT WOULD YOU DO?
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Youth at a summer camp took part in a litter 

cleanup at their school. They picked up over 

four bags full of trash from their school’s 

park. After the cleanup, they noticed that a 

lot of the litter was candy wrappers, cans, 

and bottles. They wanted to remind their 

classmates and neighbors not to litter again, 

so they created and hung signs with messages 

about not littering.

KIDS IN ACTION 
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Sadly, there are many animals in our country 

who are treated badly. Some people do not 

give their companion animals the things they 

need including food, water, a warm place to 

live, or love and attention. Sometimes people 

hurt animals in other ways, such as by hitting 

them or chaining them up for their whole 

life. When people mistreat animals, it is called 

animal cruelty.

What would you do to help protect animals 
from animal cruelty where you live?

© Josh Henderson used under Creative Commons CC BY-SA 2.0 License

WHAT WOULD YOU DO?
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Eighth grade students from Chicago wanted 

to help animals by making laws that better 

protect them. They traveled all the way to 

their state capital, where the people in their 

state government work. The students went to 

their offices  to talk with them about animal 

cruelty laws and to let them know about the 

changes they wanted to see in how animals 

are treated. 

KIDS IN ACTION
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Bullying is when someone says mean things or 

physically hurts someone over and over again. 

When people are bullied, it makes them feel 

bad about themselves. It can also cause them 

to be afraid to come to school. School should 

be a place where people can learn and feel 

safe, but bullying can prevent people from 

feeling welcomed.

What would you do to make sure everyone 
feels safe and welcomed at your school?

© Pimkie used under Creative Commons CC BY-SA 2.0 License

WHAT WOULD YOU DO?
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A class of middle school students wanted to 

make sure that everyone felt welcomed at 

their school. They also wanted everyone to 

know how they could take actions to stop 

bullying. They decided to conduct an assembly 

for their entire school. At their assembly 

they talked about respecting everyone and 

presented a short play about what to do if you 

see someone being mistreated. They also read 

poems about being kind.

KIDS IN ACTION
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WHAT WOULD YOU DO? SCENARIOS: TEACHER DISCUSSION GUIDE 

Scenario #1  Haiti Earthquake and Student Fundraiser
Background information: Even though Haiti was the world’s first black-led republic and the first independent 
Caribbean state when it obtained its independence from France in the early 19th century, it is considered the poorest 
country in the Americas. This is due in part to the United States, which was a slave-owning country at the time, and 
would not trade with Haitian merchants due to racial discrimination and for fear that the slaves in the United States 
might revolt following the Haitians example, and to France, which demanded that Haiti pay them reparations for their 
freedom. This complex history has negatively influenced Haiti’s current economy because it took Haiti until the middle 
of the 20th century to repay France. The economic struggles were apparent well before the 2010 earthquake, with 2-3 
million Haitians who did not have access to enough food. While this complex history might be difficult to explain to 
early education students, we suggest saying, “Sadly, due to continued mistreatment by the United States and France after 
Haiti’s independence, Haiti’s economy is very weak today.” Discuss the importance of valuing all people equally, treating 
everyone fairly, and evenly distributing needed resources to promote justice and prevent inequality.

Discussion: Many students will say that they would help by donating money. When students give this response 
validate it, but ask for additional details as well. Ask them to consider the following:

•	 What might you do to raise money?  
•	 What would you do or say to encourage people to donate?
•	 Will money fix all of the problems that people in Haiti are experiencing? Why or why not? 
•	 What else can we do to help people in Haiti? 

Allow for student responses and let them know they can also help by being creative and thinking of ways to let 
children in Haiti know that they are in solidarity, or unity, with them, and that they care about them and their 
experiences. 

Scenario #2  Litter and Student Cleanup
Discussion: Many students will say that they would clean up the litter. When students give this response let them 
know that is a great way to start solving the problem. Encourage them to delve deeper by asking the following:

•	 How could you get other people involved with cleaning up the litter?
•	 What can be done to prevent people from littering in the first place?
•	 What types of messages would you write if you made posters about not littering? 

Scenario #3  Animal Cruelty and Student Visit to the State Capital
Discussion: Many students will suggest calling the police or rescuing an animal if the animal is being abused. When 
students give these responses, validate their compassion and eagerness to help. However, it is essential that you explain 
that if they try to do these things on their own it may be difficult and unsafe so they need to tell their parents or a 
trusted adult and ask for help. Explain that they should not take another person’s companion animal because there are 
trained professionals who know the proper procedures for dealing with that type of situation. Ask them the following:

•	 What can you do to prevent people from hurting animals in the first place? 
•	 What would you tell government officials about how you think animals should be treated? (Consider role-

playing the conversation.)

Scenario #4  Bullying and School Assembly
Discussion: Many students will say that they would stand up to any bullies or tell a teacher if they see bullying. These 
are important steps for youth to take if they do witness inappropriate behaviors between their peers. However, consider 
also focusing on prevention. Ask students the following:

•	 How can we prevent bullying in the first place?
•	 How can we create a learning space where everyone feels included? 
•	 How can we show everyone respect?
•	 In what ways can we treat each other with kindness?
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GRADE LEVEL K-2

TIME NEEDED Two 45 min. periods

SUBJECTS  English Language Arts, 
Social Studies, Art 

STANDARDS
Common Core
ELA-Literacy: RL.K.3, RL.1.3, RL.2.3
 W.K.2, W.1.2, W.2.2

ISTE:  Standard 3– 
Knowledge Constructor

MATERIALS
		Thinking Outside the Box Stories 

Handout 

		Thinking Outside the Box Notes 
Worksheet

		Thinking Outside the Box Hero Poster 
Worksheet

OPTIONAL
• Pictures related to the stories  

(see website and links in the  
resource section) 

VOCABULARY/TERMS
• Thinking Outside the Box
• Solution 
• Homelessness
• Water Pollution
• Animal Shelter 
• Sanctuary 
• Unique

ESSENTIAL QUESTION

Why might heroes need to think outside the box?

OVERVIEW
In this lesson, students will engage in an interactive riddle to learn what it 
means to think outside the box. Next, they will hear the stories of people 
who thought outside the box to come up with creative ways to help solve an 
issue that concerned them. Finally, they will research someone they consider 
a hero who thought outside the box and will create a poster about their hero to 
share with the class. 

OBJECTIVES

Students will be able to…

		Describe what thinking outside the box means. 

		Explain the connection between being a hero and thinking outside the 
box.

		Provide examples of actions that can be taken to resolve  
real-world problems.

DAY 1:
1. Warm Up  (10 min.)
	 		Let students know that you are going to teach them about thinking 

outside the box.

	 		Explain that thinking outside the box means thinking about a problem 
or a situation in a brand new way. Sometimes it means ignoring 
the way that things have always been done or using a brand new 
perspective. Often it also means tackling a problem that others think 
is impossible to solve.  

	 		Let them know that you are going to do an activity with them  
to see if they can think outside the box.

	 		Ask four students to come to the front of the room. Explain that you 
have four apples in a basket, and you want to give each of the four 
students an apple, but you also want one apple in the basket.  
Ask them to think about how you would be able to do this.* 

© Used under a Creative Commons  
CCO Public Domain License

THEME: SUPERHEROES

THINKING  
OUTSIDE THE BOX

*This riddle is modified from a riddle 
found on doriddles:  
http://www.doriddles.com/riddle-60
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	 	 		Allow students time to brainstorm ways to solve the problem. 

	 	 		For each suggestion that is made, ask them if they want to try it 
to see if it works. 

	 	 		Validate all the answers by explaining that when it is difficult to 
find the solution, it helps to think about as many possibilities as we 
can—even ones that may not seem likely—to find one that works.

	 	 		Only continue as long as it is fun for the students. If they start to 
become frustrated, let them know that solving a problem can be 
difficult and ask them to take a deep breath, relax, and even take a 
short break if needed. 

	 	 		If the students do not figure out how to solve the challenge, 
demonstrate it in the following way to help guide them to the 
solution. Hand out 1 apple at a time to 3 students. When there is 
only 1 apple left in the basket, ask the students how the apple could 
remain in the basket and be given to the 4th student. Allow for 
responses and if it is not solved, hand the apple (while still in the 
basket) to the 4th student. Explain that all 4 students now have an 
apple and 1 apple is in the basket. 

	 		Ask students why this was a difficult problem to solve at first. Discuss 
with students how most people think that in order to give the 4th 
student the 4th apple you have to take it out of the basket like the other 
3 apples. When our minds think outside the box, we realize that we can 
give the 4th student the last apple while it is still inside the basket. 

	 		Ask the students to share what they learned from this activity.

2.  Problem Solving  (15 min.)
	 		Let students know that many people who think outside the box 

become heroes because they can often think differently about the 
world to solve problems in ways that no one else thought of before. 

