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Lesson Plan:  What Was He Thinking? Mind Notes 
Lesson Grade Level:  

4th Grade 
 
Lesson Objectives:  

1. Students will locate electronic sources on Father Flanagan. 
2. Students will identify personal data and accomplishments associated with Father Flanagan. 
3. Students will analyze sources to express Father Flanagan's ideas in a series of "mind notes”. 

 
Nebraska State SOCIAL STUDIES Standards 
Standard 4.1.3. By the end of fourth grade, students will describe social and economic development 

of Nebraska in the 20th century.  
Standard 4.1.6. By the end of fourth grade, students will identify significant individuals, historical 

events and symbols in their community and in Nebraska and explain their importance.  
Standard 4.1.7. By the end of fourth grade, student will use higher level thinking processes to 

evaluate and analyze primary sources and other resources.  
 
Introduction:  
Have you ever heard someone say "What were they thinking?" Sometimes it's emphasized as "What 
were they thinking? or "What were they thinking? or even "What were they thinking?" These phrases 
may imply the idea that the person being mentioned did not know what they were doing, did not 
understand the situation, or simply did not pay attention to the possible consequences of their actions. 
This lesson requires students to look at this phrase in a different way, with none of these negative 
connotations. In this lesson students will consider the question "What was he thinking?" in an effort to 
learn about a notable Nebraskan who recognized a need, did what he could to solve the problem, and 
clearly understood the impact his efforts could have. His hard work and desire to help eventually led 
to the creation of an organization that benefits individuals who in turn benefit all of Nebraska and 
beyond. How does one undertake the creation of such an organization? Try to discover the answer by 
considering "What was he thinking?" 
 
The "he" is Father Edward Flanagan, a great Nebraskan who was known for his efforts in helping boys 
and young men. Father Flanagan, a Catholic priest who came to America from Ireland in the 1910s, 
had his first parish assignment in O'Neill, Nebraska before he was sent to Omaha. In Omaha, Flanagan 
positively impacted the lives of thousands of boys by assisting them in their journey into adulthood 
through an organization that continues to expand its capacity to benefit children today. It is simply 
impossible to tell where his influence ends.  
 
In this lesson, students will search the NebraskaStudies.org Web site to discover information about 
Father Flanagan's life and accomplishments. Students will consider "What was he thinking?" at 
several stops along the way.  
 
The Task:  
Using a variety of online sources, students will gather information about the life of Father Edward 
Flanagan, and use this information to complete the "mind notes" on the student handout located in the 
Resources section at the end of this document. These notes will encourage students to analyze the 
information in an effort to imagine what Flanagan was thinking along the way as he was building what 
is known today as Girls and Boys Town.  
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The Resources 
The teacher will need to review the information available on  

http://nebraskastudies.org/0700/stories/0702_0101.html 
and related websites and print a copy for each student of the Mind Notes handout located in the 
Resources section at the end of this document. This handout contains a picture of Father Flanagan and 
a list of prompts. Students will need to draw in "thought bubbles" (like those used to contain the 
thoughts of cartoon characters) to express Flanagan's ideas in response to each prompt. If time allows 
a day of research, each student may also need a sheet of paper for research notes.  
 
Internet Resources:  
Boys Town Official Site 

http://www.girlsandboystown.org 
Boys Town: History 

http://www.girlsandboystown.org/aboutus/history/index.asp 
Boys Town National Research Hospital 

http://www.boystownhospital.org 
America’s Story from America’s Library: Boys Town 

http://www.americaslibrary.gov/cgi-bin/page.cgi/es/ne/boys_1 
Library of Congress Local Legacies: Boys Town 

http://lcweb2.loc.gov/diglib/legacies/NE/200003285.html 
Nebraska State Historical Society: Father Flanagan 

http://www.nebraskahistory.org/oversite/kidstuff/flanagan.htm 
Graphic Organizers 

http://www.graphic.org/venbas.html 
http://www.sdcoe.k12.ca.us/score/actbank/torganiz.htm 

Glencoe. Graphic Organizer 
http://teachingtoday.glencoe.com/userfiles/file/graphic_organizer_affective.pdf 

Nebraska Dept. of Education Academic Standards. 
http://www.nde.state.ne.us/ndestandards/AcademicStandards.htm 

Nebraska Dept. of Education State Social Studies/History Standards. 
http://www.nde.state.ne.us/SS/DOCUMENTS/TheHistory-SocialStudiesStandardsPDF.pdf 

Nebraska State Historical Society. 
http://nebraskahistory.org/oversite/research.htm 

Nebraska State Historical Society: Nebraska History magazine 
 http://nebraskahistory.org/publish/publicat/history/index.htm 
Nebraska State Historical Society: Nebraska Trailblazer 

http://www.nebraskahistory.org/museum/teachers/material/trailist.htm 
Rubrics General Rubric 

http://www.socialstudieshelp.com/rubric.htm 
School Improvement in Maryland. Instruction. Social Studies Rubric.  

http://www.mdk12.org/instruction/curriculum/hsa/critical_thinking/soc_stds_rubric.html 
Starr, Larry. Nebraska State Dept. of Social Studies Education. Nebraska Social Studies Resource.  

http://www.nde.state.ne.us/SS/  
The American Memory Collection. All Collections. 

