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About Leslie Lorraine McCurdy 
Actor/Playwright, Dancer/Choreographer, Singer 
Finalist Canadian Chalmers Play Award 

Named Outstanding Performing Artist of Windsor Ontario, Canada, Leslie McCurdy, has been 
performing for many years in Southwestern Ontario and the Mid-Western United States, a 
privilege her dual US/Canadian citizenship affords her. Also a teacher, with an honours B.F.A. 
in dance from the University of Michigan, Leslie was slated to go to New York to apprentice 
with the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theatre when she literally tripped, fractured her hip, 
and fell into acting. While she has many theatre credits, Leslie is best known for the one-
woman plays that she wrote and has toured with internationally for 16 years. Called 
“brilliant” and “something everyone should see”, her solo performances are at once 
educational and inspirational leaving a lasting impression on all who experience them! 

Leslie has recently returned to her dance roots and is a member of Dance Nonce, a modern 
dance company based in Grosse Point Michigan. 

About the show 

HERO (HEROINE) - A very brave person; The most important person in a play or story. 

(From The Oxford Children's Dictionary)  

“Harriet is My Hero" takes a look at some of the stories from the life of Harriet Tubman, the great 

Underground Railroad heroine, to find examples of those qualities that one should look for in a hero. In this 

presentation those qualities are being strong, brave, smart, hard working, and doing things to help other 

people. There is not really a specific book or text that accompanies the story as it is told here but "Let It 

Shine, Stories of Black Women Freedom Fighters" by Andrea Davis Pinkney, Gulliver Books Harcourt 

Inc., New York, San Diego, has a section on Harriet Tubman that closely follows the events portrayed in 

"The Spirit of Harriet Tubman", which the students should see at a later date, and "Minty .- A Story of 

Young Harriet Tubman" by Alan Schroeder and Jerry Pinkney, Dial Books for Young Readers,, New York, 

is a fictionalized story about events that may have occurred when Harriet was a young girl, though the basic 

facts are true. This book is appropriate for the grade levels this presentation is directed to. Several web- 

sites also provide information about Harriet Tubman as well.   

"Harriet is My Hero" is told with the use of rag dolls such as may have been played with by young slave 

children. There are four: "Minty" or child Harriet; "Harriet" teenaged/young woman Harriet; "Conductor 

Harriet" Underground Railroad worker Harriet, and "Old Harriet" with the shawl she received from Queen 

Victoria. One or two stories of significance are told with each doll or age range of Harriet Tubman's life. 

The "hero" characteristics are demonstrated in this way. The presentation is participatory and all of the 

students (and teachers!) will be expected to take part. It is approximately 40 minutes in length with a 

Question and Answer period following the performance  
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About this study guide 
This guide will help teachers to prepare their students for the performance. 
It also provides pre- and post- discussion and activities related to the 
Primary and Junior Ontario Curriculum.   

Pre-Show 
Discussion 

and 
Activities 

Minds On: 
Assessing Prior 

Knowledge: 

JK/SK 

 Introduce the Dolls, using the

illustrations at the back of this

guide.

 As a group, make a list of heroes.

Discuss what makes those

characters heroes.

 Use the illustrations (at the back of

this guide) to look for clues as to the

age and other things they can learn

about the character.

 Introduction to presentation: Leslie

will tell them the story of Harriet

Tubman using the dolls to talk about

her at different times in her life.

 During the performance, children

will listen for examples of the

character traits that they listed as

being heroic. After the performance,

discuss as a class.

Primary 

 Introduce the Dolls, using the illustrations

at the back of this guide.

 Ask the students what they know about

slavery and the Underground Railroad.

 Discussion of what is a hero: make a list

of list words, and stories.

 Who is your hero and why? Tell stories to

a partner and then share with the class.

 Use the illustrations (at the back of this

guide) to look for clues as to the age and

other things they can learn about the

character.

 Introduction to presentation: Leslie will

tell them the story of Harriet Tubman

using the dolls to talk about her at

different times in her life.