	 		Ask students if they can think of anyone who looked at the world in a 
new way and changed it. Allow for responses and then briefly describe 
the following people (if not mentioned already):

	 	 		Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.: Dr. King lived in a time when 
our country created laws to separate people of color from white 
people, and people of color were not given the same rights as 
white people. They were not allowed to go to the same schools, 
they were not allowed to use the same bathrooms, and they 
were prevented from voting due to discriminatory policies and 
practices. However, Dr. King thought outside the box and 
questioned these unjust laws. He believed that one day people of 
color would have equal rights and that people would be judged, 
not based on their race, but by their character. He dedicated his 
life to this cause. 

	 	 		Tim Berners-Lee: Tim Berners-Lee is a computer scientist who 
invented the World Wide Web which is the way we have access 
to the websites on the Internet. He proposed the idea as a system 
to manage information. It is incredible to think that he came 
up with this novel idea and now people can quickly access more 
information than ever before and share information with others 
all around the world. 

EDUCATOR SPOTLIGHT
Kim Korona
This lesson is intended to teach 
youth at an early age about thinking 
outside the box. Thinking outside 
the box takes courage, creativity, and 
strong problem solving skills. The 
hope is that in hearing the stories 
of people who acted heroically by 
thinking outside the box, students 
will be inspired to develop their own 
unique solutions. As a follow-up to 
this lesson, I strongly encourage you 
to consider setting aside time each 
day when youth can discuss problems 
they are having and brainstorm 
possible solutions. While these stories 
are about large societal problems, the 
daily practice can include everyday 
issues, such as ways students can 
more respectfully cooperate with each 
other in class. Encourage students 
to come up with creative ideas that 
they think will help them to increase 
cooperation. Some of the ideas 
may not be practical or effective at 
first, but that is okay. Allow them to 
brainstorm all of their ideas and, with 
your help, adapt them into something 
that you can all try. Remind them of 
the apple activity in the warm up and 
let them know that sometimes you 
need to discuss a lot of options before 
you find the one that will best solve 
the issue.   

RESOURCE LINKS

The Empowerment Plan 
www.empowermentplan.org/about  

The Ocean Cleanup 
www.theoceancleanup.com 

Farm Sanctuary 
www.farmsanctuary.org/ 

Who Was? Book Series  
(selected books) 
www.whowasbookseries.com/who-
was/
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	 		Let students know that there are people who think outside the box 
all the time to create change and act heroically. Explain that you are 
going to share 3 thinking outside the box stories with them. 

	 		Share the following three stories:

  I) Homelessness: 

	 	 	Ask students to define homelessness. 

	 	 		Ask them what they think people who are homeless may struggle 
to obtain (e.g., food, shelter, clothes, money).

	 	 		Share Veronika Scott’s story: Veronika lives in Detroit, MI. 
She wanted to do something to help reduce homelessness, so she 
met with people who were homeless to find out what they really 
needed. She wanted to make coats for them to keep them warm 
at night, but she realized that, in addition to coats, people needed 
somewhere warm to sleep. She decided she would make a coat that 
turned into a sleeping bag. Then she realized that the sleeping bag 
coats would only help keep people warm, but they would still be 
living without shelter. She thought outside the box to help them in 
a way that would improve their lives in a bigger way. She decided 
that if the people who were homeless made the sleeping bag coats, 
then she could provide them jobs to help them earn money. 
She now has 34 people who used to be homeless working at her 
organization.  They have all saved enough money to afford places 
to live. She hopes to continue growing her organization so that 
she can offer more people jobs. Her employees are also able to take 
education classes so that they have the opportunity to get other jobs 
as well. 

	 	 		Ask the following questions: What did Veronika do to help reduce 
homelessness? Why did Veronika need to think outside the box? 
How do you feel about Veronika’s solution to the problem? In 
what ways is Veronika a hero?

  II) Water Pollution:

	 	 		Ask students to define water pollution. 

	 	 		Ask them to think about what we need to do to keep the water 
clean (e.g., dispose of trash properly, stop harmful chemicals from 
entering the water). 

	 	 		Share Boyan Slat’s story: At 17 years old, Boyan Slat started 
an organization called The Ocean Cleanup to study plastic 
pollution and create a plan for cleaning up the world’s oceans. 
People previously said it would take thousands of years to clean 
up the world’s oceans because the currents of the oceans make it 
so difficult to collect all the plastic and trash in the water. Boyan 
invented a system to suck up the trash that is driven by the ocean’s 
current to pull it out of the water. He thinks that his invention 
will be able to eliminate the vast majority of floating trash from 
the world’s oceans. He is working with a team of people to study 
his invention and hopes to start test-runs in late 2017.  

	 	 		Ask the following questions: What did Boyan do to address the 
problem of water pollution? Why did he need to think outside 
the box? How do you feel after hearing about Boyan’s invention? 

EXTENSION PROJECTS
•  Real World Connection: As a follow-

up, ask students to think about 
problems that they are concerned 
about. Provide a sharing time when 
the class can think outside the box 
together to find possible solutions. 
If you have the time and resources, 
consider actually working on one of 
the problems. This would be a great 
way to incorporate service learning 
into your classroom. 

• Technology Integration: Let the hero 
posters that students create come to 
life with Glogster. This website allows 
you to create an online interactive 
poster. Students can create a digital 
version of their hero posters. This 
activity might be too challenging for 
students in grades K-1, so consider 
creating a Glog as a whole class, with 
the teacher controlling the website 
functions on a projector screen. 
Visit the Glogpedia to see examples 
of other Glogs to give your class 
inspiration. There are great Glog 
posters of several historic heroes.

LESSON NOTE
Instead of teaching this as a single 
lesson, consider teaching it over 
several classes. First, introduce the 
concept of thinking outside the box. 
Then, follow up each day by telling 
one story at a time and discussing 
it with your students. End with 
an opportunity to complete the 
research and poster project. 

RESEARCH NOTE
For students who need assistance 
with reading and writing, consider 
reading a book with them about 
a hero who thought outside the 
box. Take notes as a whole class. 
Then students can make their own 
posters. 

✎

✎
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Boyan was just a teenager when he came up with this invention: why might it be easier for kids to think 
outside the box than adults? In what ways is Boyan a hero?

  III) Farm Animal Care:

	 	 		Ask students the following questions: What do you think of when you think of an animal shelter? Allow for 
answers. (Most youth will likely share that an animal shelter is a place that takes care of dogs and cats and 
helps them to get adopted.) Do you think that farm animals ever need an animal shelter?

	 	 		Share Gene Baur and Lorri Houston’s story: Gene and Lorri both cared about animals, and in 1986 they 
started an animal rescue organization called Farm Sanctuary. A sanctuary is a safe place. Instead of rescuing 
dogs and cats, they thought outside the box and rescued farm animals. They saw farm animals as their 
friends and were concerned about farm animals who were mistreated. The first animal they rescued was a 
sheep named Hilda who was sick and had been treated very badly. After Gene and Lorri found her, they 
brought her to a veterinarian who saved her life. They started rescuing more farm animals and taught others 
to have compassion for farm animals too. When the farm animals are rescued, they are cared for and most 
spend the rest of their lives at the sanctuary. Since most of the animals will stay at the sanctuary, unlike a 
dog and cat shelter where the animals are usually adopted out, sanctuaries have programs where people can 
sponsor an animal. These sponsorships help to cover the animal care costs. Today, there are sanctuaries you 
can visit all over the country, including Farm Sanctuary’s shelters in New York, California, and soon in New 
Jersey. Gene is still president of Farm Sanctuary, and Lorri continues her farm animal advocacy outside of 
Farm Sanctuary. 

	 	 		Ask the following questions: How did Gene and Lorri help animals? Why did they need to think outside the 
box? How do you feel about what they are doing? In what ways are Gene and Lorri heroes?

 3.  Research   (20 min.)*
	 	 Ask students what they think these three stories have in common.

	 	 In the discussion, make a point to explain that the individuals in the story faced many challenges. Many people 
told them their ideas would not work, and they didn’t know if people would support them. However, these 
individuals did not give up because they were committed to their cause. Eventually people began to not only 
support them, but also join them in their efforts.

	 	 Explain to students that they will research a hero who made a difference in what others thought was an 
impossible situation by thinking outside the box. Explain that they will be making posters based on their 
research to share what they learn with the class. 

	 	 Provide students with books about humane heroes and encourage them to talk to their parents, family members 
or friends who might be a hero themselves or know of heroes. You might also consider sharing a list of people 
for students to choose from and then provide them with books about those specific individuals. Consider having 
them work together in small groups to gather information about their hero and then create posters individually, 
in pairs, or in small groups.  

PROBLEM SOLVING NOTE
After discussing Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and issues of segregation, specifically the way people of color were not being 
permitted to use the same bathroom as white people, consider connecting it to a current human rights issue. Explain that 
it is easy to look back in history and see injustice, once the majority of society agrees that what happened was wrong, but 
it is more difficult to see injustice when it is a current issue being debated. Discuss how this is what thinking outside the 
box is all about, being willing to look at something from a new perspective and from someone else’s point of view. Challenge 
students to think about an issue experienced by the transgender community on whether or not they can use the bathroom of 
their identified gender. Ask students to consider how this issue is different from what people of color experienced, how it is 
similar, and what their opinion is regarding the rights of transgender individuals. It is imperative that you are sensitive when 
facilitating this conversation, as you may have diverse opinions, as well as students who are transgender, and it is essential that 
everyone understands the importance of being inclusive and speaking respectfully and thoughtfully.

