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Lesson Two: Exploring Rights and Obligations 

 
Time Needed: 2 class periods 
 
Materials Needed: High Rise Stories, excerpts from the U.S Bill of Rights, The 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (included), The Swedish Model (courtesy of the 
Constitutional Rights Foundation), Amazing Grace by Jonathan Kozol, The Case Against 
Affordable Housing from the Trenton Downtowner, and index cards. 
 
Objective: To examine the differences between legal rights and societal obligations 
through the lens of oral history and other primary source documents. 
 
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 adapted for any book in the Voice of Witness series, 
exploring different contemporary issues (immigration, security, displacement, women’s 
rights, etc).  
 
Essential Questions:  
 

• What are the differences between civil rights, economic rights and societal 
obligations? How do they intersect? How do the differences impact the narrators 
in High Rise Stories? 

• How open to interpretation are the words “rights” and “obligations?” 
• How does the U.S. Bill of Rights differ from the Swedish Model and the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights? 
• How do people’s political perspectives, and/or personal experiences, shape their 

opinions about public housing and other societal issues? 
 
Narrative Excerpts:  
 
“You had tenants with video cameras outside on their balconies recording the places 
where they figure people who was public housing, and it was apparent to me from the 
first day. One day I was right outside changing my flat tire, and I’m looking at the people 
peeping out their windows. I’m thinking, all these people looking out the window about 
to call 911, but didn’t nobody see nobody break into my car. I went to the building 
management about my car and they tell me they can’t really see anything on the footage 
from their cameras, but let something happen to the homeowner, then they gonna see 
everything. Someone going to jail. I’m coming to the conclusion now with CHA and 
even with this country today: the laws they make is not the laws for us, the laws they 
make are to be exercised on us. Expediently. Laws are not for us. They’re not to protect 
us.”  

—Lloyd “Pete” Haywood 
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“Around 1988, someone shot and killed a policeman in the neighborhood. The shooting 
happened in the evening and the gunfire came from one of the buildings. Maybe hours 
later, early morning after the shooting, there were forty-five policemen lined up on the 
fire lane right outside. It was four or five in the morning and it was hot—even if you have 
a fan, the apartment gets so hot you just can’t sleep—so lots of people were out on their 
balconies, trying to cool off. We saw the police in formation. It took a while to figure out 
that they were about to go door to door to search each apartment. Now, it’s sixteen floors 
and there are ten apartments on each floor. And it’s probably eight to ten buildings. They 
went to each building, each apartment with CHA management and they searched our 
apartments. 
 
They did all of this without a warrant. At the time we didn’t know they needed one. I 
found out later they should have that. But to degrade someone like that, invading people’s 
homes—we were already the lowest of the low. It’s sad that the cop got shot, but where 
were these raids when children were getting shot? They never went door to door when a 
little kid got shot. They never went door to door when a woman was abused, or shot or 
whatever. What was so different? Why was his life valued more than our lives?  
        --Dawn Knight 
 
 
     DAY ONE  
 
Step One: As a warm up activity, students respond to the following written prompt  
(5 minutes):   
 
What comes to mind when you think of the word “rights?” Explore all aspects of the 
word and then create a one-sentence definition. 
 
Step Two: Students work in pairs to share their ideas and definitions. Each group then 
creates their own one to two sentence definition of the word “rights” (5 minutes). 
 
Step Three: Have a class discussion about the various definitions and create a working 
definition of “rights” incorporating ideas from the previous activity (7-10 minutes).  
 
Step Four: Share the following definition of “rights” from Webster’s Dictionary: 
 
A moral or legal entitlement to have or obtain something or to act in a certain way. 
	  
How similar/different is this to the definition the class created?  Share the definition of 
the word “obligation” as well:	  
	  
 An act or course of action to which a person is morally or legally bound; a duty or 
commitment.  
 
Have a brief class discussion comparing/contrasting all three definitions (5-7 minutes). 
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Step Five: In groups of four, read Dawn Knight’s narrative from High Rise Stories (20 
minutes). Reading can be done as Sustained Silent Reading or aloud. If reading is done 
aloud, employ Popcorn reading format. Encourage students to use active reading 
strategies. Each student in the group will be assigned one of the four following roles: 
 
Summarizer: Provides a brief, written or oral summary of the story for the group. The 
student in this role is the first to present after the reading is completed. 
 
Vocabulary Helper: Defines new words for the group. 
 
Connector: Finds connections between the story and the world outside. The Connector 
can incorporate personal observations, connections to other current events, or other 
literature being read in class. 
 
Discussion Director: Facilitates a group discussion using provided prompts and questions 
of their own, such as “Did anything surprise you about this story?” 
 