 During the performance, children will

listen for examples of the character traits

that they listed as being heroic. After the

performance, discuss as a class.
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Preparing 
for the 
Story 

What to 
watch/listen for 

during the 
performance: 

Play Summary  

(Chronology of presentation with audience activities) 

Introduction: 
 List of "hero" characteristics.
 What is slavery?
 Introduction of  dolls: with each of the dolls, Leslie tells part of Harriet’s life

emphasising what made her a hero at that stage.

Minty doll: 
 Tells the story of Harriet’s first work experiences.
 Introduces the sweep and dust story - audience sweeps

and dusts.
 Teaches the work song for sweeping.
 Demonstrates the characteristic of being hard-working.

Harriet doll: 
 Shows the hero characteristics of “strong”, “smart”, and “brave.”
 Describes the results of Harriet's head injury.
 Insists on being called Harriet because she is no longer a child.
 Sings “The Drinking Gourd” song.
 Tells about the things she learned from her Father.

Conductor doll: 

 The “Conductor” recaps all of the characteristics and adds “helping other people.”
 Teaches Underground Railroad Terms (passenger, conductor, safe-house).
 Reiterates "hero" characteristics demonstrated by Harriet.
 Audience travels with Harriet on Underground Railroad.
 Perils of travel - snakes, leeches, dogs, slave-catchers.
 Mention of quilts as signals.
 Harriet's signal song "Swing Low Sweet Chariot" is sung.
 Arrive safely - lantern as signal

Old Harriet: 

 Explains how Harriet continued to help people by starting a home for the elderly.
 Tells how Harriet received a shawl from Queen Victoria of England.
 States that everyone has a hero inside of them too.
 The “Everyone is a hero” theme closes the show.
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Vocabulary 

Children should listen for these words in the presentation. 

bandana - A piece of cloth used to wrap up a woman's hair to keep it neat and clean and out of the 
way). A young girl would not wear a bandana.  

hero - A very brave person; The most important person in a play or story. (feminine : heroine) 

lantern - an old fashioned lamp that used oil to keep a flame burning to provide light. leeches - small 
worm-like creatures that suck your blood  

plantation - An area of land planted with trees or with a crop such as tea, cotton, sugar, soybeans, etc. 
A large farm.  

Quaker (woman) - A woman from a religious group called the Quakers The Quakers thought slavery 
was wrong and helped to organize the Underground Railroad  

quilt - A blanket made of small pieces of material sewn together. Quilts were often used as signals for 
the Underground Railroad 

passenger - a person trying to escape from slavery  

safe house/station - a safe place for runaway slaves to hide 

slave - A person who belongs to another person and has to do all of the work and has no rights of their 
own 

Underground Railroad - a secret group of people who helped other people escape from slavery. It 
was not actually a railroad but railroad words were used to help keep it secret. Conductor - someone 
who led the slaves along the secret escape  

work song - A rhythmic song that is sung while working to make the work seem easier. lt helps to keep 
a group of people working together.  

Preparing 
for the 
Story 

What to 
watch/listen for 

during the 
performance: 
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Activities to go with the Minty doll 

 Have students mime the jobs that Minty had to do.
 Learn the Sweep and Dusting song and do the actions.
 Compose their own verses for the Sweep and Dusting song and include

other tasks in their verses.
 Compare and contrast their lives to Harriet’s as a child (Venn diagram or

two lists).
 Discuss what makes Harriet a hero in this stage of her life.

Post-
Performance 

Activities 

Activities to go with the Harriet doll 

Discussion 
 Discuss how runaway slaves knew where to go and what route to follow.
 Explain how Harriet was a hero in this part of the story.

Activities 
 Make a list of things that she learned while spending time in the woods with

her father.
 Teach the students the song “Follow the Drinking Gourd” (versions available

on the internet)
 Make a list of the clues given in the song (the big dipper, the river, the hills on

either side of the river, the end of the river, the lantern at the end.
 Using the lyrics from “Follow the Drinking Gourd” create a map

showing a route of the Underground Railroad.
 Modification for JK/SK: on a large chart paper, draw the map,

and have the children paste pictures of the clues of where to go
(eg. a lantern, words on a tree, pieces of quilt etc).

 Modification for Grade 2:  older students can draw their own
maps individually or in small groups.