✎
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	 	 Pass out the Thinking Outside the Box Notes Worksheet so students can take notes.

  * This 20 minutes refers to the time needed to introduce the activity and to start working on it. Students will need additional time at home 
and/or in class to gather their information.

DAY 2:
4.  Hero Posters  (35 min.)
	 	 After students have gathered information about their heroes, let them know they are going to create  

Thinking Outside the Box Posters. 

	 	 Pass out the Thinking Outside the Box Hero Poster Worksheet and instruct students to do the following:

	 	 		Write the name of their hero.

	 	 		Explain what the individual did to be a hero.

	 	 		Draw or print a picture of the hero.

	 	 		Describe the qualities or actions that made the hero unique. 

	 	 		Write a final thought about how the hero thought outside the box or did something that others  
had not done before. 

	 	 		Draw a picture to represent what the hero did. 

	 	 Provide students with time to work on their posters. They may need additional time at home. 

	 	 Once the posters are finished, allow students an opportunity to share their heroes with one another. 

	 	 Display the posters so that they can see their peers’ work and learn about the heroes they all chose. 

5.  Wrap Up  (10 min.)
	 	 Ask students how thinking outside the box can help someone to be a hero. 

	 	 Explain that if they want to make a difference, they too can think outside the box and find creative solutions  
to problems, or stand up for someone when no one else is willing to do so. 

	 	 Encourage students not to be afraid to think outside the box or to support others  
who are thinking outside the box.  

	 	 Let students know they can practice ways to think outside the box in their everyday interactions  
by working to find a solution whenever they are confronted with a difficult situation. 

HERO POSTER NOTE
To help students with this activity, create a sample poster with them using one of the stories from the lesson. 

✎
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THINKING OUTSIDE THE BOX STORIES

I) Veronika Scott: Homelessness

Veronika lives in Detroit, MI. She wanted to do something to help reduce homelessness so she 
met with people who were homeless to find out what they really needed. She wanted to make 
coats for them to keep them warm at night, but she realized that, in addition to coats, people 
needed somewhere warm to sleep. She decided she would make a coat that turned into a sleeping 
bag. Then she realized that the sleeping bag coats would only help keep people warm, but they 
would still be living without shelter. She thought outside the box to help them in a way that 
would improve their lives in a bigger way. She decided that if the people who were homeless made 
the sleeping bag coats, then she could provide them jobs to help them earn money. She now has 
34 people who used to be homeless working at her organization.  They have all saved enough 
money to afford places to live. She hopes to continue growing her organization so that she can 
offer more people jobs. Her employees are also able to take education classes so that they have the 
opportunity to get other jobs as well. 

II) Boyan Slat: Water Pollution

  At 17 years old, Boyan Slat started an organization called The Ocean Cleanup to study plastic 
pollution and create a plan for cleaning up the world’s oceans. People previously said it would 
take thousands of years to clean up the world’s oceans because the currents of the oceans make it 
so difficult to collect all the plastic and trash in the water. Boyan invented a system to suck up the 
trash that is driven by the ocean’s current to pull it out of the water. He thinks that his invention 
will be able to eliminate the vast majority of floating trash from the world’s oceans. He is working 
with a team of people to study his invention and hopes to start test-runs in late 2017. 

III) Gene Bauer and Lorri Houston: Farm Animal Care

Gene and Lorri both cared about animals, and in 1986 they started an animal rescue organization 
called Farm Sanctuary. A sanctuary is a safe place. Instead of rescuing dogs and cats, they thought 
outside the box and rescued farm animals. They saw farm animals as their friends and were 
concerned about farm animals who were mistreated. The first animal they rescued was a sheep 
named Hilda who was sick and had been treated very badly. After Gene and Lorri found her, 
they brought her to a veterinarian who saved her life. They started rescuing more farm animals 
and taught others to have compassion for farm animals too. When the farm animals are rescued, 
they are cared for and most of them spend the rest of their lives at the sanctuary. Since most of 
the animals will stay at the sanctuary, unlike a dog and cat shelter where the animals are usually 
adopted out, sanctuaries have programs where people can sponsor an animal. These sponsorships 
help to cover the animal care costs. Today, there are farm animal sanctuaries you can visit all over 
the country, including Farm Sanctuary’s shelters in New York, California, and soon in New Jersey. 
Gene is still president of Farm Sanctuary, and Lorri continues her farm animal advocacy outside 
of Farm Sanctuary.
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THINKING OUTSIDE THE BOX NOTES

Name  Date 

Hero’s Name 

Resources 

How would you  
describe your hero?

Why is this person  
a hero?

How did your hero  
think outside the box?

(What did they do  
that was heroic?)

Additional facts
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THINKING OUTSIDE THE BOX HERO POSTER

Name  Date 

My hero is 

My hero made a difference by

My hero is unique because 

My hero thought outside the box by 

Draw an image of what your hero did here:

Place picture of your hero
(draw or print)
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GRADE LEVEL K-2

TIME NEEDED 45 min.

SUBJECTS  Social Studies, English 
Language Arts, 
Performing Arts/Arts

STANDARDS
Common Core
ELA-Literacy: SL.K.1, SL.1.1, SL.2.1
 SL.K.2, SL.1.2, SL.2.2
 W.K.2, W.1.2, W.2.2

ISTE:  Standard 6– Creative 
Communicator

MATERIALS
	Pantomime Readings

	Humane Heroes Stories and Photos

		How Can I Be a Humane Hero? 
Handout (one for each student)

		Crayons, pencils, pens and/or 
markers for coloring and writing

OPTIONAL
• Picture book biographies of humane 

heroes, http://bit.ly/2a5KE62, 
http://bit.ly/1jIbVzM

• Senna Helps Sea Lions, https://
www.amazon.com/Senna-Helps- 
Sea-Lions-You/dp/0692420398

VOCABULARY/TERMS
• Humane Heroes
• Pantomime
• Hero
• Humane
• Compassion

ESSENTIAL QUESTION

What makes someone a humane hero?

OVERVIEW
Students begin with a pantomime activity, acting out and then discussing 
the differences/similarities between a superhero and an ordinary kid or 
person who helps others. Then they will learn the definitions of humane and 
compassion—to apply them to the concept of humane heroes. They will look 
at photos and hear stories of real kids who have made a difference for people, 
animals and the planet (humane heroes). Finally, they will draw a picture 
and write a first-person statement about how they themselves can be humane 
heroes.

OBJECTIVES

Students will be able to…

		Describe the qualities of a humane hero.

		Define and understand the concepts of humane and compassion.

		Consider qualities they possess that they can use to help people, 
animals and the planet.

		Create a drawing and write a descriptive, first-person statement 
based on an inner reflection of their heroic capabilities.

1. Warm Up (10 min.)
	 		Gather students in a circle, if possible.

	 		Explain that you are going to be reading aloud a description of a type 
of person and you would like them to pantomime or act out with 
body movements (but no sound) what you read.

	 		Let them know that in between their pantomimes, they will return 
to actor’s neutral. Explain that actor’s neutral is when their arms are 
by their side, their legs are slightly apart, and they have a neutral, or 
plain expression, on their face.
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THEME: SUPERHEROES

HUMANE HEROES
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EDUCATOR SPOTLIGHT
Megan Pincus Kajitani
With K-2 students, doing some 
movement, hearing stories and 
drawing pictures tend to be favorite 
activities, so all of these elements 
are incorporated into this lesson. 
I also find that about 15 minutes 
is the typical amount of time kids 
this age can concentrate well in a 
group lesson, so the focused part of 
the lesson sticks to that timeframe 
(before the coloring/writing time). 
If your students want to talk more in 
the discussion time and it runs longer, 
you may want to save the drawing 
and coloring for after a break, or the 
next day. I do encourage the follow-
up extension activities in weeks after 
this lesson. I spent a whole school 
year reading picture book biographies 
of humane heroes to K-3 students 
most every week, and they continued 
to ask for them through the end of 
the school year and loved discussing 
them.

RESOURCE LINKS

Earth Saver Girl 
http://earthsavergirl.com/news/ 
index.html

WE 
http://we.org/

Senna TEDx Talk 
Lemons to Lemonade:  
http://bit.ly/2aj0AoK

	 		Explain to students that you are going to show them an example of a 
pantomime, such as an opera singer, and then act it out.

	 		Ask students to stand up and pantomime while you read the 
following passage. Explain that you will continue to add more details 
about the person as you read the passage. Remind them not to talk or 
say aloud if they have any ideas of what kind of person this is:

	 	 		I have big, strong muscles.

	 	 		I wear a cape.

	 	 		I run super fast.

	 	 		I can fly through the air all by myself.

	 	 		I can see through walls.

	 	 		I know when people or animals need help.

	 	 		I make daring rescues.

	 	 		I save people and animals from harm.

