Lesson Plan Ideas for
Black Days, Black Dust 

The Memories of an African American Coal Miner

by Robert Armstead as told to S.L. Gardner
Lesson Plan Ideas for Black Days, Black Dust

Chapter 1--Read Chapter 1. Discuss authors’ writing style, tone, and use of descriptive words and phrases. Ask student to think of an exciting day in his/her life and write about it in the first person. Next day, ask students expand it, using vivid description and the five senses to make it more interesting. Volunteers may read final drafts. Collect & check. Grading optional.

Chapter 2--Great Depression

Read the chapter. Using a 5-minute oral presentation, student will compare his/her home to Bob Armstead’s coal camp house. OR  Student will imagine his/her life without electricity and running water and write 250-500 words (1-2 typed pages), describing efforts to keep clean, to keep warm in winter, and cool in summer, and to live without television & computers.

Chapter 3--Discrimination

List students’ awareness on board before reading dictionary entry of discrimination. 

Segregated schools--List students’ awareness on board. Look up segregation. Assign students to research segregation and integration as evening homework. Next day, conduct teacher-led large group discussion (desks circle room) how segregation started and why it continued into the 1950s: Brown v. Topeka Board of Education, effects on families and individuals, both African American & White. Students will form small groups to write one paragraph on the most important thing they learned in the discussion. Read aloud. Read the chapter.

Chapter 4--Unions

Read the chapter. 3-4 student groups create an on-the-job drama in class & perform next day. Can be current or historical. Subject: Why we need a union. Time: 5-7 minutes. Teacher will sound bell to stop at 7 minutes. Student evaluation based on teacher criteria.

Chapter 5--Eccentricity

Read the chapter. Students will write a true story about the antics of an eccentric relative. If none, create an imaginary relative. Homework assign: students memorize to give as teacher-graded speech. Students will use notes as little as possible. Optional: Student(s) will evaluate other students on oral presentation skills: eye contact, voice volume control, note reading, and humor. Keep evaluators’ names confidential.

Chapter 6--Contrast & Compare

Read the chapter. Round robin--everyone participates: contrast games you played as a 10-yr.-old boy or girl with games Bob played. Students decide which games were better and why. Student will pretend that he/she grew up with a famous person and write him/her a letter, reminiscing about a shared adventure. Read it to the class. Assess creativity.

Chapter 7--Sports Heroes and Heroines

Read the chapter. Student will prepare a concise one-page, double-spaced third-person profile, incident summary, or life history of sports hero or heroine, past or present. Volunteers may read their work. Boys exchange papers with girls and as “Editors,” red pen grammar, spelling, typos, assign grade, and sign their name. Teacher option: announce you will record classmate editor’s grade of  the work, collect, record, return to writer and discuss subjective editing [teacher may disregard this grade at term’s end]; OR Teacher evaluates writing for grammar and/or content.

Chapter 8--Sympathy v. Empathy

Prior to reading the chapter, teacher will write sympathy and empathy, soliciting definitions, on board.  Ask students to stand, forming a circle around the classroom. [With details,] teacher will calmly tell students they’re part of a wonderful company factory town, close neighbors & friends. The teacher is the boss who owns the factory and homes. Teacher will then make a loud, sharp noise to shock students and kill the comfort level. In a boisterous, bossy fashion, teacher will rant, raving to students about recession, lack of demand, cutbacks, layoffs, and vacating company homes. Teacher will select personal traits like eye or shirt color to dismiss workers to sit down. Teacher will continue indifferent/harsh? dismissal of student groups until 3-5 remain and then invite those remaining up front to warmly greet and tell them they will stay on to guard the factory. Keep group standing.  Stop. Discuss outcomes, reactions, all emotions, sympathy, empathy, and guilt of remaining workers. After all students are seated, teacher reads chapter aloud.

Chapter 9--”I didn’t know that!”

Read the chapter. The student will select something specific in the chapter that is “new” information, positive or negative, and write a one page essay about his/her reaction to the “new”  information. The student will include an emotional response. The goal is good discussion following students voluntarily reading essays. Collect. Grade 1)content 2)grammar.

Chapter 10--War--1941 and 2001

Read the chapter. The teacher will write December 7, 1941 and September 11, 2001 to head two columns on the board. When selected, student will suggest one fact for either column, comparing the attack on Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, in 1941 to the terrorists’ attacks on September 11, 2001. Teacher will end session with class discussion of current US relationship with Japan.

Chapter 11--Jobs, jobs, jobs

Read the chapter. The teacher will create, or locate and copy, a simple job application. Compare Bob Armstead’s teenage jobs to contemporary jobs available to teens. Discuss applications criteria: neatness, accuracy, what to do if question doesn’t apply, writing in positive personal qualities, like organized, reliable, etc. Student will select job he/she wants and fill in application accordingly. Teacher may choose to display good applications on overhead, hiding name/address/phone. The teacher will provide students with a good sample to keep.

Chapter 12--Job interview

Read the chapter. Teacher will distribute Classified Ads  from local newspapers to 2/3 of the class to read thoroughly and select a real, or pretend, future career from the ads. Divide remaining 1/3 into two equal groups to create interview scenario: one applicant, with a panel of interviewers. Next class session, teacher will set serious tone. Newspaper readers discuss interesting jobs or lack thereof. “Interviews” performed for whole class. Optional: each student will critique each interview scene with A-C grades while teacher records on board. No record of grades.

