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begins each school year by letting Giraffe Heroes go straight into her new students' 
hearts, knowing their minds-and their actions-will follow . 

• 

USING THE POWER OF HEROES TO TEACH 

Since 1982, the Giraffe Project has been finding and honoring people who "stick their 
necks out" for the common good. The project has a story bank of more than 950 such 
heroes, aged from 8 to 108, of all races, religions, and backgrounds, and from many 
countries. This story bank supplies the stories for the classroom programs. Here's an 
example from the Grades 3 to 5 guide: 

Box 21.1 Touchdown for Tolerance 

Ernesto Villareal 

In the small Idaho town of Marsing, football was everything. On Friday nights, hundreds 
of people from the town and the farms around it would come to watch the Marsing 
Huskies play. Ernesto "Neto" Villareal was a star player on the high school team. Neto 
hoped that the team would win. That could earn him a college scholarship. 

When the players did something good, everyone cheered. But when they made a 
mistake, something else happened-if the player was Latino, like Neto-people shouted 
insults like, "Stupid Mexican!" The shouters weren't even students. They were adults. 

It happened a lot, and people seemed not to notice. Neto began to think about it and 
realized that it wasn't right. 

He and the other players decided that they wouldn't play anymore unless the insults 
stopped. Their coach told them they would only make things worse by refusing to play. 
They couldn't win the state championship if they stopped playing. And Neto knew he 
could lose his chance at a football scholarship. But the insults had to stop. 

Neto talked to the boy who was president of all the students. The president agreed 
to talk to the principal about the problem. The principal wouldn't listen. Then most of the 
players changed their minds and agreed to play. 

It looked like it was up to Neto. He decided to go to the principal's bosses-the school 
board. He went alone and spoke before these adults. One of them had been seen shout
ing insults at the Latino players himself. It was difficult, but Neto told them why he was 
refusing to play. "Now," he said, "they can't say nobody told them." 

The student president was inspired by Neto's courage. He wrote a letter on behalf of all 
the students, asking adults to stop the insults. It asked school officials to throw people out 
of the stadium if they made racist insults. 

The next football game was to be a big one. It was homecoming, with a parade, music, 
and floats. The letter was to be read over the loudspeaker at the game so everyone could 
hear it. Then the four Latino players would play again. 

But the principal refused to read the letter over the loudspeaker. The only person who 
had the power to let a student read the letter was the school superintendent. And he did 
give his permission. 

Thousands of copies of the letter were printed. Students handed each car two copies of 
the letter in the parking lot. The stadium was full. 

Over the loudspeaker, a student called for everyone' s attention. She read the letter. 
When she finished, there was silence. Then people stood up and applauded. They 
cheered. The team had won against racism. The insults stopped and Neto Villareal was 
back as their star player. 
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MATERIALS IN THE GIRAFFE HEROES PROGRAM 

There are teachers' guides for Grades K to 2, 3 to 5, 6 to 9, and 10 to 12. The 10 to 
12 guide also has individual student books. The teachers' guides include sequenced 
lesson plans, student handouts, overhead transparencies, and a video on people who 
have been commended as Giraffes. 

In the K to 2 guide, there are also audiotapes of the program's mascot giraffes, 
Stan Tall and Bea Tall, who serve as storytellers, jesters, and stand-in learners for the 
children. They model social and emotional skills in their dialogues as they deal with 
disagreements, fears, questions, and concerns. The lesson plans provide questions in 
both the cognitive and affective domains. 

The lesson plans suggest a range of multimedia activities to accommodate many 
learning styles, and reflection is a recurring theme so that students pause to under
stand and integrate what they have done and learned. 

How Are the Stories Used? 

The program weaves heroes' stories into lesson plans that progress in three 
stages: Hear the Story, Tell the Story, and Become the Story. 

In Stage 1, Hear the Story, students learn about Giraffe Heroes and consider the 
qualities of character that make a Giraffe. The stories give students real heroes who 
lead exciting, meaningful lives. Students learn to distinguish such heroes from celebri
ties, who only have to be famous, not brave and caring. 

In Stage 2, Tell the Story, the process becomes more active: Students launch their 
own search for Giraffes-in their studies, in the media, and in their community. They 
tell these stories to their class, to the school, and to the community, using oral pre
sentations, skits, writing, and artwork. Many do articles for the school newspaper 
or for local media. 

Searching for local Giraffes builds students' knowledge of challenges in their 
communities and of people who are taking them on. This awareness fosters hope 
and broadens the possibilities students see for their own lives. In this stage, students 
begin observing Giraffe qualities in each other and themselves. They begin asking 
how they can make a difference too. 

The pump is now primed for Stage 3, Become the Story, which begins with 
exercises for observing the world around them and identifying the problems that 
concern them most. They then design and carry out a service project, using a plan
ning process called the "Seven Neckbones." This is the most complex of the three 
stages to facilitate, and the most rewarding. It is here that students test themselves 
against real-world challenges. Here they experience the excitement and sense of 
meaning that come from service and from a job well done. 

The Appendix contains an extended example of a Giraffe Heroes activity 
on the guides. 

