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One of the best things about teaching history to high schools students is exposing them to the world beyond their experiences. Even with today’s technology, many American students do not live in a world that goes much beyond their hometown or home state. The topic of immigration allows these students to imagine what lies beyond their boundaries and experiences, giving glimpses into lives that most likely differ greatly from their own. For students who are immigrants themselves, they may recognize pieces of their own story in another’s and feel connected in a larger way. The topic of the “Lost Boys” of Sudan is a good one for broadening high school students’ horizons because it offers them a look into a culture that contrasts sharply to their own and an introduction to young people who are similar in age, though not in experience.

Many of our students today respond well to visual images. They give the students a concrete starting point, from which they can start to build their understanding of the topic being addressed. Since not many of my students have experience in Africa, I chose to create a PowerPoint presentation that takes the students on a photographic journey through the experiences of the “Lost Boys” as they bounced around the war-torn regions of Eastern Africa. For many of the slides, I paired up the photographs that I found on the internet with quotations from one of three sources. I wanted the students to better understand the experiences of these young people before they set foot in America, which presented a different set of challenges. 

The first set of images I chose was to set the stage for the students. The map on the first information slide is a map that shows Sudan situated in its context in Africa. This is to access prior knowledge of what the students know about that region of Africa already. The second slide depicts an anonymous Sudanese village. I chose this for two reasons. One is to get the students thinking about what life in that village is like. How is it different from their town? What would life be like for its inhabitants? The second is because many of the stories of the Sudanese refugees start when their villages were attacked by militant forces, prompting the need to flee their homes. The village photo is a good place to depart from on the journey. The map on the next slide highlights the path of many of the refugees from southern Sudan to Ethiopia, then back through Sudan to Kenya when Ethiopia erupted in civil war (Kriner). To give the students perspective on how long the young people’s journey was, I added the next slide. It puts the miles the “Lost Boys” walked into a context: it is similar to walking from Boston to either Iowa City or Orlando. I wanted to give the students a concrete sense of how much these young people walked, instead of rattling off distances that might be hard for students to picture in their heads. This group of images was to set the stage for the students, allowing them to begin to contemplate the arduous journey that these children were faced with at very young ages.


The next set of images focuses on the dangers confronting the young refugees as they were chased from Ethiopia to the Kakuma Refugee Camp in Kenya. This is the point where I started including quotations from the source texts as well. The words are powerful, and hopefully will resonate with the students as they view the images. The first is a photograph of an African crocodile, which was one of the causes of deaths for the young people as they crossed the river Gilo (Kriner). The second is of an African lion, again a very real danger for the refugees (Lorch). The only experience I and most of my students will have had with these animals is by viewing them in the zoo or through images on television, movies or the internet. Imagining seeing one in the wild should emphasize the perilous nature of the trek for my students. The last photograph in this group shows the geography of the land the young people crossed. I paired this with a quotation about the condition that the refugees arrived in at the camp to give a sense of the toll the journey took on the kids.   

The next four slides contain photographs and quotations about the Kakuma Refugee Camp. This camp holds thousands of refugees from different nations in Africa and many of the young people spent nearly a decade here (Kriner). The first photograph is of the U.N. World Food Program sign which may be a good discussion point for the U.N.’s involvement in the refugee crisis in Africa. The second shows the camp from a little distance away to give the students a sense of approaching the camp. The next photograph shows the Sudanese part of the camp. The ramshackle building and tangled brush around the structure should provoke a response from students, especially when thinking about living there for years. The next image shows the business section of the camp. This photograph is paired with a quotation about having to sell food rations to get other necessities, demonstrating the hard choices these young refugees continued to face (Lorch). The next slide has a photograph of an African scorpion with a quotation to remind the students that the dangers were not only outside of the camp. (Plus, both of the articles the students will be assigned for homework mention that the refugees continued to check for scorpions in their shoes, even after they had lived in America for a while.) These slides are intended to give my students a brief overview of what life was like for the young people before they came to America.

The next two slides contain images and quotations reflecting the refugees’ determination to get an education. The first photograph is a little difficult to see clearly, but it shows backless benches made of logs with a rudimentary blackboard at the front of a schoolroom. Included with this image is a slogan that many of the young orphans believed in: “An education is my only mother and father” (Alliance for the Lost Boys of Sudan). The next image is a recent one taken in Kakuma which I included because it embodies the belief of many of the “Lost Boys” that the way to help Sudan is to get an education and go back to help solve the problems (Kriner). I included the school slides because school is something that our students often take for granted. By emphasizing how desperately the young Sudanese wanted an education, I hope to give the students a better appreciation of their own access to education, whether they choose to maximize its benefits or not.

The last two images and quotations are transitions from the camp to America. The first is a map of America which may lead to a brief discussion of where the refugees got placed—more often than not, it was not in the “warm” places many desired (Lorch). The last slide of the image presentation describes one young man’s experience leaving the camp behind in Africa and arriving in Boston in February (Kriner). This will be the starting point for my students to start thinking about what the immigrant experience will be like for these young people, especially those who were resettled around Boston. The final slide of the presentation contain discussion questions, two designed for after the PowerPoint and two for students to respond to once they have completed the outside readings.

Giving students access to images depicting life in Africa for the “Lost Boys” will give them a better understanding of the Sudanese immigrant experience. If students read in an article that the young people had never used an alarm clock or microwave oven, they might not be able to believe it. But, if they have a better appreciation of what life was like for the young people before, they are more likely to be sympathetic to the enormous hurdles facing the immigrants upon arrival in America. This is one case where a picture is indeed worth a thousand words.
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