TEACHER TALK 

The discussion and activities are separated into 4 sections to go 
with each stage of Harriet Tubman’s life. Modifications are 
included where appropriate. There are many videos on Youtube 
that you can access to supplement the students learning.  
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ADD 

  Activities to go with the Conductor doll 

Discussion 
 Review the Underground Railroad, and what it means. Was it a real railroad?

What would it be like to travel on this “railroad”? How do you think Harriet
and the others felt as they were travelling?

 Discuss why Harriet was a hero in this part of the story? What words would
you use to describe her?

 Discuss why she went back to the plantations once she was free?
Activities 

 Students stand in a circle. Teacher demonstrates a body movement and facial
expression that shows “happy” and the students imitate. Teacher then calls
out other emotions and students react by showing body movements and facial
expressions.

 Set up the “underground railroad” in the classroom, using desks and chairs to
represent the route. Have students move through the space, trying not to
make any noise. The teachers suggests various obstacles or dangers, and the
children respond in role to the various challenges (e.g., there is a noise in the
bush, there is a snake on the path, they hear dogs in the distance) The teacher
then tells them they see a light up ahead. It could be safety or a trap. How
would they investigate? It is the lantern there to tell them that they have
arrived? What would they do now? (cheer, dance, fall down with exhaustion,
etc) If you can find a version of the song, “Go Down Moses”, play it during this
activity.

 Modification JK/SK: children move around an empty space
without obstacles.

 Modification: Grade 2s can work in small groups, with 1 person
blindfolded while the rest of the group leads them through the
obstacles.

 

Activities to go with the Old Harriet doll 

Discussion 
 Discuss who might live in the home that Harriet built for seniors? What

stories would they tell as they sat around the dining room?
 Talk about  Harriet as a hero in this part of her life? And list reasons why?
 Ask students about the older people in their lives. What activities do they like

to do with these older people? What might the children learn from them?
Activities 

 Students draw a picture of themselves with an older person doing an activity they

like to do together. Write a sentence to describe the picture.

 Modification Grade 2: students can write a story about an older person in their

life.

Post-
Performance 

Activities 

TEACHER TALK 

Harriet continued to help people 
even after she stopped bringing 

people through the Underground 
Railroad, by starting a home for 

seniors. 
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Activities to go with Reproducible Drawings of the dolls 

 Colour the illustrations and write a sentences for each one. Put them together to make

an individual or class book.

 Write words around each illustration to describe the character traits of Harriet at each

stage of her life..

 Have the students use clues to put the dolls in order of age, and write sentences to

describe each drawing.

Visual Arts 

Activities

 Make rag dolls out of socks, old clothes, wool buttons (see Teacher Resource

section for links to instructions).

 Have the children make stick puppets from the drawings of the dolls at the back of

this guide (photocopy and distribute the drawings of the dolls). Use the puppets to

tell parts of the story.

 Make a class quilt (can be made of paper). Each child designs a square to illustrate

an event in Harriet’s life. Glue the squares together to make a class quilt.

 Modification: sew a quilt with felt or other fabric.

 Create an Undergound Railroad Board Game.

Music 

 List instruments the students think the slaves would have had to accompany these

songs?  Discuss why slaves would be singing, when their lives were difficult and  they

may have been unhappy?

 Learn one of the songs from the presentation and sing it with accompanying actions.

 Create a soundscape that the freedom-seekers may have heard as they traveled through

the night (use percussion , found objects, vocal sounds, and instruments available in

the classroom).

Drama 

JK/SK/Primary 

 Use puppets or rag dolls, to tell a part of the story of Harriet is my Hero (see

Teacher Resource section for links to instructions for puppet and doll making).

 Experimenting with volume, tone, and pitch, use their voices to create different

characters for the puppets or ragdolls.

Primary 

 In small groups, create tableaux to tell one part of the story.

 Modification Grade 2: Present the tableaux, in sequence to retell the whole

story.

Additional 
arts 

Activities 

TEACHER TALK 

Discuss why and 

how people have 

made quilts 

throughout 

history. 