THE SINE QUA NON: .. 
A STUDENT-CENTERED APPROACH 

The make-or-break condition for success is that the service projects must be driven 
the caring and concerns of the students, not by those of teachers or parents, hm""""' 
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well meaning. This is true at every age level; even the youngest students can express 
their concerns and choose their projects, with some guidance. Only when students 
truly own their service projects will they make a full <;ammitment to carrying them 
out. This is a sharp contrast to the reluctance of students who are told what to do. 

The best illustration we know of this principle came from a high school teacher 
who described his first experience with school-mandated community service. 
He announced to his class that they were going to do a park cleanup. He provided 
gloves, trash bags, and a bus. The kids got off the bus and dispersed to all parts 
of the park, some sitting under trees smoking, some throwing dirt balls, and some 
disappearing totally. The next year, he tried something different: He asked his new 
class what they saw in the community that could use improving. To his surprise, they 
chose the same park. But this time, the kids decided they would need gloves and 
trash bags and raised the money to buy them. They arranged the transportation, and 
they even bought flowers to plant and dealt with city officials to get permission to 
plant them. When the kids left the park, it was not only clean, it was beautiful. And 
one teacher had learned a lesson he would never forget. 

USING THE PROGRAM WITH HIGH-RISK KIDS 

When the Giraffe Heroes program was being developed, some advisors thought 
it would work with suburban leadership classes, but not with high-risk students. That 
proved not to be a problem. Here is how the program took shape at one school con
sidered a dumping ground for the district's "non-learners" and discipline problems: 

The kids filled up on the stories of Giraffe Heroes in Stage 1, Hear the Story. 
They were sufficiently intrigued to be ready for Tell the Story: looking for real 
heroes themselves. The kids started looking at television with an agenda, instead of 
using it to "veg out." They got interested in the books, magazines, and newspapers 
in the library-were there Giraffes in them or not? Were there people they actually 
knew in their own neighborhoods or families who might be Giraffes? The world is 
a different place when you look for Giraffes in it. They entered Become the Story 
fully acquainted with lives made meaningful through caring, taking responsibility, 
being of service, rallying others to the cause, and not giving up when it got hard. 

These were kids for whom "community service" had meant what a judge orders 
you to do because you are too young to lock up. But having been primed, they had 
a new view of service-it could even be exciting. Kids who had once barely acknowl
edged each other's presences brainstormed, discussed, and chose a problem they all 
cared about: A student had almost been hit by a car speeding past the school grounds; 
if something was not done, somebody was going to get hurt. They decided to present 
the county commissioners with a plan to lower the chance of someone being injured 
or killed. This was important, and they dug into the task with fervor, eager to learn 
the skills and gather the information they needed. They clocked passing vehicles, cal
culated average speeds, researched laws, wrote letters and reports, made presentation 
materials, and negotiated visits from state patrol officers and government officials. 

These previously disengaged, high-risk kids succeeded in getting a traffic light, a 
crosswalk, and the awed admiration of every adult who witnessed their determination 
and dedication. They experienced the power of teamwork and of democratic processes, 
and the value of academic learning. They knew a lot about each other that created a 
new atmosphere of mutual respect-they were able peopie who could get an important 
job done. 
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whose stories they have heard and told, watch their behavior change. Now they 
gather information and learn skills because they want to; it helps them make a 
difference. They seek to understand others and their motivations because they want 
to; it helps them build consensus and have an impact. They work cooperatively 
because they want to; it helps them accomplish their mission, and they genuinely 
care for and want to support others. 

When your students make this profound shift, the problem of "transfer" no longer 
exists. You have reached the roots of learning. 

Authors' Note: Ongoing information about all aspects of the Giraffe Heroes program can be 
found at www.giraffe.org. 

APPENDIX 

A Giraffe Heroes Activity 

Giraffe Spotting 

Here is an exercise that works at all grade levels. Figure it will take at least 90 minutes, in 
at least two sessions. 

1. Ask students who their heroes are. Write them all on the board without comment, 
and do not attach students' names to the heroes. 

2. Tell the story of Neto Villareal. 

3. Spark a class discussion about Neto, the risks he took, and the common good that 
his actions served. Tell them that Giraffe heroes stick their necks out for others. 

4. Go through the list of heroes on the board, and ask what risks each of them has 
taken and who they helped by their actions. Without embarrassing the nominators, 
guide the class through a discussion that helps them see that being rich, talented, 
gorgeous, or bulletproof can make people celebrities, but not necessarily heroes. 
(For the bulletproof ones, remind them that it is not brave to do something coura
geous if you know you cannot get hurt.) 

5. Divide the class into small teams. Ask each one to brainstorm several possible 
Giraffe Heroes and to select one to present to the class. Different teams could be 
asked to focus on heroes in the news, literature, history, movies, the community, and 
so forth. 

6. Each group presents its hero's story using drama, art, narrative, or song-encourage 
them to be imaginative. 

7. Ask the class to discuss each person whose story has been presented, focusing on 
the risks taken and the caring shown. Make a new list of class heroes, including all 
those who have indeed stuck their necks out for others. Do not forget to include any
one from the first list ~ho turned out to be a real hero. 

8. Students can present these heroes to the school in a Hall of Heroes display, at an 
assembly, or in P.A. announcements. 


