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Lesson Overview: 

This lesson will help illustrate the manner in which art reflects society and the issues present win a given time 

period.  Students will start by listening to music and trying to determine the authors/performers message and 

meaning.  Next they will add historical context to the time period while finally connecting the music to the lives 

of the people who made it. 

 

Lesson Objectives:  

Students will be able to: 

 Prove comprehension of musical lyrics 

 Analyze lyrics for symbolism, messages, and social critiques 

 Research regarding musical time periods 

 Connect the music to the lives of those who wrote/performed it 

 Present to the class their findings 

 

Number of Class Periods: 

This lesson will consist of three class blocks 

 

Grade Level: 

11th grade – U.S. history 

 

Historical Background/Context: 

Lesson introduction I use: 

 
As the United States emerged from the Industrial Revolution into an age of media our expressive artistic sentiments hit the 

mainstream.  In a complex times of persecution, oppression, counter-culture, and even war we encounter some of the most 

powerful and influential music in all of history.  In times where dissent is not always welcome, art is used to critique 

society, the status quo, and even the government.  This project is all about becoming an active and educated listener – 

what are the authors/musicians trying to say about the world they live in? 

 

Materials: 

 Projection technology for images 

 Audio technology for music 

 Paper, coloring materials 

 Research capability 

 

Procedures: 

 

Day one: 

1. With the lights off (so you can see phone screens and to set the tone), have the students fold a blank 

piece of paper into fourths.  Number the boxes (front and back) #1 – 8. The students should be instructed 

to listen to the songs at first with their eyes closed. I recommend: 

a. “Big Bad John” by Dean Martin (1961) 

b. “Trouble so Hard” by Dock Reed, Henry Reed, and Vera Hall (1937) 

c. “Mean Black Moan” by Charley Patton (1929) 

d. “Mannish Boy” by Muddy Waters (1955) 

https://youtu.be/KnnHprUGKF0
https://youtu.be/cFiBK6HDkkQ
https://youtu.be/cj6DFzsQCEw
https://youtu.be/w5IOou6qN1o


e. “Stack O’Lee Blues” by Mississippi John Hurt (1928) 

f.  “Ohio” by Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young (1970) 

g. “Over There” by George Cohan (1917) 

h. “The Night they Drove Old Dixie Down” by The Band (1969) 

2. Play all of the songs again, this time ask the students to draw (in their boxes) what they visualize when 

they hear the song.* As artistic ability should not be a measure of comprehension, students should also 

include a sentence in their drawing box to complement their art skills.   

*higher-leveled classes can be asked to label their drawings with 3 – 5 specific references to the 

lyrics 

3. Write the songs on the board and give the rest of the block for drawing and continue to replay the songs 

if students would like.  Most simply look up the lyrics.* 

*lower-leveled students can be given lyrics 

4. Homework: finish picture(s) if not completed 

Day two: 

1. I have the students start class with a writing prompt based on the Howlin’ Wolf quote below: 

 

A lot of peoples wonder, ‘what is the blues?’  I hear a lot of people saying ‘the 

blues, the blues,’ but I’m gonna tell you what the blues is.  When you ain’t got 

no money, you got the blues.  When you ain’t got no money to pay your house 

rent, you still got the blues.  A lot of peoples holler about ‘I don’t like no 

blues,’ but when you ain’t got no money, and can’t pay your house rent and 

can’t buy you no food, you damn sure got the blues.  If you ain’t got no money 

you got the blues, because you’re thinking evil.  That’s right.  Any time you’re 

thinking evil, you’re thinking about the blues. 

- Chester Arthur Burnett a.k.a. Howlin’ Wolf 

 

2. This is followed by reading “What is the Blues” by PBS.org as an introduction to the blues.* 

3. We then share their pictures from previous day – this should be fairly humorous based on art skills but 

focus should be paid to what they attempted to draw and what was labeled.  

4. The rest of the class is spent on research.  Students can be divided into groups or left to work 

individually (depending on the class) and will be tasked with adding context to an assigned song from 

the previous day.  If left open-ended, this can be an early opportunity to teach research skills/procedures. 

5. Homework: finish research 

*higher level classes may also be given “The Sixties and Protest Music” by Kerry Candaele for 

Gilder Lehrman 

Day three: 

1. Students share their findings with the class.  This should be an interactive and collaborative conversation 

as all songs have clear messages as well as opportunities for interpretation.  When research is 

unacceptable, advice is given and students are asked to improve their presentations. 

 

Assessment and Summary: 

 Passed in work: pictures and research 

 Classroom presentations  

 

Text of Document Excerpts/Source Materials with Citations:         

 See hyperlinks 

 

Text and Examples of Graphic Organizers, Worksheets, Synthesis Statements, Exit Cards, etc. that will be 

utilized by students during the lesson. 

Any document analysis organizer could be used for the children’s drawings, although I do not use one 

https://youtu.be/HlniDmj10u8
https://youtu.be/68g76j9VBvM
https://youtu.be/BCUzD5eBTNU
https://youtu.be/jREUrbGGrgM
http://www.pbs.org/theblues/classroom/essaysblues.html
http://www.gilderlehrman.org/history-by-era/sixties/essays/protest-music-1960s