	 	 		My job is to help the world!

	 		Then, ask the students to raise their hand—but not talk—if they have 
an idea of what kind of person they were pantomiming. Most hands 
will likely rise. Ask them to say, on the count of three, who they think 
it is. Then count 1…2…3!

	 		Tell them that if they said a superhero, they are correct. The class was 
pantomiming what we think of as a superhero.

	 		Ask the students to return to actor’s neutral. You should return to it as 
well to remind them of what actor’s neutral is.

	 		Explain that they are going to do one more pantomime about 
another type of person. Ask them to pantomime again as you read the 
following passage:

	 	 		I am seven years old and kind of short.

	 	 		I love my family and hug them a lot.

	 	 		I love to play with dogs and cats and to care for different animals.

	 	 		I love trees and rivers and oceans and all kinds of nature.

	 	 		If I see someone upset, I try to comfort them.

	 	 		If I see an animal in trouble, like a baby bird fallen from a nest, I 
try to find someone who can help.

	 	 		If I see litter on the ground, I pick it up and put it in the trash or 
recycle bin.

	 	 		I think it’s up to me to help when I see a need!

	 		Then, ask the students, again, to raise their hand—but not talk—if 
they have an idea of what kind of person they were pantomiming. 
Not as many hands may rise this time. Then, ask them to say on the 
count of three who they think it is. Count 1…2…3! Their (likely 
varied) answers will lead to your discussion.
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2. Discussion: What Makes a Hero? (5 min.)
	 		Explain to students that the second pantomime was “an ordinary 

kid who acts with compassion.” Ask the students if they know what 
compassion means.

 		Read the following definition of compassion:

	 	 		“To see a living being suffering and want to do something to 
help.”

	 		Ask the students if they think they have compassion for people, 
then for animals, and then for the planet, such as the oceans, trees, 
and flowers. Explain that a similar word for compassion is humane. 
Ask if they have heard this word, or if it sounds like another word 
they know. Explain that human is the root of the word, and humane 
describes, “a human who tries to be the best person they can be in 
how they treat others and helps others when they are suffering.”

	 		Now, ask the following questions:

	 	 		What does the ordinary kid who acts with compassion have 
in common with the superhero? How are they alike? (Possible 
answers: they both help people and animals; they both 
save others; they both feel it is their job to help—they take 
responsibility; they care; they are brave or strong.)

	 	 		What is different between a superhero and an ordinary kid 
who acts with compassion? (Possible answers: superheroes have 
superhuman powers, like flying or seeing through walls—while 
ordinary kids do not; superheroes are pretend and ordinary kids 
are real; superheroes can inspire us to help those in need and 
ordinary kids can actually help those in need.)

	 		Explain that they can actually think of compassion as a superpower, 
(the power to care for and help others), which they all possess, just 
like a superhero. They also possess many other personal qualities that 
allow them to help others—like courage, creativity, caring, curiosity.

	 		Introduce the term humane hero and explain that “an ordinary person 
who takes responsibility and acts with compassion toward people, 
animals or the planet” is a humane hero. Explain to students that 
while they may not be superheroes, they all have the power to be 
humane.

3. Humane Hero Stories (10 min.)
	 	 Ask students if they would like to hear a few stories of some real 

humane heroes who are ordinary kids like them.

	 	 Read each of the following stories and show each changemaker’s 
picture. After each story, ask the students to share what the story was 
about with a partner. Then, ask them to share at least one important 
detail that they remember from the story with another partner.

	 	 		Brooklyn: Brooklyn was a 7-year-old girl living in a 
neighborhood in the city of Atlanta that had a lot of litter on the 
streets and sidewalks. She was upset by this, and the way people 
were treating the earth. She tried to pick up trash whenever she 
could, but she also decided she wanted to do something more. 
So, Brooklyn wrote a book called Earth Saver Girl about kids 

EXTENSION PROJECTS
• Reading: Read students biography 

picture books of humane heroes (see 
the resource links for book options) 
each week, and discuss how each 
hero helped people, animals and/
or the planet, and what personal 
qualities they displayed to take 
action.

• Classroom Community Building 
and Service: Create a humane heroes 
action bulletin board to acknowledge 
the humane actions taken by your 
students to help people, animals, and 
the planet.

• Writing: Ask students to write a 
letter to a humane hero they admire 
(perhaps someone you read about in 
a book or the newspaper—especially 
kid humane heroes).

• Guest Speaker: Invite local humane 
heroes (from local news stories or 
friends in the community) to come 
talk to the class about what they did 
and why.

• Mindfulness: Did your students 
enjoy the pantomime activity? 
Infuse mindfulness and encourage 
kindness every day with GoNoodle 
(https://www.gonoodle.com/). 
This great website makes videos that 
kids can dance, sing and listen to. 
Their Empower channel has videos 
that teach kindness and personal 
empowerment. We recommend 
the video “Have Compassion” to 
supplement this lesson.

• Technology Integration: Create a 
digital poster about being a humane 
hero with Glogster (http://edu.
glogster.com/). This website allows 
you to create an online interactive 
poster about any topic you’d like. 
Here is an example of a student-
created Glog about kindness and 
caring: http://bit.ly/2f8dX03. This 
activity may be too challenging for 
students in younger grades, so we 
recommend that you create it with 
your students as a class. One idea for 
a digital poster is to put the topic in 
the middle of the poster (i.e. what 
does a humane hero do?) and insert 
words, phrases, images and even 
video that relate to the topic.
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helping the planet and fighting pollution. She also wrote a play, and went to schools talking to kids about 
how they can make the earth a cleaner, healthier place. Today, Brooklyn is a teenager who has won many 
awards for helping the planet. Now she helps run a summer camp near Atlanta that teaches kids about 
environmental conservation.

	 	 		Craig: Craig was a 12-year-old boy living in a comfortable, happy home in Canada when he saw a 
newspaper story about a 12-year-old boy across the world, in Pakistan, named Iqbal. Iqbal had been 
forced to work in a windowless factory weaving rugs all day since he was 4 years old. He was trying to 
teach others about children working in poor conditions in factories, to put a stop to it. Across the world in 
Canada, Craig was inspired by Iqbal speaking out, and gathered his friends together to create a group that 
teaches other kids, grown-ups, and even government officials, about children who are forced to work in 
poor conditions, and what can be done to stop this practice. Craig is now a grown-up and he still works to 
inspire kids around the world to speak up and make a difference for children in need.

	 	 		Senna: Senna was a 7-year-old girl living near the beach in California when, one day, she and her family 
spotted two sea lion pups struggling in the ocean. They appeared to be starving and had no mother in 
sight. Senna and her mom learned that hundreds of sea lion pups were stranded on beaches, starving, 
because the sea lions did not have enough food supply, due to overfishing and pollution of the oceans. 
Senna decided to start a fundraiser for the sea lions and asked friends, neighbors, schools and churches to 
donate. She raised over a thousand dollars to help a local rescue center where they feed the sea lion pups 
fish smoothies until they can get their own food and be released back to the ocean. Senna is now 10 years 
old and she makes speeches to thousands of people about helping animals. She even helped her mom write 
a book about their story.

	 	 After reading the stories, ask the students these follow-up questions in a whole group discussion:

	 	 		Describe what you remember about each humane hero.

	 	 		What do you think about the actions that they each took?

	 	 		How do you feel about these humane heroes and what they did?

	 	 		What was similar about these humane heroes? What was different?

	 	 		What did you learn from these humane heroes?

	 	 		Do you have any additional questions about any of the humane hero stories?

	 	 		In what ways have you been, or would you like to be, a humane hero?

	 	 		Allow for discussion and then explain that they can be heroes by doing small things, like helping one person 
or animal, as well as bigger things like the children in the stories they heard. Being a hero to one living 
being is important, and can lead to being a hero for more people, animals or environments.

4. Coloring and Writing (15 min.)
	 		Provide each student with the How Can I Be a Humane Hero? Handout.

	 		Guide the students in drawing a picture of themselves taking a compassionate action to help a person, an animal 
or the planet. Let them know that the action can be of something that they have done or would like to do.

	 		Help them write one or two sentences about their picture.

5. Wrap Up (5 min.)
	 		Ask students to share what they drew and wrote with a partner.

	 		Then ask a few student volunteers to share with the class examples of the compassionate actions that they drew 
and wrote about.

	 		Hang up the students’ work to remind them of ways they have and can be humane heroes for others.
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READING #1

I have big, strong muscles.

I wear a cape.

I run super fast.

I can fly through the air all by myself.

I can see through walls.

I know when people or animals  
need help.

I make daring rescues.

I save people and animals from harm.

My job is to help the world!

READING #2

I am seven years old and kind of short.

I love my family and hug them a lot.

I love to play with dogs and cats  
and to care for different animals.

I love trees and rivers and oceans  
and all kinds of nature.

If I see someone upset, I try  
to comfort them.

If I see an animal in trouble, like a 
baby bird fallen from a nest, I try to 

find someone who can help.

If I see litter on the ground,  
I pick it up and put it in the trash  

or recycle bin.

