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Turning Ripples into Waves:
Convincing Kids They Can Make a
Difference

I’m up in front of the kids in the middle of
a lesson, and I stop talking mid-sentence.
I get real quiet, I pull up a chair, lower my

head as if in deep thought, and when I raise
it my face bears none of the teacher tension
I so often hold. For that moment, I am not a
teacher. I am a human being, and I say,
“Trust me. You can make a difference.” 

And they don’t laugh.
They forget the countless times they’ve

fallen for that before. They forget all that
hurt and disappointment that fuels their cyn-
icism, and they hear me. When I tell them
they can make a difference, that they can
change things, they believe me. 

Then, of course, I wake up and reality
sets in. Getting kids to believe their actions
matter is no easy task. The closest I’ve gotten
to this fantasy is a unit on social action writ-
ing. The end product of this ten-week unit
was a student-produced brochure calling
people to act on a particular social issue.
Each brochure included the phone number
of an actual local organization students and
adults could call if they wanted more infor-
mation. The possibilities with this project are
endless. When completed, all the brochures
could be compiled into a community
resource guide for the school. The resource
guide could be circulated to other schools
within the city as well. Students could even
collaborate with local social service agencies
to publish brochures written for kids by kids. 

A Process Reversed
I know other teachers would have students
dive right in and immediately pick a social
issue to study. I couldn’t start the unit like that
last year. I had a group of eighth graders so
angry at the world that I knew they could eas-
ily rattle off countless injustices they saw. Get-

ting them to believe their words could actual-
ly do something about those injustices was an
entirely different story. I knew I ran the risk of
increasing their sense of frustration if, in the
end, they didn’t believe their writing could
raise the consciousness of others. My kids had
to believe in their capabilities to convince
someone else to care. Thus, we began with a
study of persuasive writing before selecting
social issues for our brochures.

Step One: The Persuasive
Component of Brochure Writing
To learn how to influence others with their
words, I asked students to consider first how
words influence them. Students began with
lists of writing that had persuaded them to
think or feel differently or writing that had
persuaded them to take action. Their lists
consisted primarily of advertisements, litera-
ture, poetry, and letters. Surprised by how
limited their scope was, I sent them on a
hunt for more examples.

Assignment:
A portfolio of persuasive writing

Components:

■ six examples of persuasive writing (two
advertisements maximum)

■ a note card for each example answering
two questions:

Why did you choose this example? 

What makes this example effective
persuasive writing?

■ a letter to the class defining persuasive
writing in the student’s own words.

My students loved the challenge. They
tried to outdo one another in their searches.
They brought in magazine covers, friends’
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essays, coupons, chain letters, flyers, songs,
World War I propaganda, reviews, art, and
more. I had never seen them so excited. It
seemed their new roles as collectors and ana-
lyzers freed them from what they had come
to expect English class was all about: produc-
ing, producing, and more producing. It was
in their culminating letters, though, that I
was able to see to what extent students had
internalized the characteristics of persuasive
writing across multiple genres. (See Rachel’s
letter in Figure 1.)

Rachel realized persuasive writing was
relevant to her life and thus wanted to
understand it more. I saw evidence of that
genuine curiosity with the others as well. To
follow up, students got into groups and listed
strategies to use when attempting to per-
suade. I knew students wanted to understand
the subtleties of this genre because of the
thoughtful lists they created. One group felt
persuasive writing . . .

■ changes your opinion,

■ makes you want to do something,

■ makes you think about what you want
and need in your own life,

■ uses simple and clear messages to get the
point across,

■ uses reliable sources to get the reader’s
trust,

■ can manipulate your emotions.

Being able to create those lists proved to my
students they had learned something, and
that learning was meaningful because they
did it on their own. When students began
asking me if they were going to be writing
persuasively soon, I knew it was time for step
two.

Step Two: Waking Up Our
Social Conscience
Guiding question:

Who are you responsible for? 

The first time I asked that question, the
responses were split down the middle: half
felt that people are responsible for them-
selves and others, while the other half

believed people are responsible for them-
selves only. I tested their theories with an
article written by Martin Gansberg for the
New York Times, March 27, 1964.

The article reported the murder of a
28-year-old woman just outside her apart-
ment building. Apparently 38 neighbors lis-
tened to Kitty Genovese’s cries for help and
did nothing. Thirty minutes passed before
the first phone call was placed to the police.
The neighbor that eventually did call in had
phoned his friend in the next county for
advice first.

After reading the article (stopping
every so often to predict the outcome), I
asked the question again. Who are you
responsible for? This time, three-quarters of
the class felt they had a responsibility to oth-
ers in addition to themselves. The remaining
quarter of the class stuck to their original
answer, explaining, “You gotta watch out for
yourself.” Survival instincts told these kids
not to get involved. To complicate matters
further, I introduced yet another obstacle:
prejudice.

