
“I	  Am	  a	  Man”:	  Character	  Trait	  Project	  

This	  project	  can	  be	  seen	  in	  action	  in	  the	  “I	  Am	  a	  Man”	  documentary.	  	  

Anticipatory	  Set-‐Up:	  

Have	  students	  pick	  a	  character	  trait	  that	  was	  exemplified	  by	  the	  men	  from	  the	  sanitation	  strike.	  Discuss	  
the	  meaning	  behind	  the	  traits	  before	  breaking	  into	  groups.	  	  

Character	  Traits:	  

• Trustworthy	  

• Responsible	  
• Patient	  
• Perseverance	  

• Determination	  
• Courage	  
• Honesty	  

• Confidence	  
• Persistence	  
• Ambitious	  

Group	  Work:	  

Using	  this	  trait	  as	  a	  guide,	  students	  can	  create	  a	  collage,	  a	  poem,	  a	  song,	  or	  a	  speech	  that	  describes	  this	  

trait.	  	  Students	  should	  be	  put	  into	  small	  groups	  to	  complete	  this	  project.	  	  

Questions	  to	  think	  about	  as	  student	  are	  creating:	  

1. Why	  are	  these	  traits	  important	  for	  people	  to	  possess?	  	  
2. How	  did	  these	  traits	  help	  the	  sanitation	  workers	  get	  through	  their	  monumental	  strike?	  
3. Who	  are	  people	  today	  that	  exemplify	  these	  traits?	  

4. How	  can	  we	  apply	  these	  traits	  into	  our	  everyday	  lives?	  

Presentations:	  

Students	  will	  present	  their	  final	  product	  to	  the	  class.	  They	  should	  explain	  why	  these	  traits	  were	  so	  
important	  for	  the	  men	  of	  the	  Sanitation	  strike	  to	  have,	  and	  why	  they	  remain	  important	  in	  their	  lives	  
today.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

	  

	  

	  



“I	  Am	  a	  Man”:	  Video	  Activity	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  



	  

“I	  Am	  A	  Man”:	  Post-‐Video	  Discussion	  Questions	  

	  

Directions:	  Think	  carefully	  about	  the	  following	  questions	  and	  briefly	  discuss	  how	  they	  relate	  to	  the	  video	  
“I	  Am	  a	  Man”.	  

1. Describe	  the	  working	  conditions	  of	  the	  sanitation	  workers	  in	  Memphis.	  

	  
2. Mr.	  Nickleberry	  says	  that	  he	  went	  back	  to	  the	  sanitation	  department	  every	  day	  for	  2	  weeks,	  

until	  they	  finally	  gave	  him	  a	  job.	  What	  does	  this	  say	  about	  his	  character?	  Use	  clear	  adjectives	  to	  

describe	  Mr.	  Nickleberry.	  
	  

3. Mr.	  Nickleberry	  spends	  a	  lot	  of	  time	  discussing	  “trust”.	  Why	  does	  he	  think	  that	  trust	  is	  so	  

important?	  	  
	  

4. Think	  back	  to	  the	  interview	  with	  Rabbi	  Goldstein.	  He	  says,	  “King’s	  dream	  has	  not	  been	  realized	  

with	  the	  election	  of	  President	  Obama.	  Why?	  Poverty,	  violence,	  injustice.	  And	  so	  I	  think	  the	  
challenge	  of	  our	  time	  is	  to	  define	  what	  those	  issues	  are,	  and	  to	  speak	  out,	  and	  to	  stand	  up,	  and	  
not	  be	  afraid.	  After	  the	  Elmore	  Nickleberrys,	  the	  rest	  of	  us	  have	  no	  excuse.”	  	  What	  message	  is	  he	  

trying	  to	  convey,	  and	  why	  is	  it	  significant	  to	  the	  sanitation	  workers’	  strike?	  
	  

5. Think	  about	  this	  quote	  from	  Dr.	  Caldwell:	  “The	  real	  tragedy	  around	  1968	  was	  not	  that	  it	  

occurred,	  but	  that	  we	  ignored	  it.”	  What	  does	  this	  mean	  to	  you	  and	  why	  is	  it	  significant	  to	  this	  
time	  period	  and	  to	  Mr.	  Nickleberry’s	  story?	  
	  

6. Many	  words	  are	  used	  to	  describe	  good	  character.	  Think	  of	  more	  adjectives	  that	  you	  would	  use	  
to	  describe	  a	  man	  like	  Mr.	  Nickleberry.	  Which	  of	  these	  adjectives	  do	  you	  think	  are	  the	  most	  
important?	  Explain.	  

	  
7. Many	  of	  the	  people	  in	  this	  film	  talk	  about	  the	  importance	  of	  learning	  history.	  	  Why	  would	  they	  

spend	  so	  much	  time	  focusing	  on	  this?	  Do	  you	  think	  that	  knowing	  about	  our	  history	  will	  help	  us	  

in	  the	  future?	  Why	  or	  why	  not?	  
	  

8. How	  can	  you	  take	  the	  lessons	  you	  have	  learned	  from	  history	  and	  apply	  them	  to	  your	  own	  life?	  