I think it’s up to me to help  
when I see a need!

PANTOMIME READINGS
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Brooklyn
Brooklyn was a 7-year-old girl living in a neighborhood in the city of Atlanta 
that had a lot of litter on the streets and sidewalks. She was upset by this, and 
the way people were treating the earth. She tried to pick up trash whenever 
she could, but she also decided she wanted to do something more. So, 
Brooklyn wrote a book called Earth Saver Girl about kids helping the planet 
and fighting pollution. She also wrote a play, and went to schools talking to 
kids about how they can make the earth a cleaner, healthier place. Today, 
Brooklyn is a teenager who has won many awards for helping the planet. 
Now she helps run a summer camp near Atlanta that teaches kids about 
environmental conservation.

© ARamHit used under a Creative 
Commons CC BY-SA 3.0 Unported 
License

Craig
Craig was a 12-year-old boy living in a comfortable, happy home in Canada 
when he saw a newspaper story about a 12-year-old boy across the world, 
in Pakistan, named Iqbal. Iqbal had been forced to work in a windowless 
factory weaving rugs all day since he was 4 years old. He was trying to teach 
others about children working in poor conditions in factories, to put a stop 
to it. Across the world in Canada, Craig was inspired by Iqbal speaking out, 
and gathered his friends together to create a group that teaches other kids, 
grown-ups, and even government officials, about children who are forced to 
work in poor conditions, and what can be done to stop this practice. Craig is 
now a grown-up and he still works to inspire kids around the world to speak 
up and make a difference for children in need.

Senna
Senna was a 7-year-old girl living near the beach in California when, one day, 
she and her family spotted two sea lion pups struggling in the ocean. They 
appeared to be starving and had no mother in sight. Senna and her mom 
learned that hundreds of sea lion pups were stranded on beaches, starving, 
because the sea lions did not have enough food supply, due to overfishing 
and pollution of the oceans. Senna decided to start a fundraiser for the sea 
lions and asked friends, neighbors, schools and churches to donate. She 
raised over a thousand dollars to help a local rescue center where they feed 
the sea lion pups fish smoothies until they can get their own food and be 
released back to the ocean. Senna is now 10 years old and she makes speeches 
to thousands of people about helping animals. She even helped her mom 
write a book about their story.

HUMANE HEROES

© J. David Pincus

© http://www.earthsavergirl.com
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HOW CAN I BE A HUMANE HERO?

Directions: Draw a picture in the space below of 
yourself acting as a humane hero. You can be doing 
something you actually did, or something you imagine 
yourself doing. Then write a description of your picture 
on the lines.
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ESSENTIAL QUESTION

How can animals be heroes?

OVERVIEW
Students begin with a kinesthetic activity, learning some American Sign 
Language (ASL) signs for certain animals. Then they will imagine whether 
these animals make a difference in the world, and if they can even be heroes, 
as they learn the definitions of make a difference and hero. Students will 
hear stories about real animals who have helped people and other animals, 
becoming heroes. Next, they will discuss how all of these animals have 
feelings and relationships, building empathy for a range of animals. Finally, 
they will draw a picture of and write a few sentences about one of the animal 
heroes, and discuss ways animals can make a difference.

OBJECTIVES

Students will be able to…

		Utilize ASL to sign several animals.

		Define what it means to make a difference after listening to real 
stories about animals.

		Explain what makes someone a hero using examples from the stories 
they heard.

		Recognize an animal’s capacity for feelings and relationships.

		Summarize a story in their own words and make a connection to 
how animals are helpful.

1. Warm Up  (5 min.)
	 		Gather students in a circle, if possible.

	 		Ask students how many of them like animals. (Likely most or all 
hands will go up.) 

	 		Let students know that you are going to warm up their bodies and 
brains by teaching them to talk with their hands about animals, 
using some signs in ASL. Use this as an opportunity to discuss the 
importance of learning new languages to increase one’s ability to 
communicate with others.

GRADE LEVEL K-2

TIME NEEDED 45-50 min.

SUBJECTS  American Sign 
Language, English 
Language Arts,  
Fine Arts

STANDARDS
Common Core
ELA-Literacy: RL.K.3, RL.1.3, RL.2.3
 SL.K.2, SL.1.2, SL.2.2
 W.K.3, W.1.2

ISTE:  Standard 7—Global 
Collaborator

MATERIALS
	 American Sign Language (ASL)  

Video Dictionary 

 o  www.handspeak.com 

 o  www.aslpro.com (Add about 
10 minutes of preparation time 
to learn this lesson’s signs from 
the videos). If you want verbal 
explanations with the signs, use: 
www.babysignlanguage.com/
dictionary. Outside the U.S., you 
can use www.spreadthesign.com, 
which includes several national 
sign languages.

	Animal Hero Stories

		My Animal Hero Worksheet

	Crayons/markers/colored pencils

	Pencils  
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THEME: SUPERHEROES

ANIMAL HEROES
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	 		Explain that sign languages are how Deaf people communicate with 
others. While some in the Deaf community do not have any hearing, 
many have minimal to partial hearing. Rather than relying on sound, 
they use their hands, facial expressions, and bodies to create words 
and communicate ideas.

	 		Teach them each of these six ASL (American Sign Language) signs;  
have them repeat each sign after you.

	 	 		Dog 

	 	 		Pig

	 	 		Cow

	 	 		Goat

	 	 		Parrot

	 	 		Seal

2. Discussion: Can an Animal Be a Hero? (5 min.)
	 		Write the name of each animal you just signed in ASL on the board.

	 		Explain to students that you’re going to think more about these 
particular animals. 

	 		Ask students the following questions and discuss:

	 	 		Do you think all of these animals have feelings?

	 	 		Which of these animals do you think has the most feelings?

	 	 		How would you describe the way people usually interact with each 
of these types of animals?

	 	 		Which do you think has the strongest relationships with people  
or other animals? 

	 		Most likely, many students will think dogs have the strongest feelings 
and relationships. If this is the case, ask them if they think dogs have 
the strongest feelings and relationships because they are the animal 
on the list that the students know best or if they think dogs are really 
that much different from the other animals on the list. 

	 		Explain that while having feelings and relationships with others is 
often something we think about as a human trait, and perhaps a trait 
of certain animals, scientists now have shown that almost all animals 
have these same traits. This ability to feel and connect with others 
is also what we often think of as the reason humans can make a 
difference in the world. 

	 		Ask students to discuss,with a turn and talk partner, what it means 
to make a difference. After, invite them to share their responses in a 
whole group discussion.

	 		Explain that making a difference means doing something that helps 
another living being or the community. Have the students repeat the 
definition: making a difference means doing something that helps another 
living being or the community.

OPTIONAL
• Photos of the animal heroes or 

photos of a pig, goat, cow, parrot, 
dog, and harbor seal

• National Geographic Kids, which has 
several books full of real animal hero 
stories, all with color photographs 
and kid-friendly language.

• The “Unlikely” book series (Unlikely 
Friendships, Unlikely Heroes, Unlikely 
Loves) from Workman Publishing, 
highlighting how animals make 
connections with others and make a 
difference.

VOCABULARY/TERMS
• American Sign Language (ASL)
• Make A Difference
• Hero
• Deaf

RESOURCE LINKS

ASL Video Dictionary 
Search all animal words, and any other 
words in this lesson, that you want to 
sign. To get a video link of a native ASL 
speaker signing it visit: www.handspeak.
com or www.aslpro.com or www.
babysignlanguage.com/dictionary. If you 
are outside the U.S., you can use www.
spreadthesign.com.

EDUCATOR SPOTLIGHT
Megan Pincus Kajitani
With K-2 students, I love to start with 
some kind of movement, so with this 
lesson we use American Sign Language 
to get their bodies and brains warmed 
up. Kids this age tend to soak up ASL 
and love using it. They also almost 
universally love animals, so this lesson 
capitalizes on that affinity for animals 
to expand their understanding of 
how all kinds of animals have feelings 
and relationships and can make a 
difference in the world. Additionally, 
the K-2 students I’ve worked with love 
the extension activity we provided 
below where they complete an 
“animal research project” about one 
of the species of animals they learned 
about in the lesson. 

WARM UP NOTE
Search “bird” in the 

ASL dictionary if 
“parrot” does not 

come up, and search 
“sea lion” if “seal” 
does not come up.

✎
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	 		Ask students:

	 	 		What makes us want to make a difference? (Here point to how 
when we care about others—people, animals, the planet—we 
want to help.)

	 	 		Who do you think can make a difference besides people?

	 	 		What does it mean to be a hero?

	 	 		Who do you think can be a hero?

	 		Explain that a hero is someone who cares so much about others that  
they go out of their way to take a risk and help those in need. 

	 		Ask the students to work in small groups to brainstorm three qualities 
they think all heroes have. (Possible answers include: brave, kind, 
compassionate, courageous, wise, loyal.)

	 		Write the qualities on the board in a column. 

	 		Let students know that you are going to share some true stories with 
them. As they listen, they will decide if they think the main character 
in the story has any of those qualities and if they think she or he is a 
hero. 

