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Introduction

In Ernest Gaines's novel, A Lesson Before Dying, Grant Wiggins agrees to help a young man named Jefferson regain his dignity after Jefferson's own defense attorney had referred to his client as a "hog" in the closing arguments of the trial. Jefferson is a local youth who will be sent to the electric chair for a crime he didn't commit. Set in 1940s southern Louisiana, the novel is rich in the traditions, speech, and culture of a Cajun, Creole and African-American community that is still steeped in Jim Crow racism and injustice. At the heart of the novel is the controversy that still tears apart the larger American society: the death penalty. A practice abandoned by civilized countries around the world, the death penalty is still viable in the United States, China, the former Soviet Union, and other countries infamous for their abuses of human rights. The ultimate power these nations assume for themselves includes the state's legal right to take the lives of its citizens.

The European Union has issued a statement that reiterates its opposition to the death penalty in all circumstances, and urges the United States to adopt a moratorium on executions as the first step towards abolition.

In the United States, after a three-year study of U.S. capital punishment systems, the American Bar Association is calling for a moratorium on executions nationwide until unfair and inaccurate applications of the death penalty are overturned. Stephen Hanlon, the chair of the ABA Death Penalty Moratorium Implementation Project characterizes the American system as "deeply flawed." He goes on to say, "The death penalty system is rife with irregularity --supporting the need for a moratorium until states can insure fairness and accuracy."
What do you think?



Your Task

You have been appointed to a youth task force reporting to the President. As a group, you are to come up with five-step action plan to eradicate racial inequities in the United States. You must also determine a way to assess the level of success your plan achieves.

Consider the following: 

· Which types of inequities exist in the United States? 

· How would you, realistically, restructure this situation? 

· Where would you begin? (In schools, homes, places of worship, in government?)
You will present your action plan to the class. Everyone will vote to choose the best plan.



The Process

1. Read about the Death Penalty: 

· Focus on the Death Penalty 

· Death Penalty Information Center 

· Death Penalty Information (Michigan State University) 

· Death Penalty News and Updates (anti-death penalty site) 

· Amnesty International (anti-death penalty organization) 

· A Few Reflections on Capital Punishment (Rabbi Yosef Edelstein -- Jewish religious perspective)  

· J-Law (Jewish Law, including issues surrounding the death penalty) 

Criminal Justice Legal Foundation (pro-death penalty site)

DEATH PENALTY QUESTIONS:
1. What is the relationship between race and the death penalty?

2. What states have the highest rate of death penalty executions?

3. What states have the lowest?

4. Has public opinion changed regarding the death penalty since the early part of the 20th century?

5. Cite two reasons for having and enforcing the death penalty.

6. Cite two reasons for abolishing it altogether.

2. Read about Jim Crow Laws: 

· Jim Crow Museum 

· From Swastika to Jim Crow (PBS) 

· The History of Jim Crow

QUESTIONS REGARDING THE JIM CROW LAWS
1. What was the original purpose of the Jim Crow Laws?

2. Where did the name come from?

3. Did Jim Crow Laws exist only in the South?

4. List 5 of the most interesting Jim Crow Laws and the states where those particular laws were enforced. Try to find some that existed in Virginia. 

5. What are some ways that people in the South used to resist and survive the Jim Crow laws?

6. When did the Jim Crow Laws officially end and why? 

4.   THE CHANGING ROLE OF THE BLACK CHURCH
http://docsouth.unc.edu/church/intro.html - This is a site produced by the library at The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and is called “Documenting the American South.” This particular article, “An Introduction to the Church in the Southern Black Community,” is by Laurie Maffly-Kipp, a professor of religious studies. This essay discusses the role of the African-American church from the slave era through the end of the 19th century.

THE CHURCH IN THE AFRICAN AMERICAN COMMUNITY
1. What role did the church play in the lives of the early slaves?

2. How did the role of the church grow during Reconstruction?

3. What was the role of the black church during the Civil Rights Movement? 

4. Name some prominent Civil Rights activists with links to the church.

5. Has the role of the church in the black community changed in recent years? If so, how and what are some possible reasons for the change?

6. Comment on the statement that Sunday morning remains "the most segregated part of the week" in the present day, 

 Find other information (Websites, newspaper articles, magazine articles, book excerpts, etc.) which demonstrates how problems with racial discrimination or iniquity are still problems in our country today. 

3. Begin your typed action plan with an introduction describing the problem. Give examples and describe what has been done up until this time to help race relations 

4. Create your five-step action plan. 

5. Create an assessment portion describing how you will know if your plan is successful. 



Assessment/Evaluation

Your group will present their proposal to the committee (your class, Mrs. Cabeza, and Mrs. Yanez). Each member of the group will be expected to deliver an equal portion of the oral component of this presentation. Your plan must include all required parts and show evidence of research into the topic. Finally, your proposal must be well-written, following the conventions of standard written English, and persuasive writing.



Conclusion

I hope you have developed a greater understanding of what may be involved in a helping our society achieve true racial equality in all areas, including elements like education, access to resources, and application of justice.
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