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Change starts with one voice...yours
DVD Discussion  
and Activities 

The educational DVD features 
scenes from the Paramount 
Pictures’ motion picture 
Freedom Writers, along with 
commentary for discussing 

the concept of change with your students. 
The DVD is divided into two parts, with a “Pause for 
Discussion” cue between segments. 

Part I:  
Story Synopsis of Freedom Writers
This segment introduces the setting — Long Beach, 
California in the 1990s — and the ethnic and racial 
tensions that affect daily life in the classrooms of  
Wilson High School. We meet Erin Gruwell, an  
idealistic young teacher, and her angry and disaffected 
students. Through the course of this segment, Gruwell 
helps her students discover that they have choices and 
can be empowered to make changes — in their own 
lives and in their world. 

Before Viewing: 
• Display the poster that comes with the teaching kit. 

Discuss the program title — “Change Starts with 
One Voice … yours” — what it means to students, 
and the kind of change it represents. 

• Check for what students know about the movie 
Freedom Writers, either from seeing it in a theater or 
hearing about it. Point out that the film is based on 
real people and events. 

Activity Options
Activity Sheets 1 and 2 are designed to be used flex-
ibly before, during, or after viewing. To use them as 
previewing warm-ups:
• Get students thinking about the concept of  

“change,” with Activity Sheet 1, “Degrees of 
Change” (page 4; teaching notes on page 1).  

Assign the page, or use it to prompt discussion 
about types and degrees of change.

• Assign Activity Sheet 2, “Changing Your Tune”  
(page 5; teaching notes on page 1) as homework. 
Students can present and discuss their song  
choices after viewing the first part of the DVD. 

After Viewing Part I: 
Here are questions for discussion:
• Before the students meet teacher Erin Gruwell, 

what are their lives like? Students should recog-
nize that many are struggling with violence and have 
lost many friends. 

• Can you understand these students and how they 
felt? Why or why not? Students should support their 
views with examples from the DVD. 

• Do you think the students wanted to change 
before they met Ms. Gruwell? Why or why not? 
Students should support their views with examples 
from the DVD. 

• How do the students change — and how do  
you know they change? Possible answers: They 
become more tolerant of others; one student throws 
away his gun; the students set important goals  
for themselves and identity ways they want their 
lives to change. 

• Think about the keys to change that Erin Gruwell’s 
students discovered: 

– Find Your Inner Voice.
– Make a Toast for Change.
– Do What’s Right Because It’s Right.
– Recognize that Change Is Possible.
– Recognize that Change Never Stops. 

• How do you think each one helped the students to 
change? Guide students to examine each strategy.  

Find your inner voice — the students used writing 
as a way to express their feelings and understand 
who they were, what their lives were like, and how 
they wanted their lives to be different. 
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Make a toast for change — they set goals and 
made public vows of how they would change.  
Do what’s right because it’s right — they were 
motivated to make better choices through positive 
role models.   
Change is possible — they made a critical shift  
in attitude and believed they could change.   
Change never stops — they recognized that 
change is ongoing and that each person is a work 
in progress.  

• If you want to make a change, how do 
you begin? Guide students to focus on 
strategies like “find your inner voice” 
and recognize that “change is possible.” 
Talk about how journal writing can help 
students sort out their thoughts and 
feelings and lend power and commit-
ment to a goal that involves change.

Follow-up Activities: 
• Play a version of the Line Game, focusing on  

questions that will help your students to understand 
their classmates. Have students write about their 
impressions from the game, such as something they 
learned about classmates. 

• If you assigned “Changing Your Tune” before view-
ing, have students meet in groups to present and 
share their theme songs for change. 

• Distribute Activity Sheet 3, “Stay True to You . . . 
and Don’t Change That!” (page 6; teaching notes on 
page 2). Use this reflection activity to expand the 
conversation to include what not to change.  

Part II:  
Inspiration for Change
This segment presents lessons that inspired the Free-
dom Writers. These include learning about the Free-
dom Riders during the Civil Rights Movement (from 
whom students took the name “Freedom Writers” for 
the diary they published) and the visit with Miep Gies, 
who helped Anne Frank and her family during World 
War II. The DVD wraps up with the diary excerpts that 
are featured on the Activity Sheets. 

After Viewing Part II:
• Who were the Freedom Riders? Why were they  

inspiring to Erin Gruwell’s students? Students 
should recognize that the Freedom Riders were fight-
ing injustice and prejudice and working to change 
society by ending segregation. The Freedom Writers 
want to change their own futures for the better, but 
they also want to change the racially divided world in 
which they live. 

• Miep Gies tells the students that they are “heroes 
every day.” What is heroic about them? 
Use these questions to focus on the act 
of changing and how difficult it can be to 
change, especially turnarounds in attitude 
and optimism like the Freedom Writers. 
• Who or what is an inspiration for 
change to you? Invite students to share 
people and anecdotes, or use this question 

to lead directly to the follow-up activities.

Follow-up Activities:
• Assign Activity Sheets 4 and 5, or let students 

choose one to complete. Activity 4, “The Image of 
Change” (page 7; teaching notes on page 2) focuses 
on a visual image of change. Activity 5, “Voices of 
Change” (page 8; teaching notes on page 2)  
explores historic and literary figures who  
represent change.  

• Distribute Activity Sheet 6, “Inspired to Change” 
(page 9; teaching notes on page 3) for writing or 
discussion. It features quotes and questions  
about change. 

• Students’ responses to the quotes can lay the 
groundwork for holding a class “Toast for Change.” 
See the ideas based on Gruwell’s toast on page 3. 

• Encourage interested students to read The Freedom 
Writers Diary (available in paperback from  
Broadway Books). 

• Invite students to enter the Freedom Writers  
“Inspiration to Change ” essay content. For details, 
see the flyer enclosed in the teaching kit.
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