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OVERVIEW In this lesson, students will examine the role of various forms of protest in a democracy. They will 

analyze the motivations and actions of those involved in a1997 arson in Eugene, Oregon. Then, they will evaluate 

the effectiveness of this form of protest. Finally, students will describe how they would voice opposition to a 

specific environmental event, policy or practice.. The video used in this lesson is the film If a Tree Falls: A Story 

of the Earth Liberation Front, which shows how a group of activists used arson as a form of protest against 

companies they believed were threatening the environment.  

OBJECTIVES By the end of this lesson, students will:  

 Cite and evaluate various forms of protest.  

 Discuss the role of protest in a democracy.  Analyze the motivations and actions of government/police and 

activists who were involved in a 1997 protest in Eugene, Oregon. 

  Determine whether property damage like arson is an acceptable form of protest. 

  Describe how they would voice opposition to a specific event, policy or practice relating to the environment 

MATERIALS 

  Internet access and equipment to show the class online video 

 Students will be provided with a list of relevant websites 

 FILM: 

 If a Tree Falls: A Story of the Earth Liberation Front (available online and in MDC databases) 

ESTIMATED TIME NEEDED 150 minutes of class time 

ACTIVITY 

 1. Invite the class to brainstorm a list of ways that people can protest anti-environmental policies or practices. As 

students contribute to the list, they should give an example of each form of protest from history, current events or 

personal experience  

Examples of forms of protest could include: 

  Letter writing  

 Protest march 

  Boycott  

 Attaching oneself physically to something  



 Picketing/demonstrating  Sit ins 

  Petitions  Attending and speaking up at governmental meetings 

  Art  Graffiti  

 Wearing an armband or pin or T-shirt with a protest message 

  Voting  

 Letter to the editor 

 Blog rant 

 Political rally 

  Hunger strike  

  Riot  Revolution  Suicide bombing 

  Refusing to pay taxes 

  Property damage; monkeywrenching   Strike/lockout  

 Lawsuit  

2. Once the class has brainstormed its list, ask students to suggest ways of sorting these forms of protest into subcategories 

(e.g., illegal and legal, violent and nonviolent, acceptable and unacceptable.) 

Discuss:  

 Would you refuse to participate in certain forms of protest? Why? 

  What role does protest play in a democracy? 

  Are any of these forms of protest unacceptable in a democracy? Explain.  

3. Tell the class members that they are going to watch and analyze a film about the Earth Liberation Front (ELF) and 

specifically concerning a protest that took place in Eugene, Oregon in 1997. Focus viewing by having students take notes on 

what was important to the activists and what was important to the government/police. Then, show film 

. 4. After watching the film, discuss: 

  What forms of protest did you observe in the clip? 

  What do you think was important to the activists during this protest? 

  What do you think was important to the government/police?  

 What did activists do to escalate the conflict? 

  What did government/police do to escalate the conflict?  

 How might these actions affect future protests by environmental activists?  

 What are some other ways that this situation could have been resolved? : 



  What kinds of companies did the ELF target? 

  If you owned a business, would it be acceptable for others to burn down your business because they did not like what it 

did? Explain. 

  Why did the ELF think that its crimes of arson were justified? 

  Do you believe that property damage such as arson is an acceptable form of protest? Why or why not?  Explain that 

eventually the perpetrators of these arsons were caught and faced life in prison for their crimes. Many received reduced 

prison sentences in exchange for providing information about friends who committed the crimes with them. 

ASSIGNMENT 

 Conclude the lesson by asking each student to write a reflection about an  environmental event, policy or practice that he or 

she finds objectionable, outline what he or she believes to be the best way to voice opposition to it and explain why that 

would be the most effective approach. 

 EXTENSIONS AND ADAPTATIONS  

1. Examine the definition of “terrorism.” Begin by having each student write a definition of terrorism. Ask students to share 

their definitions with partners, and then invite a few pairs to share their definitions with the class. Discuss the similarities and 

differences among the definitions. Then, tell students that the arsons committed by members of the ELF were considered 

acts of terrorism by the U.S. government. Not everyone agrees, however, that such a label fits the crimes. Organize teams 

and have them research and debate the question “Were the ELF arsons acts of terrorism?”  

2. Evaluate methods for bringing about social change. In the film If a Tree Falls: A Story of the Earth Liberation Front, 

former ELF arsonist Daniel McGowan says, “I think people have a very Pollyanna viewpoint about social change. No real 

social change is happening without pressure, without force, without, some would say, intimidating governments and 

corporations into changing their behavior.” 

 

This lesson addresses numbers 2, 12, 13, 14, 19, and 20 of the GSELS Course Criteria 

This lesson plan is adapted from one written by Cari Ladd, M.Ed., posted on the PBS website 