	  

	  

	  

	  



“I	  Am	  a	  Man”:	  Word	  Search	  

 
Circle	  the	  important	  character	  traits	  that	  describe	  the	  sanitation	  workers.	  
Words	  can	  be	  vertical,	  horizontal,	  backwards,	  and	  diagonal.	  
	  
	  
	  
 

Y T S E N O H I R L Y M I 
T A M N E E R M U N B I C 
I P E I E T L F L C E E P 
L N T R E A E H I O N L P 
I R N F C P C P D E E B T 
B A E I O C O V N V R A E 
I M T H U E N U I E G D E 
S T S U R T F S U E E N V 
N O I T A N I M R E T E D 
O A S E G C D D E D I P P 
P E R S E V E R A N C E R 
S O E D E R N E A S E D E 
E M P A P A T I E N C E L 
R A M B I T I O U S T Y I  

 

	  
 

ambitious calm confident 

courage decisive dependable 

determination energetic honesty 

hopeful patience perseverance 

persistent responsibility trust 

 

 
  



	  

	  

	  

Curriculum	  Guide	  

1. Pre	  Movie	  Activity:	  
a. Discussion	  of	  strikes:	   	  

i. What	  is	  a	  strike?	  	  	  

ii. Why	  do	  people	  go	  on	  strikes?	  	  	  
iii. What	  is	  the	  ultimate	  goal	  of	  having	  a	  strike?	  

b. CIVIL	  rights	  
i. What	  are	  does	  the	  word	  civil	  mean?	  
ii. What	  are	  civil	  rights?	  

iii. Are	  civil	  rights	  and	  Human	  rights	  the	  same?	  
c. Time	  period:	  

i. What	  is	  going	  on	  at	  this	  moment	  in	  history?	  (Quick	  Reading	  on	  the	  time	  period	  

and	  also	  any	  events	  that	  are	  currently	  going	  on)	  
2. Watch	  Video!	  

a. During	  Video	  Question:	  

i. Simple	  questions	  that	  will	  help	  students	  pick	  out	  key	  points	  during	  the	  video?	  
ii. 	  	  

3. Post	  Video	  Activities:	  

a. Initial	  Reactions	  
i. What	  stood	  out	  to	  you	  in	  the	  video?	  
ii. What	  values	  or	  characteristics	  did	  these	  men	  have	  to	  have	  to	  do	  what	  they	  did?	  

b. Who	  is	  a	  MAN	  
i. What	  does	  it	  mean	  to	  be	  a	  man?	  

c. TODAY	  

i. What	  makes	  the	  strike	  relevant	  to	  today?	  
ii. What	  would	  you	  say	  to	  Mr.	  Nickleberry	  today?	  
iii. Is	  the	  civil	  rights	  movement	  over?	  	  

iv. What	  can	  I	  do	  today,	  to	  further	  Mr.	  Nickleberry’s	  mission?	  
v. 	  

4. COLLAGES/	  OR	  OTHER	  SIMIMLAR	  TYPE	  PROJECTS	  

a. Create	  collages	  using	  magazines	  and	  newspapers	  to	  illustrate	  the	  character	  traits	  
described	  by	  students.	  	  For	  example	  (Courage,	  Pride,	  Dedication,	  Patience,	  Trust,	  
Dignity,	  Respect,	  Determination,	  Diligence,	  etc…)	  

b. Create	  poems	  that	  describe	  these	  traits.	  
c. 	  

	  

	  



	  

	  

“I	  Am	  a	  Man”:	  Timeline	  

	  

February	  1,	  1968	  

While	  climbing	  into	  the	  back	  of	  a	  garbage	  truck	  to	  get	  out	  of	  the	  
rain,	  Echol	  Cole	  and	  Robert	  Walker	  are	  killed	  when	  the	  hydraulic	  
ram	  started	  on	  its	  own.	  

	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  

	  

February	  12,	  1968	  

Sanitation	  Workers’	  Strike	  begins,	  with	  930	  of	  1,100	  sanitation	  
workers	  not	  reporting	  to	  work.	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

	  	  	  	  

	  

February	  13,	  1968	  

Workers	  take	  to	  the	  streets	  after	  Mayor	  Henry	  Loeb	  calls	  the	  strike	  illegal	  and	  refuse	  to	  
recognize	  the	  Union	  as	  legitimate.	  	  

February	  18,	  1968	  

AFSCME	  International	  President	  Jerry	  Wurf	  arrives	  and	  says	  the	  strike	  can	  end	  only	  when	  the	  
workers’	  demands	  are	  met.	  

February	  20,	  1968	  

	   The	  union	  and	  the	  NAACP	  call	  for	  a	  citywide	  boycott	  of	  downtown	  merchants.	  

	  

February	  22,	  1968	  
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Over	  1000	  workers	  pack	  City	  Hall	  for	  a	  sit-‐in	  demanding	  to	  be	  recognized.	  

	  

	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  

	  

February	  23,	  1968	  

	   The	  city	  council	  refuses	  to	  recognize	  the	  Union.	  The	  strike	  continues,	  and	  police	  attack	  marchers	  
	   with	  mace.	  

