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Lesson One: Concepts of Home 
 

“Here were places marked by at times utterly inhuman conditions, and yet residents 
considered these buildings home.” 

--Alex Kotlowitz 
 

Time Needed:  Two class periods 
 
Materials: Dolores’s and Denise’s narratives from High Rise Stories, copies of the 
Chicago Public Housing Fact Sheet, large butcher paper, colored markers, plain white 
paper, cell phone cameras (optional), computer, projector, Facing History and Ourselves 
Socratic Seminar resource: http://www.facinghistory.org/resources/strategies/socratic-
seminar 
 
Objective: Students will explore the ideas of home and community through oral history 
narrative, participate in a Socratic Seminar, and evaluate their opinions and findings 
through a short critical reflection.  
 
Related Core Curriculum Standards: Speaking and Listening SL.9-10.1, SL.9-10.5. 
Language L.9-10.5. Writing W.9-10.3. Reading History RH.9-10.2, RH.9-10.4 Language 
L9-10.1 
 
Connections: This lesson can be used with any of the narratives from High Rise Stories. 
 
Narrative Excerpt: “When they told us that we had to leave, I’m thinking, fifty-three 
years in Cabrini. They gave us letters letting us know how many days. . . And it was hard 
for me. I was eighty-two years old when I moved. I didn’t want to give up my apartment, 
and it was only two bedrooms . . . I had so many mementos and they made me move too 
fast to hold on to them. Now I cannot find my wedding pictures. I don’t have one picture 
of me and my husband and my parents and his parents and our wedding cake that my 
aunt made. . . my husband’s trophies are gone now. I didn’t have the help to get those out 
of the closet, you  know, and no boxes! I just had to leave them.”  

–Dolores Wilson, p. 37-38, High Rise Stories (Ed. Audrey Petty) 
 
Essential Questions: 
 

• Do you believe the government should provide housing to those who can’t afford 
it? Why or why not? 

• In your opinion, is public housing offered fairly in our country? 
• How does an outsider’s opinion about a neighborhood or community differ from 

an insider’s?  
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DAY ONE 
 

Step One: Students respond to the following written prompt: (5 minutes) 
 

• What does “home” mean to you? Is it defined by a place, a family, a feeling, a 
community? Something else? Explain. 
 

Step Two: Read Dolores’s narrative from High Rise Stories. This can be done as a class, 
using popcorn reading, in small groups, or as individual silent reading. Alternatively, the 
students could have read the narrative the night before for homework if class time is 
limited (20 minutes). 
 
Step Three:  Journaling activity. Write the following prompt on the board, and ask 
students to spend 10 minutes free-writing (10 minutes): 
 

• Think about Dolores’s emotional journey throughout her narrative. Can you 
identify with her feelings of loss, grief, or displacement? What would it feel like to 
be forced out of the home where you’ve lived for over 50 years?  

 
Step Four: Pair share. Ask students to find a partner and discuss their answers to the 
journal prompt (5 minutes). 
 
Step Five: To prepare students for the Pro/Con chart, hand out the Chicago Public 
Housing Fact Sheet and read it together as a class. Check for understanding and answer 
any questions students may have about public housing (10 minutes). 
 
Step Six: Pro/Con chart. On the board, create a T-chart with PROS on one side and 
CONS on the other. As a class, brainstorm the pros and cons, or benefits and potential 
risks of public housing. Encourage the class to cite specific examples from Dolores’s 
story. Examples may include: sense of community, shelter for people who otherwise 
might not be able to afford it, violence in the Chicago high rises, dilapidated buildings, 
low motivation for the city to make changes (15 minutes). 
 
Step Six: Closing discussion/conclusions (10 minutes). 
 
Homework: Ask each student to bring either a photograph (cell phone camera is fine) or, 
if they don’t have access to a camera, a sketch of something that reminds them of home. 
This could be a person, an object, a neighborhood, a building, or a vignette. Along with 
the image, write a one-paragraph description of its significance. 
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DAY TWO 
 

Step One: Students respond to the following written prompt (5 minutes): 
 

• Do you believe that people should be totally responsible for themselves, despite 
their circumstances, or does government/society have an obligation to assist them 
if they can’t afford housing or other basic needs? Explain. 

