
A Lesson Before Dying 

Unit Overview 

 

"The hero is one who kindles a great light in the world, who sets up blazing 
torches in the dark streets of life for men to see by." Felix Adler 

 

The idea of what constitutes a hero changes over time.  Sixty years ago a hero would have been 

someone who sacrificed his life to put an end to racial and religious persecution and save the 

world from a maniacal tyrant.  Ten years ago a hero would have been someone who could fly 

across a court and effortlessly slam a ball through a hoop. Today a hero is someone who gives 

himself freely and selflessly to help others in need.  Even though the characteristics and attributes 

of a hero may change with time, the need for finding heroes in society remains.  The simple fact 

that our society places such importance on heroes is intriguing.  The question then becomes: why 

is it that our society looks for heroes among a sea of plain, simple human beings?  

 

Since literature is a reflection of society, it is not surprising that stories are full of characters with 

heroic qualities and attributes.   A Lesson Before Dying, written in 1993 by Ernest Gaines, is a 

story about a man who is asked to undertake a heroic deed and a young boy who possibly ends up 

being more of a hero than his mentor.  Set in the pre-civil rights south, Gaines writes a story 

about the destructiveness of racism and of a community that must overcome prejudiced and small 

minded people.  A young black male, Jefferson, is accused of the murder of a white man and 

sentenced to die, even though he is innocent.  At his trial, the defense attorney refers to this young 

man as a hog—an animal, in an attempt to win over the all white jury.  Grant Wiggins, the black 

community’s teacher and only college-educated male, is asked to help this young man to die with 

dignity—to die not as a hog but as a man.  It is through the complicated relationship between 

Grant and Jefferson, the dilemma that Grant experiences while visiting Jefferson, and the lesson 

that Jefferson teaches Grant that allow us to uncover and reflect on the idea of heroism. 

 

This unit contains the following objectives: 

1.  Foster the habit and love of reading 

2.  Critically analyze literature through writing and discussions 

3.  Examine the idea of what constitutes a hero in our society today and in the novel 

4.  Understand the different genres of heroes and apply to real life and characters in the novel 

5.  Learn Joseph Campbell’s Journey of heroes and modify to characters in the novel 

 

This unit will consist of the following activities: 

� Daily assignments: daily quizzes, Type 1 writing activities 

� Class activities: defining what a hero is, finding real life heroes to fit genres of heroes, 

placing characters into genres of heroes, placing characters in Campbell’s Journey, 

analyzing a short story and poem, discussing responses to story and its themes in small 

and large group 

� In depth assignments: Hero essay and Presentation 

� In-class essay exam 
 

“Nothing is given to man on earth - struggle is built into the nature of life, and conflict is possible 

- the hero is the man who lets no obstacle prevent him from pursuing the values he has chosen.”  

Andrew Bernstein 
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