	 		As you read each story, create a chart, such as the one below, for the 
students to decide if they think each main character has the qualities 
they brainstormed. Then they can explain why they think the animal 
in the story is a hero. Let the students know they do not have to have 
every quality to be a hero.

QUALITIES Lulu Olivia Willie Dog &  
Harbor Seal

Risk Taker

Brave

Loyal

Kind






HERO 

3. Animal Hero Stories (10-15 min.)
	 	 Read the following stories. With each story, have the students repeat 

the ASL sign for the animals discussed, when indicated below.

	 	 		LuLu the Pig (Sign “pig” in ASL)  
LuLu was a big pot-bellied pig who lived with a woman named 
JoAnn and a dog named Bear. (Sign “dog” in ASL.) JoAnn had a 
weak heart. One day her heart problem flared up and she fell on 
the floor, unconscious. Bear, the dog, barked for help for JoAnn, 
but nobody heard him. So, LuLu squeezed her body through the 
dog door, scraping herself, to get out of the house. She ran into the 
road and laid herself down in the street to get people’s attention. 
She kept getting up to run to the house to check on JoAnn, then 
back to lie in the street. Finally, someone stopped their car, followed 
LuLu to the house, and saw JoAnn on the floor. The person called 
911 for an ambulance. The medics were able to revive JoAnn and 
get her to the hospital. Fortunately, she recovered, thanks to LuLu, 
the pig, who got her the help she needed.

EXTENSION PROJECTS
•  Research: Help students create an 

“animal research project” about 
each of the animals in this lesson, or 
another animal. They can learn more 
about the traits and abilities of their 
chosen animal. Challenge them to 
identify any possible threats their 
animal is experiencing and protective 
actions people can take to help. 
Provide an opportunity for students 
to present what they learned to 
their classmates in an oral or artistic 
presentation. 

•  Literature: Read picture books and 
stories of more animal heroes (see 
optional materials above and be on the 
lookout in the news), and then discuss 
the traits of each animal they may not 
know about, especially each animal’s 
capacity for connection with others.

•  Guest Speaker: Invite ambassadors 
from local animal shelters/rescues/
sanctuaries (companion animal, 
wildlife, and farm animals) to come 
in and talk with students about the 
animals, and the relationships they 
form with others. If it is difficult to 
invite ambassadors to visit, consider 
reaching out to animal sanctuaries, 
shelters, and rescue groups all over 
the country to video conference with 
your class. Many educators use Skype 
or Google Hangout to connect with 
experts virtually. Use a website like 
www.petfinder.com to find an animal 
welfare group near you, and reach 
out via phone or email to see if they 
can virtually connect with your class. 
Before the virtual chat, have students 
generate questions.

ANIMAL HERO STORIES NOTES

Lulu the Pig’s story is retold from the book 
The Inner World of Farm Animals by Amy 
Hatkoff, as well as media accounts of Lulu’s 
heroism. 

Olivia the Goat’s story is retold from the 
books The Lucky Ones by Jenny Brown and 
Ninety-Five: Meeting America’s Farmed Animals 
in Stories and Photographs by No Voice 
Unheard.

Willie the Parrot’s story is retold from the 
book Unlikely Heroes: 37 Inspiring Stories of 
Courage and Heart from the Animal Kingdom 
by Jennifer S. Holland and media accounts.

The Dog and the Harbor Seal’s story is retold 
from the book Unlikely Heroes: 37 Inspiring 
Stories of Courage and Heart from the Animal 
Kingdom by Jennifer S. Holland. 

✎
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 ANIMAL HERO STORIES NOTE
  Write Lulu’s name on the board and review each quality that the students identified one at a time. Ask 

students to give a thumbs-up if they think Lulu has the quality and a thumbs-down if they do not think 
Lulu has the quality. Allow students to explain their answers. If the majority thinks she does have the quality, 
put a check mark to acknowledge it. Then ask the students if they think Lulu is a hero. Have them justify 
their opinions. If the students think she is a hero, put a check mark to indicate that on the chart. Repeat this 
process after each of the stories. 

	 	 		Olivia the Goat (Sign “goat” in ASL)  
Olivia was a goat who lived on a farm sanctuary in New York after a human family abandoned her. Olivia 
spent her days at the sanctuary making rounds of the farm, napping and grazing on grass. One day, a tiny 
baby cow (sign “cow” in ASL) named Dylan came to live at the sanctuary. Dylan had been rescued after he 
was taken away from his mother on a dairy farm just after he was born, so the farm could sell his mother’s 
milk to people. He was very scared, shaky-legged and hungry, mooing sadly and looking for his mom 
everywhere. The staff at the farm sanctuary fed Dylan milk, but they couldn’t seem to console him. Then, 
he met Olivia the goat, and he stopped his sad mooing and began to follow her on her walks around the 
farm. Olivia let Dylan follow her around and sleep next to her, and she became his stand-in mother. She 
didn’t have to do this, but, the sanctuary staff say, she clearly saw that Dylan needed it. Dylan counted on 
Olivia as a mother even when he grew to be much, much bigger than her! He finally moved on to be with 
the other cows when he became an adult. Olivia then became an “orphan magnet,” acting as a stand-in 
mother to several more scared, lonely baby animals of all kinds who came to the sanctuary. The sanctuary 
staff said she never, ever turned any of them away. 

	 	 		Willie the Parrot (Sign “parrot” in ASL)  
Willie was a Quaker parrot who could squawk a few words and mostly lived quietly in an apartment with 
his guardian Meagan, her roommate, and her roommate’s little girl. One day Meagan was babysitting the 
little girl, two-year-old Hannah. Meagan had to go to the restroom, so she left Hannah happily watching 
cartoons on TV in the kitchen. She was only gone a moment when she heard Willie the Parrot making a 
huge racket like she had never heard before. Willie was screaming, “Mama! Baby!” Meagan ran out of the 
bathroom to find that Hannah had climbed onto the kitchen table, grabbed a Pop Tart (cookie), put the 
whole thing into her mouth, and was now choking on it, turning blue in the face. Meagan ran to Hannah 
and got the Pop Tart quickly out of her throat so she could breathe again. A few minutes later, Hannah’s 
mom, Samantha, came home to Hannah playing happily again, and to babysitter Meagan shocked and 
shaking. Meagan told Samantha about Willie’s call of “Mama! Baby!” alerting her to Hannah choking, 
thus saving her life. Samantha couldn’t believe it as both women said Willie had never used those two 
words together before. Willie was given an award from the Red Cross for his heroic actions.

	 	 		The Dog and The Harbor Seal (Sign “dog” in ASL)  
This is a story of a dog not being the rescuer but of being the one rescued. This dog was a German 
Shepherd mix who lived in England near a large, deep river. One day he got out of his home and ran down 
to the riverbank, somehow getting himself both lost and injured. A man named Chris saw the dog and 
went toward him to help, but the scared pup tried to run away from Chris and fell into the river. Because 
the dog was injured, he couldn’t swim well, so he started floating away and getting pulled underwater. 
Chris became alarmed and called other people to help. But, then, as the people tried to figure out how 
to help the sinking pup, they saw him come up to the surface of the water and start moving toward the 
shore. However, the dog wasn’t swimming; he just seemed to be floating across the water without moving a 
muscle. That was when the people realized that a harbor seal (sign “seal” in ASL), who lived in the river, 
had helped him. The seal got underneath the dog and swam him all the way to the riverbank, delivering 
him to the people now waiting to help. Once the dog was safely on shore, the seal dove back underwater 
and swam away. The seal didn’t stick around to hear all the people thanking her for saving the dog.
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	 	 After reading the stories and completing the chart, ask students these follow up questions: 

	 	 		How do you feel about these animals? 

	 	 		What did you learn from these animal stories?

	 	 		What do you feel in learning that animals can be heroes?

	 	 		What did you learn about the feelings of different animals from these stories? What did you learn about the 
relationships that different animals have with others?

	 	 		In what ways can animals make a difference?

	 	 		Did these stories change your mind about anything?

	 	 		What will you most remember from these stories?

4. My Animal Hero (15 min.)
	 		Using the attached worksheet, My Animal Hero, guide students in drawing a series of pictures to retell one of the 

animal hero stories. Ask them to complete the sentences in each picture box using details from their animal hero’s 
story. 

	 		Ask students to share their drawings with a partner and to tell them why they chose that animal hero as the one 
they wanted to draw and write about.

5. Wrap Up (10 min.)
	 		Review each of the animal heroes and 

ask who illustrated that animal hero, 
then choose one student for each 
animal hero to share their drawing 
and explain why they chose that 
animal hero.

	 		Either post the pictures on the wall to 
remind the class of the amazing ways 
animals can make a difference, or ask 
them to take the pictures home to 
tell their families about their animal 
heroes and all the ways that animals 
can make a difference. 

ANIMAL HERO STORIES NOTE
In discussing the stories, make sure students understand that actions like lying in the street or jumping into a river 
are dangerous and not required for people to be heroes. Explain that these are actions that animals have taken when 
they had no other way of communicating, but people should use language, when possible, as their primary method of 
communicating before taking action.

