
Helping Kids Become Heroes

Creating a Culture of Heroism in Your School

This lesson plan is designed to directly support English Language Arts core curriculum as set forward by 

the Michigan K-12 Standards. By using this lesson in class, you help your students:

 Communicate, by working to define a difficult word (“hero”) that is used many different ways
 Reason & think critically, by developing their own theory of what is and is not heroism
 Solve problems, by applying the principles of heroism to real-life problems in their school

This supports three of the four key areas of Michigan’s College & Career Readiness model. Specifically, 

we recommend using this curriculum to support Standards for Speaking & Listening, at the grade 6-12 

level. However, the lesson plan is easy to adapt to almost any K-12 classroom environment. 

Above all, we believe that this curriculum will help your students be more responsible, proactive, and 

community-minded. It is our hope that thousands of students will internalize what it means to be a hero,

and will go on to make a difference in the lives of those around them. 

Introduction for Teachers

The word “hero” is used many different ways. However, all the real-life people we call heroes have one 

thing in common: they make a sacrifice or take a risk for the sake of others. This makes heroism 

different from other sorts of moral behavior, like donating to a charity or volunteering for a good cause. 

Volunteers and donors do good work, but in most cases they don’t have to make a deep sacrifice or take 

a risk. 

This lesson plan has three objectives:

1. Help students understand that a hero makes a sacrifice for others
2. Identify examples of this kind of heroism that students are familiar with (their heroes) 
3. Help students understand how someone becomes a hero, and what it takes to do the heroic 

thing in a difficult situation

At the end of the lesson plan we’ve also included two supplements: a list of tough questions students 

ask (and some ways to help answer them) and visual handouts of some real-life heroes you can use as 

examples. 
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I. What Do Your Students Know about Heroes?

Every child already has their own ideas about who is a hero. The easiest way to get them thinking 

critically about heroism is to simply ask them to name their own heroes. Start with this brainstorming 

exercise:

1. Ask your students who they think of as a hero. Get responses from around the room and write 

them on the blackboard/whiteboard as you go. 
2. Accept any answer. Right now we’re in brainstorm mode. There is no right or wrong answer. You 

can accept fictional characters, historic figures, celebrities or anyone else they name. 
3. Guide students. We’ve noticed that when you ask, “Who is your hero?” you get personal 

answers like Grandpa, my mom, and so on. If you ask, “Who is a hero?” you get more famous 

examples like Harry Potter or Martin Luther King, Jr. If the list on the board is mostly personal 

heroes, you can guide your students by asking, “Who are some heroes you know of from history 

class?” or “Who are some heroes in your favorite movies?”

Once you have about 20 names on the board, it’s time to ask students the big question: 

“What characteristics do these heroes have in common?”

This may stump your students at first. If needed, explain that you’re looking for what makes these 

people heroes, or what the students admire about them. 

As your students give answers, write them down on the chalkboard as well. You’ll get a wide variety of 

answers—everything from “they’re strong!” to “they care about people.” As you write down these 

answers, start to look for responses that get at our definition of a real-life hero: someone who makes a 

sacrifice or takes a risk for the sake of others. 

Once you have about 10 characteristics written on the board, you might already see students leaning in 

this direction. If you don’t, it’s okay. Try asking them: “Do you think it’s easy for these people to be 

heroes?” Students will know the answer is no. From here, you can ask other open-ended questions: 

 “What’s the hardest thing these heroes had to do?”
 “Why did these heroes do what they did, if it’s not easy?”

This will get students thinking about the cost of being a hero: the sacrifice or risk involved. At this point, 

you can summarize what they’ve said with our working definition of heroism, and write it on the board:

A hero is someone who makes a sacrifice or takes a risk for the sake of others.
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II. Teaching Kids about Heroism

The heart of the lesson is understanding what makes a person do something heroic. All of us have a 

natural instinct not to be the first person to take action in a bad situation. We would rather keep our 

heads down and wait for someone else to act. This is known as the Bystander Effect. Learning to 

overcome the Bystander Effect is the most important part of learning to be a hero. 

Talking Points

Here are talking points you can use in teaching your students about heroism: 

 The opposite of a hero is not a villain, it’s a bystander. 

We’ve all seen something bad happen, like someone tripping and falling, or being bullied by an 

older kid. Usually, when this happens there are other people around—and they just watch. 

These people are called “bystanders.” Bystanders have a lot of power, because if they just step 

up and do something to help, they immediately become the hero in the situation. 
 The Bystander Effect happens because no one wants to be the first person to act.

When lots of people witness something bad, but no one steps forward to do anything, that’s the 

Bystander Effect. Usually, everyone there wants to help; they just don’t want to be the first one 

to do it. The Bystander Effect is what holds us back from being someone else’s hero. 
 If you decide to be the first person to act, you’ll often find that others join in and help you. 

It can be scary to be the first one to take action. But you usually won’t be alone. Other people 

will feel more comfortable helping once they see that they’re not the only ones. You just have to 

get over the initial fear of being the first one to act.
 Even small actions can make a big difference. 

Think about what makes a difference in real-life situations. If you see someone trip and fall, most

bystanders just watch or even laugh. You can be the one who asks the person if they’re okay. 