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/amtitle.html 
The American Memory Collection. Library of Congress. 

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/ammemhome.html 
The Library of Congress Learning Page: The Historians' Sources: Analysis of Primary Sources. 
"Questions for Analyzing Primary Sources."  

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/ndlpedu/lessons/psources/analyze.html 
 

Abel Foundation, and the Nebraska Humanities Council.                                                

http://nebraskastudies.org/0700/stories/0702_0101.html
http://www.girlsandboystown.org/
http://www.girlsandboystown.org/aboutus/history/index.asp
http://www.boystownhospital.org/
http://www.americaslibrary.gov/cgi-bin/page.cgi/es/ne/boys_1
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/diglib/legacies/NE/200003285.html
http://www.nebraskahistory.org/oversite/kidstuff/flanagan.htm
http://www.graphic.org/venbas.html
http://www.sdcoe.k12.ca.us/score/actbank/torganiz.htm
http://teachingtoday.glencoe.com/userfiles/file/graphic_organizer_affective.pdf
http://www.nde.state.ne.us/ndestandards/AcademicStandards.htm
http://www.nde.state.ne.us/ndestandards/documents/SocialStudiesHistoryStandards.pdf
http://nebraskahistory.org/oversite/research.htm
http://nebraskahistory.org/publish/publicat/history/index.htm
http://www.nebraskahistory.org/museum/teachers/material/trailist.htm
http://www.socialstudieshelp.com/rubric.htm
http://www.mdk12.org/instruction/curriculum/hsa/critical_thinking/soc_stds_rubric.html
http://www.nde.state.ne.us/SS/
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/amtitle.html
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/ammemhome.html
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/ndlpedu/lessons/psources/analyze.html


 
 

 

This lesson plan was funded in part by the Cooper Foundation,                         4 
                                                

NOTABLE NEBRASKAN FATHER EDWARD J. FLANAGAN                                        3 of 4 
 
The Process:  
 
The teacher should prepare for this lesson by becoming familiar with all phases of the lesson and 
website, determining procedures best for the situation, setting up and making resources available in 
the classroom and/or computer lab, and by obtaining copies of the handout for each student. 
 
Then guide students through the following steps: 
 
1. Introduce the lesson. Read and discuss the information noted in the "Introduction" and "The Task" 

section of this lesson. Give each pupil a copy of the Mind Notes student handout (located in the 
Resources section at the end of this document), and direct their attention to the picture and the 
prompts. Instruct students to look for ideas that would help them complete the prompts and record 
these ideas in their notes or directly on the handout. Discuss:  

• Why would someone choose to devote their life to helping others?  
• How does someone build an idea into an organization like today's Girls and Boys 

Town? 
 
2. Guide students to http://nebraskastudies.org, click on the 1900-1924 timeline, and then on the 

Notable Nebraskan Father Flanagan icon. Read the biographical information given at this website. 
Use the information to take notes on Flanagan's personal data and accomplishments. Pay special 
attention to information that will help to complete the prompts on the student handout. 

 
3. Instruct students how to navigate to related Internet sites to get more information, and complete 

their notes. 
 
4. Allow time for the students to locate and read through several sources. At some point during this 

research time, stop and discuss where students are finding the most interesting or most useful 
information. In pairs, in roundabout groups, or as a class, exchange information and add to notes.  

 
5. As a class or individually, synthesize information, and then allow each student to determine the 

best way to complete each of the Mind Notes.  
 
6. Direct students to write a response to each prompt and then draw a "thought bubble" around the 

response. Number each written response to correspond to the prompt addressed by the response. If 
time permits, encourage students to add color or further illustrate the handout. 

 
7. Have each student trade his or her handout with a partner. Have the pairs find the statements that 

are most similar and those that are most different. Discuss the items that are different and use 
information in notes or on the website to try to convince the other person that one statement is 
more accurate. If one partner convinces the other that their statement is more reflective of the 
data, allow students to change their minds and their Mind Notes if they desire to do so. 

 
8. Debrief the class by discussing the projects. Ask whether or not Father Flanagan started out 

wanting to create the Girls and Boys Town complex that exists today.  
• If this was not his goal, how did it happen?  
• What would Father Flanagan thinks about all the services Girl's and Boy's Town 

provides today? Explain why it is nearly impossible to trace the limits of Father 
Flanagan's positive influence.  
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Learning Advice:  
 
Teachers should take care to make sure students understand directions and should monitor successful 
completion of the project. 
 
Teachers may also need to adjust this lesson to suit the amount of available time or the abilities of the 
learners. Some suggestions for adjusting include:  
 
1. Students can work in pairs from the beginning of the project. Have students simply work together 

or assign each student a part of the assignment. For example, have only one or two people in the 
class find out about Girls and Boys Town today and report their findings to the class. Groups or 
pairs of students could be assigned one, two, or three prompts to complete, and then share with 
the rest of the class. 

