
SOURCING 
By examining letters, petitions, excerpts 
of a memoir, and/or newspaper articles, 
students think about the various perspec-
tives in and the purposes of documents. 
Instead of asking whether Fricke is  
biased, this lesson plan challenges 
students to think about how being gay in 
the early 1980s influenced his decisions.

CONTEXTUALIZATION
Through engagement with “Prom  
Night” and relating that background 
information to the lesson’s primary 
sources, students will understand the 
circumstances under which the lesson’s 
documents were created. Students, for 
example, should be able to understand 
how public schools served as contentious 
sites for sexual liberation, particularly in 
the 1970s and 1980s.

CORROBORATION
By comparing and contrasting  
documents about whether Fricke 
should be allowed to bring a male date 
to prom, students will understand how 
the authors’ perspectives shaped their 
interpretation of events. Corroboration 
in this lesson involves comparing and 
contrasting sources with similar as well 
as different interpretations of Fricke’s 
social and legal struggle for equality.

CLOSE READING
Through the examination of word 
choice, students will focus on how  
particular language indicates an  
author’s perspective. Fricke’s battle for 
equal treatment included innuendo, 
coded language, and threats. By drawing 
attention to this language, students will 
comprehend how discussions of  
same-sex desires have changed from  
the early 1980s to today.

Over the course of two days, students will work on their historical and critical  
thinking skills. This lesson plan specifically focuses on building the following skills:

Prom Night
TWO-DAY LESSON PLAN:

In 1980, gays and lesbians in the U.S. had no legal right to attend high school prom 
with same-sex dates. Then Aaron Fricke sued his high school and everything changed.  
In this two-day lesson plan, students listen to parts of “Prom Night,” the first episode 
of Sexing History, and read and analyze a number of primary sources that illuminate 
Fricke’s fight for equal rights.

1. How did Fricke’s activism challenge the sexual and gendered 
norms of the late 1970s and early 1980s?

2. What role did Cumberland High School, the U.S. District 
Court, and other institutions play in restricting and/or serving 

as sites of liberation for Fricke?

Students will be able to answer the following questions, which are modified from the   
curriculum’s essential questions, by the end of the second day:

Summary
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DAY ONE: BEFORE PROM

The first day of the lesson provides the necessary context to understand Fricke’s  
lived experience. The first half of “Prom Night” offers the necessary background 
information needed to engage with the lesson’s primary sources.

1.	Introduce students to the SEXING		
HISTORY	PODCAST	and inform the class 
that they’re going to be learning about 
the fight for gay students to attend the 
prom together. 

2.	Hand out the SEXING	HISTORY		
TRANSCRIPT and/or show the  
transcript on a Smart Board or  
projection screen. Have students follow 
along as they listen to “Prom Night.” If 
projecting the transcript, the teacher will 
need to scroll through the text so that 
students can follow along. 

3.	Start “Prom Night” at 0:00 on Sound-
Cloud or 3:30 on iTunes. Play until 17:08	
on SoundCloud or 20:42 on iTunes. 

4.	Spend 5-7 minutes discussing the 
background information in “Prom 
Night.” Sample questions, which you 
might write down either on the  
whiteboard/blackboard or provide via a 
handout, include but are not limited to: 
  

•    What was it like to grow up gay in  
the 1960s and 1970s?  
•   Who were some key individuals  
and groups who advocated for the  
rights of gay students? What kinds of 
political advocacy work was necessary  
to challenge the status quo?  
•    How was “coming out” an  
important personal and political  
moment for lesbians and gay men?  
List some of the benefits and threats 
lesbians and gay men faced when they 
came out in the 1970s. 
 

•   What political changes occurred in  
the late 1970s that placed schools at  
the center of the struggle for  
gay rights? 
 

•    How has prom served as a heterosexual 
institution? In what ways does prom 
resemble a coming-of-age ritual? 
 
 
 

Intro

Procedures

Sexing History “Prom Night”  
0:00	–	17:08	ON	SOUNDCLOUD	
3:30	–	20:42	ON	ITUNES 

Sexing History “Prom Night” Transcript

SOURCE	#1: Richard B. Lynch, Letter to 
Aaron W. Fricke, April 17, 1980

SOURCE	#2: Cumberland High School 
Student Government Petition, n.d.

Sources
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5.	Transition to the PRIMARY	SOURCE		
ACTIVITY.	Either have students work in 
pairs or split the class into two . Give half 
of the students	SOURCE	#1: Richard B. 
Lynch, Letter to Aaron W. Fricke, April 
17, 1980 and the other students SOURCE	
#2:	Cumberland High School Student 
Government Petition, n.d.  
 
Have students read these sources, asking 
them to start answering the lesson plan’s 
second essential question:  
 
What role did Cumberland High School, 
the U.S. District Court, and other insti-
tutions play in restricting and/or serving 
as sites of liberation for Fricke?  
 
Depending on your students, you might 
want to spend one or two minutes  
discussing what could be meant by  
“site of liberation.” 

6.	Have students compare and contrast 
their documents. If working in pairs, 
students should point out to each other 
the different perspectives of the principal 
and the student government.  
 