To see how prejudice could play out as
an obstacle in real life, we read a short story
of a Puerto Rican man and his inner con-
flict over helping a white woman and her
three small children on the subway late at
night (Colon, no date). Fearing the white
woman would immediately distrust his
intentions, Jesus Colon did nothing. The
story concludes with a moving apology from
Jesus. 

My students could accept survival
instincts as a valid reason for staying out of a
conflict, but prejudice was a different matter
altogether. They were incensed that Jesus let
his fears of prejudice get the best of him. A
debate ensued. Had there been time, we
would have formalized the debate over
Jesus’s actions or lack thereof. Instead, the
next few class periods were a chance for stu-
dents to reflect on their own experiences
standing up for their beliefs. When student
after student recounted a story that included
violence, I recognized an opportunity to
expose them to alternative ways of taking a
stand. 
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Step Three: Finding Something
to Care About
Because the ultimate success of this project
hinged upon a well-chosen topic, I used a
number of different strategies to assist stu-
dents in their selection process. To begin, we
spent a day simply brainstorming lists of all
the things we felt were unfair in the world.
Students worked individually, in pairs, and as
a class on their lists. Throughout the entire
lesson, students were encouraged to listen
for potential injustices they hadn’t thought
of on their own. By the end of class, students
all had long lists of social injustices with a star
next to the three they felt were absolutely
unacceptable.

In addition to classroom brainstorming
sessions, students were required to read a
book from a bibliography I provided. The
bibliography was divided into five subhead-
ings: Social and Environmental Issues, Immi-
grant Issues, Holocaust Issues, Human
Rights Issues, and Issues of Choices and
Transitions. Students were encouraged to
choose a book that dealt with one of the
three issues they had starred earlier. Both fic-
tion and nonfiction selections were made
available to satisfy students’ different reading
interests. All of the books, however, chroni-
cled ways in which other individuals dealt
with a particular social issue.

Students kept track of their reading in
their writer’s notebooks. I set a minimum
number of pages that were required each
week and asked students to record not only
their reactions as they read, but to also con-
sider: 1) why their social issue was important,
2) if their book dealt with the issue realisti-
cally, and 3) what they themselves could do
about the issue. Responses were rough drafts
in preparation for a final piece documenting
their reading. One student wrote in response
to Elie Wiesel’s book, Night: 

“. . . The night Elie Wiesel spoke of in
his book were the nights spent in a concen-
tration camp. The endless hours of labor, the
beatings, the humiliations, all were put upon
him by Adolf Hitler. And for what? Because
he was Jewish? Because he and so many oth-
ers were different from what Hitler

described as the Aryan Race? With blond
hair and blue eyes, I meet the description.
But many of the people around me and the
people I love don’t. Would I be able to stand
back and watch them suffer, watch them
starve and die and perish like an insect in a
concentration camp? That’s not something
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that would appeal to me, no. That’s not
something any sane human being would
wish upon the human race.

“Elie was just a boy of fourteen. A year
older than myself. At such a young age, how
would one be able to endure such pain? At
any age, how would one be able to endure
something so harsh, so horrible, so . . .
insane?

“I couldn’t watch a person die. I couldn’t
watch and not do anything about it. If I had
been alive in the 1940s, I can truthfully and
without hesitation say that I would hide a
Jewish person in my own home, even a fami-
ly in my home, so they could live. I know oth-
ers would argue that if you were discovered it
would be one more person dead. But if I was
not discovered, I would have saved at least a
few lives. Out of the millions that died, at
least a few.” (Morgan Hansen)

Reading Night gave Morgan a chance to
put herself in Elie’s shoes and imagine the
horrors he experienced. Realizing a similar
fate could have befallen her loved ones, Mor-
gan discovered an unwillingness to see her-
self as a passive bystander. She found an issue
important enough to require action.

Because several other students also had
strong reactions to their books, I set aside a
day for us to process. In the open-ended dis-
cussion that ensued, students recounted
details of their books to one another so pas-
sionately that a few students were moved to
switch their topics. 

The time came to finalize topic selec-
tions. Students read over class notes and their
three-week-old list of social injustices. The pre-
liminary reading of books and drafting
responses indicated to students that a high
level of personal investment would be required
from that point onward. Students knew they
had to care about the topic they chose. 

Once the topics were selected, students
grouped themselves according to like issues.
The issues were general enough that all the
students’ choices fit under at least one of the
following eleven categories:

■ Environmental Pollution

■ Death Penalty

■ Holocaust

■ Stereotyping/Prejudice/Discrimination

■ Teenage Pregnancy

■ Tibetan Rights

■ Sexual Harassment

■ Depression

■ Drug Abuse

■ Nuclear Power

■ Poverty

Each group had three to four students. Two
exceptions were made to allow for those who
needed to work independently. 