Specifically 

discuss the 

significance of 

quilts and the 

Underground 

Railroad.  If you 

have people in the 

community who 

can help, invite 

them to make a 

quilt with your 

students. If this is 

not possible, then 

make a paper quilt 

(see Visual Arts). 
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Teacher 
resources 

Links to Arts Activities 

Doll Making 

https://www.google.ca/search?q=how+to+make+dolls+out+of+wool&tbm=isch&tbo=u&source=u

niv&sa=X&ei=tLFpUfC3NKSF2gX2vICgBQ&ved=0CDkQsAQ&biw=1194&bih=628 

Video: How to Make a Yarn Doll 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gyUxX--rRcM 

Quilting With Kids  

www.thecraftstudio.com/qwc/ 

Links to Harriet Tubman Lessons & Activities 

http://www.brainpopjr.com/socialstudies/biographies/harriettubman/grownups.weml 

http://www.readingonline.org/articles/voices/taverna_hongell/ 

http://people.pppst.com/harriet-tubman.html 

Children’s Books about Harriet Tubman and 

about the Underground Railroad 

Adler, David. A Picture Book of Harriet Tubman. NY: Scholastic, 1992. 

Carlson, Judy. Great Lives: Harriet Tubman, Call to Freedom. NY: Ballantine Books, 1989. 

McLoone, Margo. Harriet Tubman: A Photo-Illustrated Biography. Mankato: Bridgestone Press, 1997. 

McLoone, Margo. Sojourner Truth: A Photo-Illustrated Biography. Mankato: Bridgestone Press, 1997. 

Monjo, FN. The Drinking Gourd. USA: Harper Collins, 1993. 

Petry, Ann. Harriet Tubmen: Conductor on the Underground Railroad. Harper Trophy: 1996. 

Ringgold, Faith. Aunt Harriet's Underground Railroad in the Sky. NY: Crown Publishers, 1992. 

Taylor, M.W. Black Americans of Achievement Harriet Tubman Antislavery Activist. NY: Chelsea 

House, 1991. 

Weatherford, Carole Boston. When Harriet Tubman Led her Peopld to Freedom. New York: Jump at 

the Sun, 2006. 

Wright, Courtni. Journey to Freedom A Story of the Underground Railroad. New York: Holiday 

House, 1994. 

http://www.thecraftstudio.com/
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Curriculum connections 

 Drama 
JK/SK  Primary 

Music 
JK/SK  Primary 

Language Arts 
JK/SK  Primary 

Visual Arts 
JK/SK  Primary 

1.3 Begin to use and interpret gestures, tone of voice, 

and other non-verbal means to communicate and 

respond (e.g. as Leslie tells the story of Harriet; in their 

own reenactment or puppet shows about Harriet). 

1.9 Describe personal experiences, using vocabulary 

and details appropriate to the situation (e.g. describing 

an heroic deed, performed by themselves or others). 

2.4 Choose a variety of appropriate words and phrases, 

including descriptive words and phrases. (e.g. words for 

describing Harriet, listing words to describe heroes).  

2.5 Identify some of the vocal effect’s, including tone, pace, 

pitch and volume to communicate meaning.  

M3. Express responses to a variety of musical forms, 

including those from other cultures. 

M4.1 Express their responses to music by moving, by 

making connections to their own experiences, or by 

talking about the musical form. 

V5. Communicate their ideas through various visual 

art forms, (e.g. drawing, puppet making, quilting). 

V2.1 explore a variety of tools, materials and processes 

to create visual art forms in familiar and new ways. 

D2.1Explore a variety of tools and materials of their 

own choice (e.g. puppets, mime, cloth) to create drama 

and dance in familiar and new ways. 

D4.1:  Express their responses to drama and dance, by 

making connections to their experiences.  

B1.1 engage in dramatic play and role play, with a focus on 

exploring themes, ideas, characters, and issues from 

imagination or in stories from diverse communities, times, 

and places. 

B1.3 plan and shape the direction of a dramatic play or role 

play by building on their own and others’ ideas, both in and 

out of role. 

D3 Explore Forms and Cultural Contexts: demonstrate 

an understanding of a variety of art forms, styles and 

techniques from the past and present and their 

social/and or community contexts (e.g. woolen dolls, 

quilts). 

C2.1 Express personal responses to musical 

performances in a variety of ways. (e.g. move to 

music, compose additional lyrics, draw what pictures 

they imagine while listening). 

C3.2  Identify, through performance or listening, a 

variety of musical forms from different communities, 

times and places.  
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