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Overview of the Lesson

This lesson can be used in a World Geography, Music, or United States History class in 
grades 6 through 12. Students will research songs sung during American slavery and de-
code the hidden geographic messages. From their research, learners will discover where 
their song originated and create a map illustrating how enslaved Africans may have 
reached freedom. This lesson approaches slavery from historical and geographical perspec-
tives to locate enslaved Africans in time and place and allows students the opportunity to 
integrate interdisciplinary knowledge and skills (geography, history, music, research, and 
analysis).
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Time Required

Three 60-minute blocks or two 90-minute blocks.

Preparation

•  Print out song sheets.
•  Book a computer lab or laptop cart for online access.

Materials

Song sheets, electronic devices to access online resources, maps, butcher paper, art supplies.

National Geography Standards

Standard 1: How to use maps and other geographic representations, tools, and technolo-
gies to acquire, process, and report information from a spatial perspective.

Standard 2: How to use mental maps to organize information about people, places, and 
environments in a spatial context.

Standard 3: How to analyze the spatial organization of people, places, and environments 
on Earth’s surface.

Standard 6: How culture and experience influence people’s perceptions of places and re-
gions.

Standard 17: How to apply geography to interpret the past.

Procedure

Day One: Research

Introduce the topic of slavery and geography. Review each song with the class and discuss 
lyrics. Divide students into four groups and give each group one song to research. Have 
students use the Internet to look up location, origins, cultural information, time period, 
and path of travel to free land.

Materials: Song sheets, online access, notebook, pencils, computer lab question work-
sheet.

Student Formative Assessment: In writing, students will answer: “How can geography 
be conveyed through song lyrics?” “How can the spoken word help create mental maps?”

Day Two: Making Maps

Have the students synthesize their research from the previous class by creating their own 
maps of where the people who were singing their assigned song would travel for freedom. 
Students can make GIS story maps or paper maps, depending on access to resources and 
prior training with GIS.
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Materials: GIS ArcMaps, published maps, butcher paper, rulers, markers, pencils.

Student Formative Assessment: What were the push/pull factors for enslaved Africans 
who attempted or succeeded in leaving slavery?

Day Three: Peer Instruction

Students participate in a gallery walk to view other groups’ maps. Students then jigsaw 
into new groups, with members from all four songs represented. Students from each orig-
inal song group are the content experts and teach members of the new jigsaw groups. 
Students take Cornell-style notes on their peers’ presentations.

Materials: Completed maps, pencils, notebook.

Student Summative Assessment: The finished map product and notes from peer presen-
tations in the jigsaw groups can be assessed as a performance task.

Teacher Song Sheet Resources

Song 1: Follow the Drinking Gourd. There is controversy over the historical accuracy of 
this song. It is believed the song gives code north from Mobile, Alabama, to the Ohio 
River and freedom. The drinking gourd is code for the Big Dipper which will lead you 
to the North Star. The song was also important during the civil rights movement. 
There are several versions of the song with varying lyrics.

Song 2: Wade in the Water. This song was used by Harriet Tubman in the Underground 
Railroad. The song told the escaping slaves to get off the trail because there were slave 
catchers nearby. Song is often attributed to Wallis Willis, a Choctaw freedman in the 
old Indian Territory that is near Hugo, Oklahoma.

Song 3: Swing Low Sweet Chariot. Attributed to or written by Wallis Willis. He was in-
spired by the Red River, which reminded him of the Jordan River. This song could 
be interpreted as telling enslaved people there was someone coming to take them to 
freedom.

Song 4: Go Down Moses. This song tells of Moses from the Bible escaping Egypt. Many 
slaves used it to refer to Harriet Tubman. The song would give warning of traps along 
the journey.

Follow the Drinking Gourd Traditional Lyrics

Chorus:
Follow the drinking gourd
Follow the drinking gourd
For the old man is a waitin’
For to carry you to freedom
Follow the drinking gourd

When the sun comes up
And the first Quail calls
Follow the drinking gourd
For the old man is a waitin’
For to carry you to freedom
Follow the drinking gourd
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Chorus

The riverbank will make a mighty good road
The dead trees show you the way
Left foot, peg foot travelin’ on
Following the drinking gourd

Chorus

The river ends between two hills
Follow the drinking gourd
There’s another river on the other side
Follow the drinking gourd

Chorus

Wade in the Water Traditional Lyrics

Chorus:
Wade in the water
Wade in the water, children,
Wade in the water
God’s a-going to trouble the water

See that host all dressed in white
God’s a-going to trouble the water
The leader looks like the Israelite
God’s a-going to trouble the water

Chorus

See that band all dressed in red
God’s a-going to trouble the water
Looks like the band that Moses led
God’s a-going to trouble the water

Chorus

Look over yonder, what do you see?
God’s a-going to trouble the water
The Holy Ghost a-coming on me
God’s a-going to trouble the water

Chorus

If you don’t believe I’ve been redeemed
God’s a-going to trouble the water
Just follow me down to the Jordan’s stream
God’s a-going to trouble the water
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Swing Low Sweet Chariot Traditional Lyrics

Chorus:
Swing low, sweet chariot
Coming for to carry me home,
Swing low, sweet chariot,
Coming for to carry me home.

I looked over Jordan and what did I see
Coming for to carry me home?
A band of angels coming after me,
Coming for to carry me home.

Chorus

Sometimes I’m up, and sometimes I’m down,
(Coming for to carry me home)
But still my soul feels heavenly bound.
(Coming for to carry me home)

Chorus

The brightest day that I can say,
(Coming for to carry me home)
When Jesus washed my sins away.
(Coming for to carry me home)

Chorus

If I get there before you do,
(Coming for to carry me home)
I’ll cut a hole and pull you through.
(Coming for to carry me home)

Chorus

If you get there before I do,
(Coming for to carry me home)
Tell all my friends I’m coming too.
(Coming for to carry me home)

Chorus

Go Down Moses Traditional Lyrics

When Israel was in Egypt’s land,
Let My people go!
Oppressed so hard they could not stand,
Let My people go!
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Refrain:
Go down, Moses,
Way down in Egypt’s land;
Tell old Pharaoh
To let My people go!

No more shall they in bondage toil,
Let My people go!
Let them come out with Egypt’s spoil,
Let My people go!

Oh, let us all from bondage flee,
Let My people go!
And let us all in Christ be free,
Let My people go!

You need not always weep and mourn,
Let My people go!
And wear these slav’ry chains forlorn,
Let My people go!

Your foes shall not before you stand,
Let My people go!
And you’ll possess fair Canaan’s land,
Let My people go!
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