Chapter 13--Hobbies

Read the chapter. Leisure time activities usually involve collecting or creating. Students with hobbies will share with the class in a 5-10 minute oral presentation, and obtain parent/teacher approval to bring in samples. One note card permitted. Students without hobbies may choose one of the following to explore and share why it might be an excellent hobby. [coin collecting, crafts, diving, doll collecting, fishing, kite flying, magic, models, nature collecting, needlework, reading, roller-skating, sailing, soapbox derbies, stamp collecting, taxidermy, tropical fish, water-skiing, or other approved topic.] Evaluation optional. Goal is sharing interests.

Chapter 14--Business Letters

After reading chapter 14, the student will imagine he/she is a coal miner working in the dreadful conditions described in the book. The student will outline specific concerns and create a non-threatening four paragraph business letter to the president of the coal company. The teacher will collect, grade, and share the text only of the strongest and [optional] the weakest letters with the class. Conclude with listing pros & cons of writing letters of complaint.  

Chapter 15--D a n g e r ! 

Read the chapter. The student will imagine that he/she is 25 years old and has chosen to work in a life-threatening situation in today’s world. Choice could be miner, construction worker, high-steel worker, policeman, firefighter, etc. The student will list five ways the dangerous work might change his/her lifestyle and volunteer to share with the class. The teacher may follow-up with a discussion of coal mining dangers as a review.

Chapter 16--”Hook”

Say “Armstead and Gardner often use a “hook” at the end of a chapter to compel the reader to continue reading.” Read the chapter. Discuss its “hook.” Is it effective? The student will write a 1-1 1/2 page fiction story, using a hook ending. Sharing will be voluntary. Students will exchange papers and edit their classmate’s paper carefully as homework. Recording grade optional.

Chapter 17--Poetry of Labor

Read the chapter. The teacher will read pp.224-225 in Wild Sweet Notes: Fifty Years of West Virginia Poetry, 1950-1999 , OR choose from another anthology. Poem should be free verse. Discuss free verse style. The student will write in class and/or for homework a free verse poem [6-12 lines] on the subject of education/attending school. Can be serious or humorous. Share. Collect. Grade 5 [excellent], 4, 3, 2, 1 on content and correct use of free verse style only. 

Chapter 18--What  Progress!

After reading the chapter, the teacher will require students to take concise notes while discussing this question: what happened to Bob Armstead between 1963 and 1968? The student will silently review the chapter and take notes for another 5-10 minutes. The teacher will then ask students to organize the chapter, using their notes, into a time line. Grade optional.

Chapter 19--Violence

Read the chapter. Move chairs into a circle around the room. Using Bob Armstead’s violent confrontation, the teacher will moderate a casual discussion of how competition, ignorance, prejudice, and unfavorable conditions contribute to violence in schools and in the workplace. Discuss consequences for using violence. The teacher will conclude by soliciting available, proposed, and creative solutions to control violence.

Chapter 20--Life Saver

Read the chapter. The student will create a fiction story in which he/she saves someone from dying during an emergency. The student will use dialogue and description to build tension. Finish for homework. Volunteers may read their story. Collect and assign A,B,C,D,F grade.

Chapter 21--Shut Down

Read the chapter. Discuss the terms laid-off, furloughed, downsized, terminated, fired, and retired as active verbs. [Ex: The company ________ me.] The student will choose one verb and imagine that he/she has lost his/her job because of that process. The student will list in order the first five things he/she would do, and then the next five things. Share with the class. Collect. Grade 5 [excellent], 4, 3, 2, 1 for student’s effort to  resolve the situation. 

Chapter 22--Women in Mining

The teacher will separate the students into boys and girls. The teacher will ask students to imagine the building of skyscrapers in New York City. Say, “High-steel workers miss one step and they die. Risk and daring are part of the job. Stretch your imaginations. Men, you’ve been a high-steel worker for ten years. The government says your boss has to hire women. The first woman comes to work. What is your reaction?” Boys share. Say, “Women, you finally get the opportunity to earn big money in a job you’ve always dreamed of doing, working high steel. After hearing the men speak, picture your first day. Do you stay with the job?”  Girls share. Say, “Change the workplace to an underground coal mine. Knowing what you know about the mines, consider the same questions.” Brief sharing. Teacher reads the chapter. 

Chapter 23--The State of West Virginia

Read the chapter. The teacher will ask “Given all the information in this book about the coal mining industry, do you think the discovery and extraction of coal had a positive or a negative effect on the history of West Virginia? Consider this fact: in the 1920s, West Virginia had 650,000+ active miners. Today, the state has 12,000.”  After an in-depth discussion, the student will write a 1-2 page paper revealing his/her personal feelings about the answer and at least two reasons to support that opinion.. Teacher may apply 1-3 separate grades: grammar/content/support.

Chapter 24--Poster Display

Read chapter. The teacher will distribute, or assign students to purchase, one standard white posterboard. Using his/her choice of tools & color, the student will create a montage poster that includes all of the following to reflect their impressions of Black Days, Black Dust: one or more events, one or more quotations or dialogues, one or more pictures of personalities w/name, one photograph in the book [recreated in a drawing, not traced or copied]. The student will place the full book title across the top, draw a portrait of Bob Armstead in the center, and sign the work. Suggested: one week time limit. A student committee will arrange for a [secure] school display of all the posters.   