 
Step Two: Using popsicle sticks with students’ names on them, draw five names and ask 
those students to share their answers with the class (5 minutes). 
 
Step Three: Homework check-in: Ask students to email their pictures and/or turn in their 
sketches and descriptions (2 minutes). 
 
Step Four: Write the following short excerpt from Denise Jenkins’s narrative on the 
board and read it as a class (5 minutes):  
 

“All your kids play together. That’s when you become a big family. One of us 
might get a job and be like, “Hey neighbor, can you watch my kid?” That’s how it 
went, and it was real nice. Friends and family living there. Me, my mother, my 
aunties, some of the uncles, and some of my friends. Cabrini’s really my home. 
When I was a little girl, we used to have ramps to run up and down off the 
balconies, we used to play jump rope and hide-and-go-seek, but we also used to 
be safe from the bullets. There was lots of the neighbors outside and we was on 
the ramps, so we were safe.” –p. 150 

 
Step Five: Socratic Seminar (45 minutes). Now that the students have read a narrative 
from High Rise Stories, learned some basic facts about public housing, and explored the 
topic via yesterday’s class brainstorm, they’ll engage in a Socratic Seminar. As a first 
step, ask students to write an open-ended question they have about Dolores’s narrative or 
about the right to housing. After everyone has written down a question, arrange the 
desks/chairs in a circle. With the teacher serving as facilitator, begin the Socratic Seminar. 
The teacher may use the following prompts throughout the discussion if needed: 

 
• How long should a person or a family be able to stay in public housing?  
• Where should the money used to support public housing come from?  
• How should the rules around public housing be regulated? What are the potential 

challenges of those rules and regulations being applied across the board? 
• Does a family having children impact your opinion about whether or not they are 

entitled to public housing? 
• How should the disproportionate occurrence of violence and drugs in public 

housing be addressed? Who is responsible for working to fix it—the city 
government? The residents? The entire community? 
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• Does the debate around public housing apply to anything specific in your life? 
How so? 

 
After the discussion has wrapped up, return the desks/chairs to their original places. Draw 
five popsicle sticks with students’ names on them, and ask those students to share out 
their reflections about the Socratic Seminar. How was it different than less structured 
class discussions? Do they feel that everyone got a chance to be heard? Did the Socratic 
Seminar format help to deepen or enrich the conversation about public housing and High 
Rise Stories? Did new perspectives inform or change their opinions at all? 
 
Step Six: As homework, ask students to have a discussion with someone at home (a 
parent, guardian, sibling, neighbor, etc.) about public housing. Encourage the students to 
share the information they’ve learned about public housing in class, incorporating the 
questions and prompts from the Socratic Seminar. Students will then write a two-
paragraph critical reflection about how their discussions about public housing have either 
strengthened their opinions about public housing or changed them.   
 
Possible Oral History Project: 
Students choose two to three family members, neighbors, or community members, ideally 
of different generations, and conduct 30-minute interviews about home/community. After 
the interviews have been completed and portions have been transcribed, students can 
either create a series of mini-narratives about their family’s concept of home, or write a 
critical essay comparing and contrasting the varying feelings about home/community 
among a family’s different generations.  
 
Media Options: 
Voices of Cabrini: Remaking Chicago Public Housing (dirs Ronit Bezalel, Antonio 
Ferrara 1999. Ronitfilms Co.). Shot over a four-year period, this gripping documentary 
chronicles the demolition of Cabrini Green from the perspectives of residents, community 
activists and local business owners.  
http://ronitfilms.com/films/voicesofcabrini.html 
 
A Raisin in the Sun (Lorraine Hansberry, 1959). Taking place in the aftermath of World 
War II, Hansberry’s iconic American play follows the Younger family, living in the south 
side of Chicago, as they battle racism and wrestle with identity in pursuit of their 
individual American dreams. 
  
Clybourne Park (Bruce Norris, 2010). Written in response to A Raisin in the Sun, this 
Tony award-winning play takes place in two acts, 50 years apart: the first act picking up 
where A Raisin in the Sun leaves off, with community leaders try to halt a home sale to 
the Younger family. In the second act, set in the present day, the same neighborhood 
(now predominantly African-American) tries to hold its ground while facing 
gentrification. 