✎
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MY ANIMAL HERO

Directions: Fill in the blanks by using information from your animal hero’s story. Draw pictures in the spaces  
below that match the text. In box #1 draw your animal hero. In box #2 draw who was in need and why. In box #3 
draw a picture to show how your animal was a hero.

Name   Date   Story Title 

My animal hero is:

needed help when

My animal hero made  
a difference by:
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GRADE LEVEL K-2

TIME NEEDED  Three 45 min. periods 
(with additional days 
to complete a service 
project)

 
SUBJECTS  Social Studies,  

English Language Arts

STANDARDS
Common Core
ELA-Literacy:  RI.K.1
 RI.1.4, RI.2.4
 W.K.2

ISTE: Standard 6–  
 Creative Communicator

MATERIALS
		Becoming a Hero Handout 

		Heroic Traits and Skills Words

		Heroic Traits and Skills Definitions

		Hero Bubble Map Worksheet

		How to Become a Hero Worksheet 

OPTIONAL
• Children’s book or biography of a 

well-known hero 
• Suggested Role Play Scenarios Handout

VOCABULARY/TERMS
• Hero
• Role Model
• Develop
• Traits
• Skills 
• Educated 
• Compassionate
• Inspired
• Connected
• Generous 
• Brave

ESSENTIAL QUESTION

How can we prepare ourselves to be heroic when someone is in need? 

OVERVIEW
This lesson is written as a 3-day mini unit and will be best received as 
a follow-up after teaching the other lessons within this theme. First, 
students review what it means to be a hero. Then, they focus on defining 
6 specific traits and skills most heroes have in common that will help them 
to understand what being heroic really entails. Next, they complete some 
activities related to those traits to prepare themselves to be heroes. Finally, 
students will apply the skills and traits they studied to complete a class 
service project. They learn that it is never too early to prepare to become a 
hero, so they are able to act heroically when the opportunity presents itself. 
If you are not in a position to complete the service project on day 3 you can 
still teach days 1 and 2.

OBJECTIVES

Students will be able to…

		Explain what skills and traits help to make someone a hero.

		Identify steps for preparing to act heroically. 

		Develop specific heroic traits and skills.

		Create a plan for completing a service project.
DAY 1:
1. Warm Up (5 min.)
	 		Let students know that they will be discussing what it means to be a hero.

	 		For 2 minutes, ask students to describe what comes to mind when 
they think about a hero. They can free write or discuss with a partner.

	 		Allow time for them to share all the ideas they came up with and 
write them on the board. 

2.  Hero Traits and Skills (15 min.)
	 		Let students know that they came up with great ideas for what it 

means to be a hero. Then explain that they are going to read a short 
text about what it means to be a hero. 

	 		Read the first paragraph of the Becoming a Hero Handout to 
students: Not everyone has the same definition of what it means to 

THEME: SUPERHEROES

BECOMING  
A HERO
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be a hero. A good definition of heroism is: “selflessly doing the best you 
can in a time of need.” While we are not born heroes, many believe 
that “there are things you can do to prepare yourself to take heroic 
action when the time is right.” If we know more about the traits 
and skills of heroes, we can work to develop these skills as a way of 
preparing ourselves to become heroes. 

	 		Ask students if they want to prepare to become heroes. (Allow for 
responses and encourage enthusiasm.)

	 		Explain that the first step to becoming a hero is understanding heroic 
traits and skills. 

	 		Either tape the Heroic Traits and Skills Words to chart paper and 
hang the paper in the front of the room or write them down on a 
whiteboard/chalkboard. 

	 		Have the Heroic Traits and Skills Definitions printed on cardstock and 
hold them face down. 

	 		Ask student volunteers to come up individually to pick one of the 
definitions. Read it together and ask the class to decide which word 
the definition fits. You and the student volunteers can point to each 
word and if students think it is a match, they can give a thumbs-
up and if they do not think it is a match, they can give a thumbs-
down. If there is agreement (and the students are accurate), let the 
student volunteer tape the definition next to the word. If there is 
disagreement, then help guide the students by asking them what they 
know about each word and help them to find the right one.

	 	 	 1.  Educated: Well informed, understands the world, has learned a lot

	 	 	 2.  Compassionate: Feels and shows care and concern

	 	 	 3.  Inspired: Wants to do something positive because of someone 
else or in honor of someone or something

	 	 	 4.  Connected: Creates togetherness, encourages involvement

	 	 	 5. Generous: Gives to others 

	 	 	 6. Brave: Willing to do something difficult, has courage 

	 		Once all the words are matched with the right definitions, review 
them with the students. Ask them to say each word in unison. Then 
read each definition to them as well as the information about that 
word from the Becoming a Hero Handout. 

	 		Allow students time to ask and answer questions about the meaning 
of each word. 

3.  Heroes in Action (20 min.)
	 	 Let students know that they are going to discuss an example of how 

someone demonstrated these traits and skills as a hero. 

	 	 Introduce them to a hero you think they are somewhat familiar with, 
such as Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. (read a short story or biography 
about the hero you choose that is age-appropriate). 

	 	 Pass out the Hero Bubble Map Worksheet and draw the same bubble 
map on the board.

	 	 Ask students how each of the traits and skills relates to the identified 
hero. Fill in the bubble map on the board as students complete their 

EDUCATOR SPOTLIGHT
Kim Korona
While people are often fascinated by 
heroes, I hope that this lesson teaches 
youth that no one is born a hero, but 
that everyone has the potential to 
become one. In learning about skills 
and traits that describe most heroes, 
students can develop those traits and 
skills within themselves. Whenever 
we practice a skill we become more 
successful at it. If youth can practice 
acting in heroic ways, they will be 
better prepared to stand up for 
someone or support something 
they believe in when needed. When 
students are given the opportunity to 
complete a service project, at the end 
of this mini unit, they can actually be 
heroes and make a positive difference. 

RESOURCE LINKS

Moral Heroes 
moralheroes.org    

Giraffe Heroes Database 
giraffeheroes.org/giraffe-heroes

Heroic Imagination Project 
heroicimagination.org/

WARM UP NOTE
If you are teaching this lesson as 
a follow-up to the other lessons 
within this theme, use it as an 
opportunity for an informal 
assessment. Let students know that 
you will be reviewing what it means 
to be a hero. Ask them to include 
what they have learned about being 
a hero in the previous lessons. 

✎
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map worksheet. Example:

	 	 		Educated—Dr. King learned to read at an early age. He attended 
Morehouse College and Crozer Theological Seminary in 
Pennsylvania to become a minister.

	 	 		Compassionate—Dr. King saw the good in everyone and 
practiced and promoted nonviolent resistance to injustice.

	 	 		Inspired—As a young man, he was inspired by his father, 
Reverend Martin Luther King, Sr., who instilled in him his 
religious beliefs and his moral character. In college he was inspired 
by Henry David Thoreau, a writer who encouraged people to 
peacefully disobey, or not follow the law, when they did not think 
the law was just. He was also inspired by Gandhi from India, 
who used nonviolence to end a civil war and help India gain 
independence and equality.

	 	 		Connected—He inspired others through his incredible speeches 
and his thoughtful actions. Millions of people followed him 
because they believed in his message of equality and justice. 

	 	 		Generous—He devoted the majority of his life to civil rights and 
traveled around the country to help end segregation and promote 
social equality.

	 	 		Brave—He led marches and spoke out despite being attacked, 
threatened, and arrested. Tragically, he eventually lost his life 
fighting for civil rights.

4.  Review (5 min.)
	 	 Ask students what they learned about heroes.

	 	 Let students know that people who become heroes are not born 
heroes; they are ordinary people who do something extraordinary to 
make a difference. 

	 	 Explain that during their next class, they will think about ways they 
can become heroes.

Day 2: 
5.  Hero Traits and Skills Follow Up (10 min.)
	 	 Review the 6 traits and skills of a hero.

	 	 Explain to students that they are going to create a plan for how they 
can prepare to be a hero by thinking about:

	 	 		Ways they can become informed 

	 	 		Ways to be compassionate 

	 	 		Who or what inspires them 

	 	 		How to connect with others

	 	 		How to practice generosity

	 	 		How to act bravely 

6.  How to Become a Hero (35 min.)
	 	 Provide each student with the How to Become a Hero Worksheet. 

Review the worksheet with the students and discuss some possible 
responses that they can write or draw in each box. 

	 	 Allow students time to complete their worksheets. 

EXTENSION PROJECTS
•  Role Play: To enhance this lesson 

and help students understand the 
meaning of the six heroic traits and 
skills that are its focus (educated, 
compassionate, inspired, connected, 
generous and brave), ask them to 
act out a short role play.  Break 
students up into six groups and 
provide each group with one of the 
traits or skills and the short role play 
that corresponds (provided in the 
Suggested Role Play Scenarios Handout) 
to represent what that skill or trait 
looks like in practice.  After they role 
play their skit, ask the rest of the class 
to guess which skill or trait they think 
they were acting out. While there 
is one trait or skill most associated 
with each scenario, there may be 
other skills or traits that are also 
represented. When students guess 
the word they think it represents, 
ask them to explain their answer, 
validating their responses when they 
provide accurate explanations, and 
challenge them if their reasoning is 
lacking evidence. Let students know 
there can be more than one answer 
because these skills and traits are 
related. 