	  

Poor	  People’s	  Campaign	  

The	  strike	  becomes	  more	  than	  just	  about	  sanitation,	  and	  becomes	  
a	  major	  civil	  rights	  movement.	  

	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  

	  

	  

Early	  March,	  1968	  

Marchers	  are	  arrested	  in	  the	  streets.	   Prominent	  
figures	  are	  thrown	  in	  jail	  for	  peaceful	  protest.	  

	  

	  

	  

March	  18,	  1968	  

Dr.	  Martin	  Luther	  King	  Jr.	  arrives	  in	  Memphis	  and	  gives	  his	  support	  to	  the	  strike.	  17,000	  
Memphians	  show	  up	  in	  support.	  

	  

I	  AM	  A	  MAN	  slogan	  becomes	  the	  rallying	  cry	  for	  the	  strike.	  Men	  wear	  signs	  as	  they	  march.	  

	  

March	  28,	  1968	  

	   Walk	  lead	  by	  Dr.	  King	  turns	  violent.	  16	  year-‐old	  Larry	  Payne	  is	  shot	  to	  death	  during	  the	  violence.	  
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March	  29,	  1968	  

The	  National	  Guard	  is	  called	  in	  with	  heavy	  artillery	  to	  restore	  
order.	  

	  

	  	  	  	  	  

	  

April	  3,	  1968	  

	   King	  gives	  his	  “Mountain	  Speech”	  as	  they	  prepare	  for	  their	  march	  the	  next	  day.	  

April	  4,	  1968	  

	   Dr.	  Martin	  Luther	  King	  Jr.	  is	  assassinated	  at	  the	  Lorraine	  Motel.	  

	  

April	  16,	  1968	  	  

The	  strike	  is	  settled.	  The	  city	  recognizes	  the	  union	  and	  gives	  a	  raise	  of	  
10	  cents	  an	  hour.	  
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“I	  Am	  a	  Man”:	  Video	  Activity	  

Directions:	  As	  you	  watch	  the	  film,	  complete	  the	  answers	  to	  the	  questions.	  	  

1. What	  job	  does	  Mr.	  Nickleberry	  have?	  

2. What	  city	  does	  he	  work	  and	  live	  in?	  

3. How	  long	  has	  he	  been	  working?	  

4. What	  are	  two	  of	  the	  activities	  Mr.	  Nickleberry	  does	  to	  get	  exercise	  in	  the	  mornings?	  

5. What	  significant	  events	  were	  happening	  in	  1968?	  

6. Why	  couldn’t	  Mr.	  Nickleberry	  ride	  the	  bus?	  

7. How	  much	  did	  they	  get	  paid	  for	  9	  hours	  of	  work?	  

8. How	  did	  two	  sanitation	  workers	  die	  on	  the	  job?	  

9. What	  benefits	  did	  these	  workers	  have?	  

10. The	  strike	  was	  an	  “effort	  to	  be	  recognized”.	  What	  was	  their	  main	  statement?	  (HINT:	  it	  is	  the	  title	  
of	  this	  film).	  
	  
	  

11. On	  what	  day	  and	  month	  was	  Dr.	  Martin	  Luther	  King	  Jr.	  assassinated?	  

12. Dr.	  Caldwell	  says,	  “The	  real	  tragedy	  around	  1968	  was	  not	  that	  it	  occurred,	  it	  was	  the	  fact	  that	  we	  
_____________	  it.”	  
	  
	  

13. Mr.	  Nickleberry	  says	  that	  he	  helped	  his	  father	  do	  odd	  jobs	  to	  make	  extra	  money.	  What	  were	  
some	  of	  these	  jobs?	  
	  

14. What	  were	  some	  of	  the	  character	  attributes	  that	  the	  student’s	  from	  The	  Soulsville	  Charter	  

School	  explore?	  

15. Mr.	  Nickleberry	  says	  that	  it	  is	  important	  for	  young	  people	  to	  know	  about	  ____________.	  

16. According	  to	  Mr.	  Nickleberry,	  why	  do	  we	  need	  courage?	  

17. BONUS:	  What	  is	  significant	  about	  the	  Lorraine	  Motel	  that	  is	  pictured	  at	  the	  end	  of	  the	  

documentary?	  



	  

“I	  Am	  a	  Man”:	  Video	  Activity	  
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Across 
2. first name of Mr. Nickleberry 
4. character trait: setting high goals for 

yourself 
6. the department that Mr. Nickleberry works 

for 
8. name of motel where Dr. Martin Luther 

King Jr. was assassinated 
11
. profession of Mr. Goldstein 

12
. I am a ________ 

14
. character trait: not giving up easily 

15
. civil __________ 

 

Down 
1. the national association for the 

advancement of colored people 
3. speech given by MLK Jr. the day before 

the workers marched 
5. One of the exercises Mr. Nickleberrry 

does in the morning 
7. City where the strike takes place 
9. character trait: having faith in those 

around you 
10
. character trait: not being afraid 

13
. 

the strike began in nineteen sixty-
________  



	  

	  

	  