You may also find it helpful to watch the TedX talk by Matt Langdon (tinyurl.com/herotalk), educator and 

founder of the Hero Round Table. Langdon’s talk gives a detailed explanation of how he teaches kids to 

be heroes.
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Discussion Questions

It may help your students to have an open-ended discussion about the ideas being presented. Here are 

some questions you can use to get a discussion going: 

1. Can you think of some examples in which people would act as bystanders? 

2. What could they have done differently? 

3. Have you ever been a bystander? 

4. Can you think of a situation in which taking a small action would make a big difference? 

5. Can you explain a time when you did this?

Practicing to Be a Hero

You can also tell your students that there are specific things they can do to “train” to be heroes:

 Become comfortable standing out. Wear something funny to school, or do something that 

makes you uncomfortable, like singing a song in front of everyone at recess. This will make it 

easier to be the first one to act—and stand out—when a hero is needed
 Pay attention to how other people are feeling. The best way to be ready to be a hero is to 

notice when something is wrong. If a friend looks sad or upset, ask them if they want to talk. If 

someone needs help, like looking for something they lost, volunteer to help them out. 
 Compliment people. If you like someone’s shoes, or backpack, or t-shirt—tell them. When you 

look for ways to compliment people, you will be more aware of how they feel and what they 

need. 
 Imagine yourself being a hero. When you watch a movie or read a book, imagine being the main

character. What would you do in their situation?

Often, no special training is needed to be a hero. Simply stepping forward and trying to help sets a 

powerful example, and can make a difference in many situations. 
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III. Applying Heroism to the Real World

Here are two different projects you can use with your students to help them apply what they’ve learned 

to real-life situations.

1. Group activity: 

Break the class into groups of 4-5 students. Give the class the following scenario: 

“You’re coming into school and you see three older kids bullying a younger kid. They’re making 

fun of his hair and one even pushes him. The bullies are older than you, and you don’t see any 

adults or teachers around. What can you do?”

Each group should take about 10-15 minutes to brainstorm as many different ways to help as 

possible. They should write down all their ideas. Then, ask each group to choose their 1 favorite 

idea. Each group will take turns presenting their solution to the bullying scenario. 

2. Individual activity: 

Ask each student to choose a problem they’ve seen in school. They should do an individual 

project that explains the problem and suggests one heroic action that could solve it. The project 

could be a short essay, a PowerPoint presentation, a video or a different format. 

If you want to give students sample problems, here are three to use:

 A new student transfers into the school halfway through the year. They don’t have any 

friends, and some students pick on them because they’re new. 
 The school has recycling bins, but a lot of students don’t use them, and lots of recyclable

bottles and cans get thrown out.
 The most popular item at lunch is pizza, but sometimes it runs out halfway through 

lunch. A lot of kids wait in line but never get it.
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Supplement I: Tough Questions & Answers

Heroism is a complex subject and sometimes students will ask difficult questions, especially at higher 

grade levels. This kind of discussion is good, because it gets students thinking critically, but it can also be 

hard for the teacher. Below, we give some of the most common “tough” questions and some possible 

answers. We also offer food for thought on each one, which you can use to spark further discussion.

Q: What about terrorists? If they make a sacrifice for something they believe in, are they “heroes”? 

A: No. Although terrorists make a sacrifice, they aren’t doing it for the sake of helping others. They do it 

for a movement that hurts people. Terrorists believe in attacking civilians and forcing their beliefs on 

other people, which makes their entire cause immoral and wrong. No one who serves an immoral cause 

is ever a hero. 

Food for thought: Many terrorists think they’re doing something heroic. What do you think causes 

people who could have been heroes to become villains instead?

Q: Isn’t heroism subjective? Everyone has their own definition of a hero, so isn’t one person’s terrorist 

another person’s hero? 

A: No. Sometimes people call a bad person a hero, either because they have their own agenda or 

because they don’t understand what heroism really means. A hero is someone who makes a sacrifice 

while acting in a moral way. If the person does something immoral they cannot be a hero, even if people

call them one. 

When it’s unclear whether someone is a hero or a villain, or if some people call them a hero and other 

people call them a villain, we recommend a simple rule to tell them apart: Does the person force their 

point of view on others? If the answer is yes, they are not a hero. 

Food for thought: Sometimes bad people get called heroes, and sometimes real heroes never get 

recognition for what they’ve done. Is it worth it to do something heroic, if no one ever recognizes it or 

says thank you? 

Q: What about everyday heroes, who do small but important acts? Are these people really heroes? 

A: Yes! Not every hero is going to save the world. Many will make a difference in just one or two people’s

lives. If they took a risk to help someone, no matter how small the act is, it is a form of heroism. 

Food for thought: Who are some of your “everyday heroes”? What risk did these people take, or what 

sacrifice did they make? 
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Q: Does every hero have to fight, or risk their life? 

A: Absolutely not. In fact, most heroes don’t fight anyone at all. Often they do something that risks their 

career, or their popularity, to help someone else. In other cases they do risk their lives, but not in a 

physical confrontation. 

Here are three examples of real heroes who never fought anyone: 

 Coleen Rowley sacrificed her career as an FBI agent by documenting how the government 

mishandled an investigation that could have prevented the 9/11 attacks. 
 John Lewis, now a congressman, organized some of the most famous Civil Rights actions of the 

1960s. He was one of the original Freedom Riders, led lunch counter sit-ins, and helped give 

birth to the Selma to Montgomery march. He knew his life was in danger because of his work, 

but he strictly adhered to nonviolent principles. 
 Chiune Sugihara was a Japanese diplomat in Europe during World War II. He violated orders 

from his superiors and issued visas to 6,000 Jewish people, saving their lives. Sugihara knew he 

could lose his job and that his family could face reprisals, but he did it anyway. 

Food for thought: What are some of the things that are most important in your life? What would it take 

for you to be willing to risk losing them? 
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Supplement II: Real Life Heroes
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