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Title

Everyone’s a freak

Author(s)
Emma Abbate

Abstract

This cross-curricular LS is designed to help students to understand the social and historical context of the
popular rising trend of Victorian ‘freak shows’ to comprehend attitudes towards race, gender and
disability behind the physical display of the so-called “human oddities”, people considered to look
different or unusual. Students gather knowledge about when, where, and how freak shows operated as
a form of public entertainment, and apply this understanding in their attitude towards diversity and
physical disability to become more empathetic.
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Bodies as Edutainment
15-16

2 hours to introduce students to the Victorian age context (society,
economy, culture)
5 hours and 30 minutes

Survey tool:
https://answergarden.ch

The Victorian mania for freaks:
https://www.historyextra.com/period/victorian/greatest-show-earth-freak-
shows-pt-barnum-tom-thumb/

“This is me” song :
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CjxugyZCfuw

Article 9 of the UN convention on rights of persons with disabilities :

il Co-financed by the Connecting Europe
B Facility of the European Union



https://answergarden.ch/
https://www.historyextra.com/period/victorian/greatest-show-earth-freak-shows-pt-barnum-tom-thumb/
https://www.historyextra.com/period/victorian/greatest-show-earth-freak-shows-pt-barnum-tom-thumb/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CjxugyZCfuw
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https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-
rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-9-accessibility.html

DVD “The Elephant Man” dir. David Lynch, Starring Anthony Hopkins and
John Hurt (1980)

https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/jpy3unnm
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/f9xuyg3r
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/fn5fbqwz
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/sdwthc2w
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/dyancmdt
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/uxkvwvnr
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/mm37dzc6
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/kr7gswr5
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/figq2ug?2
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/a2b4ggrc
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/b3uufhw4
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/yr2vsqvp
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/yae2ftby
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/dp4hebyy
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/tsgm7c2c
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/vy7endjw
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/mtwcdp4a
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/esujmr2c
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/08547/sgml eu php obj st000420
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200518/ark 12148 btvlb53019571v
https://www.europeana.eu/it/set/2030
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/dknwkamr
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/muek299j
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/hrcm3k88
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/g5yqusx4
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/p75tfwpb

Attribution CC BY. This license lets others distribute, remix, tweak, and build upon your work, even

commercially, as long as they credit you for the original creation. This is the most accommodating of

licenses offered. Recommended for maximum dissemination and use of licensed materials.

Integration into the curriculum

The theme of physical difference due to disability fits the new scenarios for Global Citizenship Education

(GCED) curriculum in upper-secondary courses, also as a tool of prevention for bullying.


https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-9-accessibility.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-9-accessibility.html
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/jpy3unnm
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/f9xuyg3r
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/fn5fbqwz
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/sdwthc2w
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/dyancmdt
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/uxkvwvnr
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/mm37dzc6
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/kr7gswr5
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/fjgq2ug2
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/a2b4ggrc
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/b3uufhw4
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/yr2vsqvp
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/yae2ftby
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/dp4hebyy
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/tsqm7c2c
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/vy7endjw
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/mtwcdp4a
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/esujmr2c
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/08547/sgml_eu_php_obj_st000420
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200518/ark__12148_btv1b53019571v
https://www.europeana.eu/it/set/2030
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/dknwkamr
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/muek299j
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/hrcm3k88
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/g5yqusx4
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/p75tfwpb
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The Victorian age (the period when the exhibitions of freaks, monstrosities or marvels of nature were at
the top of popularity) is part of the History and Literature syllabus issued by the Italian Ministry of
Education for High schools.

Aim of the lesson

By exploring the conditions and physical limitations that freak performers experienced, students will
develop a greater understanding of disable people and greater empathy for them, they will also become
aware of their own biases based on the appearance of diverse people.

Outcome of the lesson

Students, divided into groups and equipped with a map of the school building, explore the various areas
and identify if and how a disabled person can move around easily. The product of this real life activity
will be a report.

