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Give Me the Banjo: Lesson Plan 
 
Created by: 
Dan McDowell, Educational Consultant 
Shaun Clarke, Project Manager 
Marc Fields, Producer/Director 

 
VII. Revivalist I 
“Give Me the Banjo” - broadcast clip: 1:39:27 - 1:43:33  
 

Revivalists were intent on preserving musical roots and traditions before they were 
absorbed or distorted by mass market entertainment. 
 

Pete Seeger blazed the trail for such revivalists. Inspired by the music he heard on the field 
recordings of folk song researchers John and Alan Lomax, the teen-aged Pete, a 
northerner, eagerly accompanied his father to a festival of mountain music in North 
Carolina. There, in the summer of 1936, Pete Seeger first saw clawhammer banjo being 
played. The symbolic connection between the banjo, the people who played it and the 
songs they played left a lasting impression on him. He went on to use the music as a way of 
expressing social issues that were important to him in the popular folk group The Weavers 
and in his long career as a solo artist.  
 

Following the examples of Pete Seeger and the Lomaxes, Mike Seeger (Pete’s half-
brother), John Cohen and Tom Paley formed the New Lost City Ramblers in 1958 to bring 
the folk music of the rural South to northern urban audiences.  They called it “old time” and 
not only performed it live and on records, but organized tours by some of the surviving 
southern folk artists whose recordings they emulated: Clarence Ashley, Cousin Emmy, 
Mississippi John Hurt and Dock Boggs.  The New Lost City Ramblers exposed a new 
generation of young urban listeners to authentic folk, blues and bluegrass as an alternative 
to the commercial popular music of the day. 
 

Important figures in the Revivalist movement: 

Pete Seeger - http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GwGLCT8iZTc&feature=related 

The New Lost City Ramblers - http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wjxbfqjBstQ 

Clarence Ashley - http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VwlOO8RG-og 

Dock Boggs - http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y2hvdqQ7qfs 

Mississippi John Hurt - http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9gytJemzNTM 

Elizabeth Cotton - http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N5MTbScgKVE 

Mike Seeger - http://vimeo.com/15465176 

 

Mike Seeger, a member of the New Lost City Ramblers, performs "Free Little Bird." He uses 
a store-bought banjo that dates back to the 1870s, and his version of the song is a 
combination of several different sources, including one that goes back to the British Isles.  It 
is important to remember that, like all Old Time Music, this is music made by 'everyday 
people' for 'everyday people'.  
 

 
  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GwGLCT8iZTc&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wjxbfqjBstQ
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VwlOO8RG-og
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y2hvdqQ7qfs
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9gytJemzNTM
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http://vimeo.com/15465176
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Discussion Questions 

1. Why was Pete Seeger’s trip to the South important to his development as a 
musician? 

2. How did Seeger transform the perception of the banjo in the United States? 
3. Why do you think young urban audiences in America at the time reacted so 

positively to Seeger and his music? 
4. Woody Guthrie told Pete Seeger that “Anything worth struggling for, is worth singing 

about.” How do you think this influenced Seeger? Is this something that still rings 
true today? 

 

Lesson 

 

Overview: 
Beginning in the 1930s, folk music fused music with political and cultural activism, 
culminating in the Folk Revival of the late 1950s and 1960s.  One of the most well-known 
folksingers of the time was Pete Seeger, whose primary instrument was the banjo.   As one 
of the leading Revivalists, he took inspiration from past musicians and infused the folk 
music with his own style.  He, along with his guitar-based peers, established a genre of 
music that inspired and informed millions of Americans.  This lesson has students examine 
the life and influence of a major folk singer from the era and commemorate his contributions 
to music and society. 
 

Task: 

 Create a museum exhibit that includes six items or key ideas that celebrate the 
achievements and milestones of a folk singer in the 1905’s and 1960’s, including 
Pete Seeger, Phil Ochs, Bob Dylan, the Kingston Trio, and Woody Guthrie. 

Process: 

1. Play the program clip, Turn, Turn, Turn, and Where Have All the Flowers Gone for 
the students.  Ask students to reflect on the lyrics of the songs.  Based upon these 
three video clips: 

a. How would they describe Pete Seeger? 
b. What role do they think folk music played at the time? 
c. Why were folk musicians important? 

2. The project can be done individually or in small groups.  Provide students time to 
use the resource links to research Pete Seeger and identify their six items of 
ideas.  The types of artifacts can include: song lyrics, instruments, documents from 
specific parts of his life, recordings, quotes or statements, etc.  For each item, they 
must also include a description and a justification for its inclusion. 

3. After their initial research, students should share their six items or ideas with the 
teacher. 

4. Using Museum Box, Google Presentation, PowerPoint, or other multimedia 
application, students should present their final exhibit.  Images and any physical 
objects should be included and properly cited. 

5. Have students share their exhibits with the class. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NJVU2Js-Aeo
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=686sBxeUm14&feature=related
http://museumbox.e2bn.org/
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Resources: 

 Pete Seeger: Clips and Interviews from American Masters 
 Pete Seeger: Career Timeline from American Masters 
 About Pete Seeger 
 Songs and Lyrics 
 Quotes by Pete Seeger 
 Phil Ochs 
 Bob Dylan 
 The Kingston Trio 
 Biography Page 
 Woody Guthrie 

 

Evaluation: 
Students can be evaluated based upon the following criteria: 

 Thoughtfulness of the exhibit items and ideas 
 Thorough description and justification of the items and ideas 
 Digital presentation of the exhibit 

 

Standards: 
UCLA History Standards 

United States History Era 8 

 Standard 1B: The student understands how American life changed during the 1930s. 

 

United States History Era 9 

 Standard 1B: The student understands how the social changes of the postwar period 
affected various Americans.  

 

Common Core History/Social Studies Standards 

 RH.11-12.7.    Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information presented in 
diverse formats and media (e.g., visually, quantitatively, as well as in words) in order 
to address a question or solve a problem. 

 RH.11-12.9.    Integrate information from diverse sources, both primary and 
secondary, into a coherent understanding of an idea or event, noting discrepancies 
among sources. 

 RH.11-12.10.    By the end of grade 12, read and comprehend history/social studies 
texts in the grades 11–CCR text complexity band independently and proficiently. 

 

http://www.pbs.org/wnet/americanmasters/episodes/pete-seeger/exclusive-clips-and-interviews/52/
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/americanmasters/episodes/pete-seeger/career-timeline/51/
http://www.peteseegermusic.com/about.html
http://www.peteseeger.net/songsby.htm
http://www.peteseeger.net/quotes.htm
http://www.avclub.com/articles/from-pete-seeger-to-phil-ochs-to-oblivion-folk-mus,72560/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bob_Dylan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Kingston_Trio
http://www.woodyguthrie.org/biography/biography1.htm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Woody_Guthrie