Be sure to let the students know that 
even though some of the scenarios 
specify  the characters as boys or 
girls, each character can be played by 
either a boy or girl.  

• Creative writing: Teach students 
how to write a Cinquain poem and/
or an Acrostic poem. Then ask them 
to choose one of the six traits or 
skills (i.e., educated, compassionate, 
inspired, connected, generous and 
brave) and write either an Acrostic 
poem using the word, or a Cinquain 
poem about someone or something 
they associate with the word, and 
include the word in their poem. For 
younger students the class can write 
the Acrostic poem together. 

EXTENSION PROJECTS  
CONTINUED ON FOLLOWING PAGE
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	 	 Ask them to share their work with a partner and then with the whole 
class. Encourage them to discuss their thoughts and feelings about 
becoming a hero. 

Day 3: 
7.  Creating a Plan (10 min.)
	 	 Let students know how well they did finding ways to embody the 

traits and skills of a hero. Review a few specific elements that were 
interesting or positive from the discussion or worksheet the previous 
day. Explain that they are going to put some of their ideas into action. 

	 	 First, brainstorm the beneficial resources in your school or 
community. Then, identify a need in your school or community 
where the students can work together to create positive change. If the 
idea of identifying needs doesn’t immediately spark discussion, ask 
them to think about things in the school or community that are not 
working well for people, animals, or the planet.

	 	 Have a chart with each of the 6 words and explain that as you work 
on the project, you will focus on how each of the heroic traits and 
skills you have learned about are relevant to the project. 

	 	 For example: 

	 	 		Educated: learn about the issue

	 	 		Compassionate: feel an honest desire to help

	 	 		Inspired: meet or read about others involved with a similar project

	 	 		Connected: find a way to get school/community members involved

	 	 		Generous: spend time on the project

	 	 		Brave: doing something new and different.

	 	 As you work on the project, complete the chart by writing down the 
actions being taken that relate to each trait and skill. 

8.  Begin Service Project (25 min.)
	 	 Ask each student to talk to at least one other community member 

(such as a parent, teacher, neighbor or student in another grade) 
before taking any action to make sure they have identified an actual 
need that others support and think would be a valuable change for 
the school or community. If there is not support or agreement for the 
identified need, recognize a new need and start the process again. 

	 	 Provide your students with resources (i.e., books, videos, or a guest 
speaker) to begin the educate phase of the project so that they can 
learn about the issue that they will be working on.

	 	 Ask students what they learned and how they feel about it. 

	 	 Proceed with the other phases of the project as time permits. 

9.  Wrap Up (10 min.)
	 	 Let students know that this is an ongoing project and that you will 

continue to work on it a little each day. 

	 	 Allow time for questions and ideas on how to proceed with the project. 

	 	 When the project is completed provide time for independent and class 
reflection.

EXTENSION PROJECTS  
CONTINUED FROM PREVIOUS PAGE

• Technology Integration: After 
students have completed their 
service projects, use Adobe Spark 
to allow each student to share what 
their idea is and create a call to 
action. Adobe Spark allows you to 
add a voice recording on each slide, 
so students can take turns giving a 
30 second speech and each student 
will have their own slide. Decorate 
the slides with appropriate pictures, 
or show students how to take 
appropriate pictures with a camera. 
Then, ask each of them to take a 
picture with a class camera. 
 
See this sample Adobe Spark video 
about recycling:  
https://spark.adobe.com/gallery/
causes/example/the-key-to-a-clean-
world/

CREATING A PLAN NOTE
Accurately identifying a community 
need can be extremely difficult, 
and this critical step should not 
be taken lightly. When “heroes” 
are too quick to make judgments 
or assumptions about what a 
community needs, they often end 
up harming or inconveniencing the 
community rather than helping it. 
Therefore, after your class identifies 
a few potential needs from their 
perspective, research the issue by 
talking to community members 
and community organizations who 
may already be involved in the 
issue. If possible, work with a local 
organization to partner with them. 
Consider inviting someone to your 
class to discuss the issue with your 
students in more depth. 

✎
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Educated

Compassionate

Inspired

Connected

Generous

Brave

HEROIC TRAITS AND SKILLS

!
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DEFINITIONS

Well informed, understands the world, has learned a lot

Feels and shows care and concern

Wants to do something positive because of someone else or in 
honor of someone or something

Creates togetherness, encourages others to be involved

Gives to others

Willing to do something difficult, has courage
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BECOMING A HERO*

Not everyone has the same definition of what it means to be a hero. A good definition of heroism 
is: “selflessly doing the best you can in a time of need.” While we are not born heroes, many 
believe that “there are things you can do to prepare yourself to take heroic action when the time is 
right.” If we know more about the traits and skills of heroes, we can work to develop these skills 
as a way to prepare ourselves to become heroes. 

KEY HEROIC TRAITS AND SKILLS 
Educate Yourself: Heroes are often interested in learning about the world around them. They 
want to understand other people, animals or the environment, and see things from someone else’s 
point of view. They are open to listening to others in order to learn from them. They appreciate 
that the world is complex and they strive for understanding. They want to learn and gather 
information so that they can use their knowledge to find solutions to problems. 

Practice Compassion: When we practice compassion, we put the needs of others before ourselves. 
Being compassionate often means keeping our eyes and our ears open to perceive the needs of 
those around us and taking the time to be there for them. You can start acting with compassion 
in your everyday life by identifying instances where someone has been hurt or is in need. 

Be Inspired: We can be inspired by people, animals, and the world around us. We can also 
learn from heroes of the past, follow their successful example, and gain understanding from the 
challenges they experienced. Find guidance from those around you who live in a way that you 
respect and be open to the lessons that they have to teach you. When you learn about people who 
have made a positive difference in the world, do not just admire those individuals, but be inspired 
by them. Then, you can continue in their footsteps and be a hero to those who need you today. 

Connected: Heroes rarely accomplish change on their own. For every leader who acts as a hero, 
there are usually a lot of people who supported them or believed in them and became involved 
because of them. Heroes find a way to connect with others and encourage them to join in their 
effort.  Change-makers can only do so much on their own, but if they are able to connect with 
others and unite, they can become even more effective at taking action. 

Generous: Being generous means giving to others. Some heroes give up their time to help others. 
Some donate money, even if they do not have enough for their own wants or needs. They give up 
these things in order to make a difference.

Brave: Those who become heroes usually have a cause that they believe in so strongly that they 
become determined to achieve it, no matter what it takes. They are brave because they know that 
some people may not agree with their cause, including family or friends. Sometimes they give up 
their freedom by getting arrested if they think a law is not fair or equal.  They are willing to take 
a risk, as well as to be judged, for what they consider to be a greater good.

*This handout was adapted from a blog by MoralHeroes.org, http://moralheroes.org/how-to-become-a-hero
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HERO BUBBLE MAP

Directions: Write the ways your hero demonstrated each trait in the bubbles below.

Brave

Generous Connected

Inspired

CompassionateEducated

My hero is
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HOW TO BECOME A HERO

Directions: Complete the sentences in each box. Draw a picture to illustrate what you wrote. 

My name is:

Three words I use to describe myself are:

(Draw a picture of yourself)

I will learn by:

(Educated)

I will help others by:

(Compassionate)

I am inspired by:

(Inspired)

I want to encourage others to:

(Connected)

I will be brave by:

(Brave)

I will be generous by:

(Generous)

I want to be a hero because:
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SUGGESTED ROLE PLAY SCENARIOS

Educated Scenario: A group of kids see a news story on companies dumping waste into a local 
river. They ask several people about it and do their own research to learn more about what is 
happening and to better understand the waste management laws.  

Compassionate Scenario: A couple of kids are crying. Some other kids come over to them to see 
what is upsetting them and to ask if there is anything they can do to help. 

Inspired Scenario: A kid and his mom or dad are walking down the street. They give food to 
someone who is homeless. There are some kids nearby who see what they did. The kids talk about 
how they want to find a way to help the homeless too.

Connected Scenario: A student explains the problem of animal homelessness to his friends.  He 
explains that he has been volunteering at the local animal shelter. He wants to know if anyone else 
wants to get involved and join him in volunteering.

Generous Scenario: A group of friends are watching television.  Another kid comes over to them 
and asks if any of them will help him with his homework. Almost everyone says they are too busy 
watching television, but one kid says that she has time and offers to help. 

Brave Scenario: A couple of kids are teasing a girl in their class, making fun of her clothes. 
Another group of kids are nearby: one is laughing; one is looking away; and one looks concerned, 
but does not say anything. Another student calls out, “I think her outfit is awesome. She dresses 
her own way. That’s cool. I am going to dress my own way tomorrow, too.”  The kids stop teasing 
the girl and walk away. 
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