
Teacher: Kathi Aagaard! School: Abingdon Elementary             
This work was developed in association with the John F. Kennedy Center’s Changing Education Through the Arts program.
!

Bringing History to LifeBringing History to LifeBringing History to Life
Second graders deepen their understanding of famous Americans through the integration of social 
studies, writing, art, and drama. 
Second graders deepen their understanding of famous Americans through the integration of social 
studies, writing, art, and drama. 
Second graders deepen their understanding of famous Americans through the integration of social 
studies, writing, art, and drama. 

Predict and Infer Read Biographies Create Tableaus

                            

Students studied portraits of six famous 
Americans.   The class learned to predict 
and infer by studying the facial expression, 
focal point, gestures, clothing, setting, and 
objects of each sitter.

The class developed deep understanding 
of each famous Americans by reading 
biographies, analyzing portraits in the 
books, and identifying key character traits.

Small groups of students created 
dramatizations about each famous 
American.  This group is showing that 
Helen Keller became blind and deaf after 
an illness as a young child.

Identify SymbolsIdentify Symbols Write

Students demonstrated their understanding 
by writing poetry from the perspective of 
the famous Americans.  They learned to 
play with words and write with strong 
emotion.

The yellow part of the sky is 
a symbol of happiness that 
the colonists are winning, 
and that they are getting 
freedom. (Bailey)

The soldier wearing the red 
coat on the ground is a 
symbol for the British losing 
and the colonists winning.
(Emily)

I think Washington’s eyes 
are looking back because he 
is seeing if the British are 
coming. (Briana)

Washington is riding the 
horse because he is the 
leader for the colonists. 
(Sahil)



Objectives Student Reflections
Social Studies
Students will identify George Washington, Abraham 
Lincoln, Helen Keller, Jackie Robinson, and Martin Luther 
King as Americans whose contributions improved the lives 
of other Americans.

Writing
Students will create poetry and prose that exhibit the voice 
and emotions of other characters. 

Students will brainstorm, revise, and edit their work for 
clarity and accuracy.

Students will write with precise words and include effective 
similes and metaphors in their work.

Art
Students will analyze the facial expression, focal point, 
gestures, clothing, setting, and objects in portraits and 
explain their significance to the sitter. 

Drama
Students will collaboratively plan and prepare 
improvisations and demonstrate various ways of staging 
dramatizations.

Students will assume roles that exhibit concentration and 
contribute to the action of classroom dramatization.

Students will use variations in vocal pitch, tempo, and tone 
for different characters.

“The symbolism in the portraits helps me understand 
what is happening in the picture.” (Sophie)

“The tableaus helped me because we practiced our lines 
many times.  I know everybody’s part, so now I know the 
facts about all the famous Americans.” (Abigail)

“If I remember people’s poses, it helps me know the 
information because it matches their lines.”  (Bailey)

“My team worked harder and harder together so that we 
could learn our lines.” (Jané)
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Teachers Reflection

Social Studies
Students will identify George Washington, Abraham 
Lincoln, Helen Keller, Jackie Robinson, and Martin Luther 
King as Americans whose contributions improved the lives 
of other Americans.

Writing
Students will create poetry and prose that exhibit the voice 
and emotions of other characters. 

Students will brainstorm, revise, and edit their work for 
clarity and accuracy.

Students will write with precise words and include effective 
similes and metaphors in their work.

Art
Students will analyze the facial expression, focal point, 
gestures, clothing, setting, and objects in portraits and 
explain their significance to the sitter. 

Drama
Students will collaboratively plan and prepare 
improvisations and demonstrate various ways of staging 
dramatizations.

Students will assume roles that exhibit concentration and 
contribute to the action of classroom dramatization.

Students will use variations in vocal pitch, tempo, and tone 
for different characters.

Integrating the study of portraiture into this unit on famous 
Americans had amazing results for my students. 
Analyzing the pictures engaged my diverse group of 
learners from the start.  It also inspired me to teach on a 
deeper level so that they would be able to understand the 
meaning of the symbols in the portraits.  The students’ 
tableaus, writing, and discussions reflected their thorough 
understanding of these important people in American 
history.  The students’ enthusiasm was infectious. 

-Kathi Aagaard, Living Histories teacher
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