 
2. To control the amount of time spent on this lesson, teachers may set a certain amount of time for 

research. When this time is up, have students share their answers with others who researched the 
same categories. 

 
3. To extend the lesson, have students identify skills and/or character traits that they believe most 

important to Flanagan's success.  Give specific examples of Flanagan's actions that represent these 
traits. 

 
4. To add interest, ask students to consider how helping one person might also benefit other people. 

Compare and contrast this idea with the plot of the book, Pay It Forward by Catherine Ryan 
Hyde. This book was adapted for the movie, also named Pay It Forward, which starred Kevin 
Spacey, Helen Hunt, and Haley Joel Osment. These are not recommended for 4th grade students, 
but the teacher may enjoy them and then share the theme with the students.  

 
5. Just for fun, see the Academy Award winning movie Boys Town starring Spencer Tracy as Father 

Flanagan. Discuss whether or not Tracy's portrayal of Flanagan was consistent with what you 
learned about him. It is not necessary to do this during instructional time. Students could see the 
movie at home or it could be shown after school hours as a student activity.  You might want to 
have more advanced students fill out the National Archives Motion Picture Analysis Worksheet in 
the Resources section at the end of this document. 

 
6. Write a paragraph or short essay entitled, "Father Edward Flanagan's Legacy”.  
 
 
Conclusion:  
To conclude this lesson, complete Steps 7 and 8 listed in the Process section. Ask students to consider 
the most important thing they learned about Father Edward Flanagan, and how they could apply this 
knowledge to creating their own life. 
 
Assessment Activity:  
To assess this lesson, simply note the completion of Lesson Objectives and the handout activity. 
Noting completion on a class roster can do this. Grading the handout is not recommended. If a grade 
for the activity is deemed important, consider having the students fill out the Generalizations handout 
in the Resources Section at the end of this document. 
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Notable Nebraskan Father Edward Flanagan, Boy’s Town Founder 

What Was He Thinking?  
Mind Notes 

Name:    
 

 
 
 

 

Prompts:  
 1. What did I learn from working with Omaha’s orphaned boys?  
 2. What do boys need most to become good adult men?  
 3. How can I help more people?  
 4. How can I finance expansion and new programs?  
 5. What should be required of the boys who come to Boy’s Town to live?  
 6. What should be provided for the boys who come to Boy’s Town to live?  



RESOURCES   
National Archives  

Motion Picture Analysis Worksheet 
 

Step 1: Pre-viewing  
A. Title of film: ________________________________________________  

Record Group source: ___________________________________________ 
 

B. What do you think you will see in this motion picture? List Three concepts or ideas that you 
might expect to see based on the title of the film. List some people you might expect to see 
based on the title of the film. 
Concepts/Ideas  People 
1. 1. 
2. 2. 
3. 3. 

 
Step 2: Viewing  

A. Type of motion picture (check where applicable)  
____ Animated cartoon  
____ Documentary film  
____ Newsreel  
____ Propaganda film 

____ Theatrical short subject  
____ Training film  
____ Combat film  
____ Other 
 

B. Physical qualities of the motion picture (check where applicable)  
____ Music  
____ Narration  
____ Special effects  
____ Color 

____  Live action  
____ Background noise  
____ Animation  
____ Dramatizations  

 
C. Note how camera angles, lighting, music, narration, and/or editing contribute to creating an 

atmosphere in this film. What is the mood or tone of the film?  
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 

 
Step 3: Post-viewing (or repeated viewing)  

Circle the things that you listed in the previewing activity that were validated by your viewing 
of the motion picture. 
 

A. What is the central message(s) of this motion picture? 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 

 
B. Consider the effectiveness of the film in communicating its message. As a tool of 

communication, what are its strengths and weaknesses? 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 

 
C. How do you think the filmmakers wanted the audience to respond? 

____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
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RESOURCES   Motion Picture Analysis Worksheet (continued) 
  

D. Does this film appeal to the viewer’s reason or emotion? How does it make you feel? 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 

 
E. List two things this motion picture tells you about life in the United States at the time it was 

made:  
1. ____________________________________________________________ 
2. ____________________________________________________________ 
 

F. Write a question to the filmmaker that is left unanswered by the motion picture.  
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 

 
G. What information do you gain about this event that would not be conveyed by a written 

source? Be specific. 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
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RESOURCES 
Notable Nebraskan Father Edward Flanagan, Boy’s Town Founder 

What Was He Thinking?  
Generalizations 

 
Name:    
 
 
Father Flanagan is a notable Nebraskan because: 
__________________________________________________________________________________  
__________________________________________________________________________________  
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________  
 
 
Father Flanagan's greatest achievement was: 
__________________________________________________________________________________  
__________________________________________________________________________________  
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
The most important thing I learned from researching Father Flanagan was: 
__________________________________________________________________________________  
__________________________________________________________________________________  
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Something I learned from studying Father Flanagan that I want to remember or use in my own life is: 
__________________________________________________________________________________  
__________________________________________________________________________________  
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
I admire Father Flanagan because: 
__________________________________________________________________________________  
__________________________________________________________________________________  
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
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