As final activity students stage a classroom debate that reflects on this quote: “No one is born ugly,
we're just born in a judgemental society.” Kim Namjoon

Trends

e Student-centered learning
e Project-based learning

21% century skills

e Learning and Innovation Skills: the tasks included in the scenario require students to solve
problems connected to real life;

¢ Investigation Skills and Media Literacy: students are asked to search web sources in order to
accomplish the given tasks.

Activities

Name of Procedure Time
activity

Brainstormin  Teacher shows two posters from Europeana advertising exhibition of live 10 minutes
g activity human curiosities
(https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/jpy3unnm
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/f9xuyg3r) in London
(second half of 19" century) to get students predicting the topic of the
lesson.

If students have digital devices, they gather their impressions on the
cartoons or words associated with them, using a collective brainstorming
App (https://answergarden.ch/). The responses from the whole class are
shared and used by the teacher to introduce the Victorian spectacles of



https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/jpy3unnm
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/f9xuyg3r
https://answergarden.ch/)
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“monstrous bodies”.

Discussion Students are given some pictures to look at: they depict various freak 20 minutes
task: Gallery performers. Put into pairs or groups, they discuss why the portrayed
of Freaks people were exhibited as part of a freak show and what their features

were seen as abnormal, freakish and deformed.

GALLERY OF FREAKS
Julianne Sleebus:
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/fn5fbqwz

Lady Madame Delait:
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/sdwthc2w

Daisy and Violet Hilton:
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/dyancmdt
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/uxkvwvnr

Stephan Bibrowsky:
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/mm37dzc6

Gruss Von Hede:
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/kr7gswr5

Ruby Westwood.:
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/figg2ug?2

Col-Chang and Gen-Tiny Mite:
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/a2b4ggrc

Miss Rosie:
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/b3uufhw4

Patrick O’ Brien:
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/yr2vsqvp

Chang and Heng:
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/yae2ftby

Online In the computer lab, students are asked to use a search engine to find 1 hour
research task  material on the freak performers’ lives, collecting as much information as
they can. Students share the gathered stories during a plenary session.


https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/fn5fbqwz
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/sdwthc2w
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/dyancmdt
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/uxkvwvnr
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/mm37dzc6
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/kr7gswr5
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/fjgq2ug2
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/a2b4ggrc
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/b3uufhw4
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/yr2vsqvp
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/yae2ftby
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Pre- watching activity:

Students are introduced to the true story of Joseph Merrick, a severely
deformed man in 19* century London, through two pictures from
Europeana: https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/dp4hebyy
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/tsgm7c2c .

They are asked to write a description of Merrick’s body using descriptive
language and explaining how they feel about Merrick’s appearance.

Also, the teacher presents the plot of the American drama film “Elephant
Man” directed by David Lynch.

Post watching activity: In groups students reflect on actors, director and
design choices evaluating the movie (a rubric can be provided for this
task such as the one included in the annexes).

Through the materials from Europeana, especially the handbill of one of
her performances, students are requested to reconstruct and narrate in
their own words the story of Krao Farini, an hirsute young girl exhibited
as the missing link between humanity and apes and proof of Charles
Darwin's evolutionary theory.

EUROPEANA SOURCES ON KRAO:
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/vy7endjw
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/mtwcdp4a
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/esujmr2c
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/08547/sgml eu php obj st000420
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200518/ark 12148 btvlb5301957
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Students watch the official lyric video of the song “This is me” soundtrack
of the movie “The greatest Showman”
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CjxugyZCfuw) on Barnum circus
oddities’ foundation, and reflect how the people from the video struggle
for acceptance.

The teacher assigns them a homework where they have to search in
Europeana all the documents about Barnum circus and use them to
illustrate a short report on it (see the gallery of resources here
https://www.europeana.eu/it/set/2030 ).