Step Six: After completing Dawn’s narrative, groups fulfill their roles and present their 
findings to the other members of the group. The Discussion Director incorporates the 
following questions (and more) into the discussion (10 minutes):  
 

• Who is directly or indirectly responsible for the challenges that Dawn faced as a 
resident of public housing? How far can you trace this responsibility? 

• How do your personal opinions or perspectives influence your response to the 
previous question?   

• Dawn’s story contains events in which she felt her rights were violated. Which 
rights was she referring to? 

• Are our rights as citizens upheld equally? Dawn’s story is one example; can you 
think of others? 

• What social, cultural, or historical forces impact how our legal rights are upheld? 
 
Step Seven: Before leaving class, each student fills out an exit card addressing the 
following prompt (3-5 minutes): 
 
List two things that “complicated” your thinking about rights and societal obligations in 
the United States. 
 
  
     DAY TWO 
 
Step One: As a warm up activity, students do a written reflection on the following quotes. 
Reflections should include student’s opinions about which quote they agree with more 
and why (5 minutes). 
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“What we don't have a right to is healthcare, housing, or handouts. We don't have those 
rights.” 
                                                                   —Glenn Beck 
 
“A decent standard of housing for all is one of the irreducible obligations of modern 
civilization.”  
                                              —President Harry Truman  
 
Step Two: Students do a pair share, discussing their written reflections (5 minutes). 
 
Step Three: Town Hall Circle Activity (adapted from Facing History and Ourselves): 
 
Split students into the same groups of four as the reading groups from the previous class. 
Each group will receive one of the following excerpts to read. Before reading, students 
should receive brief introductions to the texts being used. If needed, students can create a 
short Critical Vocabulary List that includes space for a word’s meaning and an 
opportunity to use it in a sentence.  (15 minutes): 
 
1. Lloyd “Pete” Haywood excerpt from High Rise Stories (pp.203-204) 
 
2. Excerpts from the U.S, Bill of Rights, The Swedish Model: Welfare for Everyone 
(Constitutional Rights Foundation): http://www.crf-usa.org/bill-of-rights-in-action/bria-
14-3-c-the-swedish-model-welfare-for-everyone, Articles 7, 12, and 25 from the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
 
3. The Case Against Affordable Housing: Article from Trenton Downtowner 
http://livingonthenet.com/Trenton/The%20case%20against%20affordable%20housing.h
m 
 
4. Excerpt from Amazing Grace by Jonathan Kozol  (pp. 61-64) 
 
Groups can read the excerpts aloud (if desired) after each student has had the opportunity 
to read the excerpt silently. 
 
Step Four: Group discussion of the reading that address the following suggested 
questions (5-7 minutes):  
 

• From whose perspective is the text written? 
• How might that influence the ideas expressed in the text? 
• What are the main ideas and facts presented? 
• Why are these ideas relevant or important to the issues being discussed? 

 
Students will assign one person in the group to summarize the text for the class. 
 
Step Five: Arrange chairs in a circle, providing one chair per group. The student assigned 
to summarize for each group sits in the chair. The other students then form a larger 
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standing circle around the chairs. This format will allow for each student in the class to 
be heard. Students can only speak when they have entered the circle and are seated. Each 
representative then summarizes the reading assigned to the group. Summaries should 
focus on facts rather than analysis or interpretation (5 minutes).  
 
Step Six: After all readings have been summarized, invite students seated in the circle to 
comment on what they have heard or to ask one of their peers a question. Students in the 
outer circle are then allowed to enter the conversation by "tapping" the shoulder of 
someone in their own group and taking their seat. The only way to enter or leave the 
discussion is by this process (15 minutes). 
 
Step Seven: After the discussion, give students the opportunity to reflect on the 
following questions in writing and/or through a class discussion (10 minutes):  
 

• How did your ideas about the topic change during this activity, if at all? 
• Explain what caused your ideas to change or why you think your ideas did not 

change at all. 
• What does “perspective” mean? Where does our perspective come from? How 

does our perspective shape how we see the world? 
 
Students should draw from particular examples from this activity when answering these 
questions. 

 
Media Option: The Pruitt-Igoe Myth: an Urban History (dir. Chad Freidrichs, Firstrun 
Features, 2011). The Pruitt-Igoe Myth tells the story of the transformation of the 
American city in the decades after World War II, through the lens of the infamous Pruitt-
Igoe housing development and the St. Louis residents who called it home. 
http://www.pruitt-igoe.com/ 

 
Possible Oral History Project: Students create an oral history project about a school or 
community issue that explores the intersections and discrepancies between civil and 
economic rights. Project could incorporate the themes, essential questions, and written 
reflections from the unit, but need not focus specifically on public housing. Examples 
could range from access to education to exploring how the community defines and acts 
on its perceived societal obligations. 
	  