Step Four: Taking Action
Assignment:
Group-produced brochure raising con-
sciousness around a particular social issue

Components:

■ each individual is responsible for pro-
ducing a one-page essay arguing persua-
sively for why this issue is so important;

■ group must locate one local organization
that deals with this issue and include the
number on the back page of the brochure;

■ handwritten, colored, rough draft of
brochure;

■ final computerized, color brochure.

The final phase of this ten-week unit,
seemingly the most complicated, actually ran
itself. For weeks, students had studied the ele-
ments of persuasive writing, had written exten-
sively about their own roles in society, and had
read about people who do/don’t take action
and the consequences of those decisions.
Once students were told the project require-
ments, they immediately began working. To
jump-start the writing portion, they combined
bits and pieces of their persuasive essays
referred to above. I provided several copies of
the yellow pages and a few community service
directories to help students find local organi-
zations. My role then narrowed down to three
central responsibilities:

1. To set lots of mini-deadlines

Even though students were itching to take
off on their own, deadlines were essential in
keeping students focused. My students had
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deadlines for completing their individual
essays; picking local organizations; arranging
their writing layouts; creating their graphic
designs; and producing a colored, handwrit-
ten brochure, and a final computerized,
color brochure. Deadlines also allowed me
to maintain close tabs on how students’
brochures progressed.

2.  To keep motivating students

I continually supplied students with materi-
als that reminded them of the importance of
their work. I found several readings in the
Facing History and Ourselves Resource Guide
that helped motivate students to keep work-
ing each day. “Harrison Bergeron,” by Kurt
Vonnegut, sparked controversial discussions
on what it means to be equal, why we don’t
have equality in our society, and who loses
out as a result.  Another story, “The Hang-
man,” by Maurice Ogden, provoked honest
conversations about what it means to stand
up for what you believe and the dangers of
remaining silent.

3. To make sure students were surrounded
by piles of real brochures to use as
models

Students were asked to bring in as many
brochures as they could find. Whether they
were for educating people on drug addic-
tions or for renting a car, the brochures gave
students a clear idea of what their end prod-
uct could look like. Students sifted through
piles of brochures each day and pulled out
ones they found appealing. They would then
dissect what had attracted them and try out
the various techniques in their own
brochures. Students paid close attention to
design and concise language. They discov-
ered the tighter their writing, the more infor-
mation they could include, and the more
information they included, the more persua-
sive their brochures usually became.

The brochures you see in Classroom
Connections were not chosen because they
were the “best.” They were chosen because
they reflect a range of what the students actu-
ally produced. Some of the brochures were
products of extensive research and used facts
to persuade people to care. Others came

more from the heart and drew upon stu-
dents’ own experiences.

While all students were required to pro-
duce a computer-generated version of their
brochure, Classroom Connections includes a
handwritten template to show what’s possible
if computers aren’t available. Because of disk
errors, viruses, and printers breaking down,
brochures this year will be handwritten unless
students want to work on them at home.

Reflections
Several changes will be made to the unit
when I teach it this spring. This time, I’ll
require students to actually interview several
organizations before slapping a phone num-
ber on their brochure. Their decision about
which organizations to recommend should
be an informed one. I’ll collaborate with the
social studies teacher so students work on
their brochures while studying the Holocaust
and the Civil Rights Movement. I want to
bring in guest speakers who have real-life
experience in social action. I’d like to see stu-
dents keep a log for 10 days documenting
daily acts of kindness. I’ll also find more real
life stories of ordinary people making differ-
ences in small ways to further convince stu-
dents they have the power to do something
about the injustices they witness. 

Conclusion
I know there are people who don’t care
about making this world we share a better
place. I’m idealistic, not stupid. I do think
teachers care, though. In fact, I think that’s
why many of us became teachers in the first
place. We know making a difference isn’t
limited to politics and nonprofit work. It’s
about reaching out to other people, even if
it’s only one student at a time. Teaching kids
to care about the world they live in shouldn’t
be a fantasy. “Each time a man stands up for an
ideal, or acts to improve the lot of others, or strikes
out against injustice, he sends forth a tiny ripple
of hope.” [Kennedy] If I expect students to
leave my classroom wanting to create those
“tiny ripples of hope,” I had better convince
them they can. And I do it through writing. 
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This brochure
on “Discrimi-
nation” is laid
out on 8 1/2"
x 11" paper
and  tri-folded.
It was pasted
up by hand.
Panels should
be read as
numbered.

❶➎ ➏

❹❷ ❸
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This brochure
on the Holo-
caust was pre-
pared on
computer and
printed on a
color printer.
Since the
brochure was
a tri-folded
8 1/2" x 11"
sheet of
paper, the
panels would
be read as
numbered.
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