Teacher reads Article 9 of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities
(https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-
rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-9-accessibility.html) and invites
students to inspect the school building in order to verify the accessibility
of the rooms for people with disabilities. Students report the results of
inspections suggesting improvements.

European
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Transforming education in Europe

2 hours

30 minutes

homework

1 hour


https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/dp4hebyy
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/tsqm7c2c
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/vy7endjw
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/mtwcdp4a
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200579/esujmr2c
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/08547/sgml_eu_php_obj_st000420
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200518/ark__12148_btv1b53019571v
https://www.europeana.eu/it/item/9200518/ark__12148_btv1b53019571v
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CjxugyZCfuw
https://www.europeana.eu/it/set/2030
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-9-accessibility.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-9-accessibility.html
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Debate As final activity students stage a classroom debate that reflects on this 30 minutes

quote: “No one is born ugly, we're just born in a judgemental society.”
Kim Namjoon

Assessment

Process evaluation:

e Analysis of individual and co-operative working methods (autonomy, participation, sense of
responsibility, collaboration);

e understanding of the task;

e context sensitivity.

Student feedback

At the end of each lesson, students were invited to reflect on personal connections with the themes of
the Learning scenario answering to simple questions as the following ones:

e What did you learn from this lesson?
e What would you like to remember about the lesson
e What from this lesson would you like to share with a friend?

Teacher’s remarks

This Learning Scenario has encouraged students to address their assumptions about the controversial
issue of body perfection and opened the door to discuss multiple perspectives surrounding this issue.
Students connected and compared the vices of the Victorian world with those of modern society and
strengthened their ability to understand the diversity around them seeing it not as an anomaly to reject
but as a peculiarity to encompass.

About the Europeana DSI-4 project

Europeana is Europe’s digital platform for cultural heritage, providing free online access to over 53 million digitised items drawn
from Europe’s museums, archives, libraries and galleries. The Europeana DSI-4 project continues the work of the previous three
Europeana Digital Service Infrastructures (DSIs). It is the fourth iteration with a proven record of accomplishment in creating
access, interoperability, visibility and use of European cultural heritage in the five target markets outlined: European Citizens,
Education, Research, Creative Industries and Cultural Heritage Institutions.

European Schoolnet (EUN) is the network of 34 European Ministries of Education, based in Brussels. As a not-for-profit
organisation, EUN aims to bring innovation in teaching and learning to its key stakeholders: Ministries of Education, schools,
teachers, researchers, and industry partners. European Schoolnet’s task in the Europeana DSI-4 project is to continue and
expand the Europeana Education Community.



https://www.europeana.eu/portal/en
http://www.eun.org/home
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Annex

FILM EVALUATION GRID for the analysis of “Elephant man”

GENERAL DATA

- FILM TITLE

- DIRECTOR:

- COUNTRY OF PRODUCTION:

- YEAR OF PRODUCTION (period in which the film was made):
- YEAR OF SETTING:

- MAIN ACTORS:

GENRE

Indicate whether the film is a western, detective, thriller, musical, horror, adventure, science fiction, animation, fantasy,
comedy, drama, sentimental...

PLOT, SETTING, CHARACTERS

Write the summary of the PLOT:

- INDICATE WHETHER THE FACTS ARE NARRATED:

in chronological order

entirely in flashback

with alternating temporal dimension (present, flashback, anticipation of future events)
- Place and time of the story:

- In which period the story is set :

- Protagonist (physical, behavioural, socio-cultural, psychological characteristics):

- Other characters:

main:

secondary:

MESSAGE
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- Explain the message of the film:

LANGUAGE

- Analyse the cinematographic language (particular shots, camera movements, lighting effects, use of colour, rhythm of the
narrative):

PERSONAL OPINIONS

- Did you like the film?

LT oT=Tor= YU =TSRRI

[\ o T ¢ T=Tor- U YO P T UUPPOPPPNE

- Which episodes, in particular, did you like?



