
 

 
Henry’s Freedom Box: A True Story from the Underground Railroad (Ellen Levine) is an unbelievable, 
yet true story of Henry ‘Box’ Brown, a slave who mailed himself to freedom.  

 
This workshop would normally be interactive but due to the restrictions of a virtual conference, many 
of the nuances will not be experienced in this format.  
 
This story, like many others I have used, is meant to be a unit of exploration and understanding to help 
students become aware of social injustices and teach them how to be compassionate individuals in our 
ever-changing world. 
 
Before beginning the unit, I place an artifact in the classroom approximately one week prior.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
For me, I placed this item on or near my piano. Over time the students began to realize that this was 
going to be a new unit of exploration. For Henry, I placed this box.  
 

 
 
This box is referred to in the picture book but I make no mention of it to the students.  
 
On the day I start the unit, I still do not mention the box nor what the unit is going to delve into. I begin 
by having the students divided into small groups of 4-6 depending on your class size. 
 
Lesson 1: CHANCE DANCE-Verb Chain Movement Activity 
Using the pre-selected verbs from the book, I display them on a classroom wall. I use cue cards that can 
be removed and replaced. (Velcro or magnetic) 
blowing, torn, soar, lifting, swirl, tearing, disappear, begging,  
free, carrying, hope, climb, twist, pry, pour, splashing 
 
Number off the groups- 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6. Ask each group to choose one of the word cards and for student 
#1 to remove the card from the wall and bring it back to their group. In their group, they are to 
‘bodystorm’ ideas for a movement to represent the verb. The movement must have a clear beginning 
and ending. This should take no longer than five minutes.  
At this point, student #1 moves clockwise to the next group and takes their card with them. The 
formation should look like this: 

 
 



 
All the students who are #1 now show their new members the movement that their original group 
performed. And then, the new group shares their verb and the action they chose. This will take about 
7-8 minutes.  
 
Continue moving the student labelled #1 clockwise to the next group, repeat the process. This time, 
however, student #1 is sharing their original movement and the next group is showing theirs AND the 
one they just learned. This will take about 8 minutes.  
 
Again, move students labelled #1 clockwise and continue this process until all groups have learned all 
of the movements and the ‘lead’ student has returned home to their original group.  
 
Ask for the cards to be replaced to the wall so all groups can see them.  
 
Tell the groups that they have 10 minutes to decide what order they wish to put the verbs and to link 
each verb’s movement into the other one smoothly. Before they begin, tell them they must have a 
tableaux position at the start and one at the end. They do not need to be the same. Also, encourage 
the students to focus on the transitions considering tempo and timing.  
 
Allow the students time to discuss and work on this. If more time is required, please allow them it.  
 
While I demonstrated a possible movement for five of the verbs, the effect is much better when each 
group links from one to the other with the music. So, in essence the dance piece is performed in a 
round with all groups starting in their frozen position. Once a group has performed and returned to 
their second frozen position, the next group begins. This continues until all groups have performed. 
Upon completion of the last group, the entire class will perform their piece a second time, as a 
collective group, and then return to freeze in their end tableaux. You will fade the music out.  
 
This will take one class length of approximately 40 minutes.  
 
Lesson 2: INFERRING 
Divide the class into groups again (same or different) then hand each group a picture. I chose these 
photos from National Geographic online. Depending on your class, and age of the students, you will 
need to decide what is appropriate to use.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Here are some samples of photos I have used in the past: 
 

 

 
 
In their groups, hand them the worksheet ‘What I know for sure. What I think I know’ and choose a 
person to insert the answers. Give them about 7 minutes to discuss and write. Please note: In the 
video, the answers were placed in the incorrect columns. They are correct in this document. 
Apologies.  
 
 
 
 
 



 
Inform the groups to leave the photo on the floor and to move clockwise with their worksheet and 
pencil. Repeat the process. Continue until you reach the starting point.  
 
Gather the class as a group and discuss their findings. Then share that the topic we are going to be 
learning about is Slavery.  
 
Review the CHANCE DANCE from the last class using the music. I used Mother Africa by Hans Zimmer. 
Be sure when choosing music that it is culturally appropriate.  
 
Lesson 3: THOUGHTS IN THE HEAD & CORRIDOR OF VOICES with a read aloud 
Choose one student to sit on a chair and be Henry while you begin to read the story a loud to the class.  
 
(Stop at ‘Henry worked hard all morning. He tried to forget what Nancy had said.’)  
 
At this point, tell the students that we will be doing an activity called ‘thoughts in the head’.  
If they have a thought, from Henry’s point of view, they can quietly go and stand behind Henry and 
voice it out loud. Others may move in with additional thoughts but must move slowly and seriously. 
Questions and thoughts may start with ‘Is Nancy….’, ‘Could I….’, ‘I wonder if….’ etc.  
 
Continue to read the story until ‘Henry twisted the tobacco leaves. His heart twisted in his chest.’ 
Repeat the ‘thoughts in the head’ activity.  
 
Read aloud to ‘He saw her the same moment she saw him. When he wiped away his tears, Nancy too, 
was gone.’ 
 
 



 
Corridor of Voices begins- 
Stop at this point and ask the class to form two lines facing each other. Choose a new Henry.  
 
Pose the question: ‘What will Henry do now? He is watching his wife and children being taken away. 
They are off to be sold. You need to give him advice on what to do.’  
 
The new Henry slowly walks down between the lines, stopping and asking a classmate ‘What should I 
do?’ The classmate gives him an answer. Henry asks other classmates along the line. When he arrives 
at the end, Henry makes his decision and tells the class.  
 
Finish reading the story.  
 
At this point, the children will realize why you placed the box in the classroom. There may be need for 
some extra discussion at this point. 
 
Lesson 4: The Drinking Gourd-History of the Spiritual 
Music was a way for slaves to express their feelings whether it was sorrow, joy, inspiration or 
hope. Songs were passed down from generation to generation throughout slavery just like the 
traditional folk song. These songs were influenced by African and religious traditions and would later 
form the basis for what was known as “Negro Spirituals” and now simply as the ‘spiritual’. These songs 
were sung in churches, the cotton fields, and as "signal songs" on the Underground Railroad. Famous 
spirituals include "Swing Low, Sweet Chariot," and "The Gospel Train." The term "spiritual" is 
understood to come from the King James Bible translation of Ephesians 5:19: "Speaking to yourselves 
in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody in your heart to the Lord." 

The American folksong Follow the Drinking Gourd was first published in 1928. The Drinking Gourd song 
was supposedly used by an Underground Railroad operative to encode escape instructions and a map. 
These directions allowed fleeing slaves to make their way north from Alabama to the Ohio River and 
ultimately, to freedom. The "drinking gourd" refers to the hollowed-out gourd used by slaves as a 
water dipper but in this song it is used as a code name for the Big Dipper star formation, which points 
North.  

In the subsequent 80 years, the Drinking Gourd played an important role in the Civil Rights and folk 
revival movements of the 1950’s and 1960’s.. Much of the Drinking Gourd's lasting appeal comes from 
its status as a unique, historical remnant dating back to the pre-Civil War South – no other such map 
songs survive. The Drinking Gourd as it appears in roughly 200 recordings, dozens of songbooks, many 
children's books and other places is not "traditional." The line in the chorus, "for the old man is awaitin' 
for to carry you to freedom," could not possibly have been sung by escaping slaves, because it was 
written by Lee Hays eighty years after the end of the Civil War. We are using it today as it fits perfectly 
with the topic at hand.  

 
 



 
As mentioned in the video, you can use this Orff accompaniment in whatever manner you wish with as 
many instruments as you wish. While I created it with chordal movement, it can be simplified to one 
chord for the majority of the song.  
 
Orff educators will perhaps want to change it further to be used as part of the Orff teaching process. It 
is included as a reference in this workshop and a possible performance piece during Black History 
events in the school.  
 

 



 



 



 



 



 



 
Thank you to my husband Kevin for putting my musical thoughts into Dorico for me. He is faster at 
inputting than me and I am most grateful.  
 
Lesson 6: Letter Writing 
The final lesson is a culminating task to help the students further reflect on Henry and his family. 
Before leaving Lesson 5, I ask the students to do a homework assignment for the next class.  
 
Changing the ending of the story, Henry has made friends in Philadelphia who know the whereabouts 
of Nancy and his children. Some of his new friends are conductors on the Underground Railroad and 
can secretly deliver letters from Henry to Nancy, and from Nancy to Henry.  
 
Writing in role, ask students to imagine they are Henry. What would you say to Nancy? What do you 
want to tell her about being taken away? Alternatively, Nancy to Henry.  
 



 
In lesson 6, the students sit in a circle on the floor with their letter. Dim the lights and begin to play a 
recording of a Spiritual softly.  
 
You can have students read their letters in its entirely or they may read just sections.  
 
I am indebted to Allison Cunningham who first introduced me to some of these teaching activities. 
Thanks to her inspiration, I was able to extend them further and allow my students to experience the 
journey of Henry and his family.  
 
 