You might also consider a modified  
jigsaw method, where each group can  
read SOURCE	1 or SOURCE	2. Then, after 
they’re done, you’d create new groupings 
so that they can share what they read and 
work on the historical thinking skill  
of corroboration.  
 
No matter the teaching method chosen, 
students should note where the historic 
stakeholders expressed the same concerns 
as well as where they differed. Draw 
particular attention to how both of these 
sources use innuendo, coded language, 
and threats. 

7.	Conclude the lesson by checking for 
understanding (i.e., whole group discus-
sion, listening to pairs talk about their 
respective documents and guiding the 
discussion when necessary). Tell students 
that they will learn about Fricke’s  
perspective the next day.       

END OF DAY 1

DAY ONE: BEFORE PROM

Students can read SOURCE	#4: Denise Perreault, “The Mood in Cumberland,” 	
Pawtucket Times (Rhode Island), May 14, 1980.  
 
Once again, students should think about perspective while they read this newspaper 
commentary. Perspective should include not only the students quoted in the article 
but also the way the reporter frames the controversy over Fricke bringing a same-sex 
date to the prom.

Extension Activity or Homework

Procedures cont.

3



DAY TWO: AARON’S PROM

The second day of the lesson focuses on Fricke’s social and political battle to bring a 
same-sex date to the prom. 

1.	Cue “Prom Night” to 17:10 on Sound-
Cloud or 20:45	on iTunes, have students 
take out the PODCAST	TRANSCRIPT, and/or 
project the transcript on a Smart Board, 
whiteboard, etc.  
 
Remind students that they’ll be  
examining Aaron Fricke’s efforts to bring 
a same-sex date to the prom, although 
this time they’ll be reading about the 
ordeal from Fricke’s point-of-view. 

2.	Play “Prom Night” to 22:34 on  
SoundCloud or 26:08	on iTunes. 

3.	Spend 5-7 minutes discussing the 
events leading up to the Cumberland 
High School prom. Sample questions 
could include the following: 
 
•   How did the lawyers for the school 
district try to use understandings of  
traditional gender roles in the court  
case? (It might be useful to either define 
or have students brainstorm what  
“traditional gender roles” refer to.) Why 
was this important for their argument? 
 
•   What was Judge Raymond Pettine’s  
reasoning for ruling in Fricke’s favor? 
Was there anything in the reading about 
this particular judge that might have  
convinced him to rule in Fricke’s favor?

4.	Transition to PRIMARY	SOURCE		
ACTIVITY. Every student will read SOURCE	
#3:	Aaron Fricke, “One Life, One Prom,” 
May 1981. (This is an excerpt from 
Fricke’s Reflections of a Rock Lobster.) 
Students can read individually, in pairs, 
or in small groups. 
 
5.	Before reading Fricke’s account, 
remind students to think about the 
author’s perspective, particularly on 
issues not covered in “Prom Night.” In 
addition, post the following questions 
on the board, letting students know that 
they should be reading Fricke’s piece 
with these questions in mind: 
 
•   Would you consider Fricke to be an 
activist? Why or why not? 
 
•   What sexual and gender norms of the 
late 1970s and early 1980s does Fricke 
identify in “One Life, One Prom”? 
 
•   How did Fricke’s activism challenge 
the sexual and gendered norms of the 
late 1970s and early 1980s? 
 
•    What role did Cumberland High 
School, the U.S. District Court, and  
other institutions play in restricting 
and/or serving as sites of liberation 
for Fricke?

Intro

Procedures

Sexing History “Prom Night”  
17:10	–	22:34	ON	SOUNDCLOUD	
20:45	–	26:08	ON	ITUNES	

Sexing History “Prom Night”  
25:07	–	26:37	ON	SOUNDCLOUD	
28:43	–	30:12	ON	ITUNES

Sexing History “Prom Night”  
Transcript

	SOURCE	#3:	Aaron Fricke, “One Life, 
One Prom,” Christopher Street,  
May 1981.	
	

Sources
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6.	Check for student understanding 
while they’re reading “One Life, One 
Prom” and as they discuss the lesson’s 
essential questions. 

7.	Conclude class by telling students  
that proms remain sites of social and 
political contestation. Play “Prom Night” 
from 25:07	–	26:37 on SoundCloud or 
28:43	–	30:12 on iTunes.  

END OF DAY 2

There are several ways to modify this 
two-day lesson plan if you can only  
devote 45- or 60-minutes to Fricke’s 
story. One option is to listen to “Prom 
Night” from 0:00	–	17:08	on Sound-
Cloud or 3:30	–	20:42 on iTunes and  
then transition to Day #2’s PRIMARY	
SOURCE	ACTIVITY.

Suggested Modification for a 
One-Day Lesson

Procedures cont.

CREATIVE
Have students design a poster that they would’ve hung up in the school advocating 
for Fricke’s right to bring a same-sex date to prom. On their posters, students should 
reference “Prom Night” and the primary sources they engaged with.

WRITING-FOCUSED
For homework (or if you want to extend the lesson to a third day), have students write 
(at least) one paragraph answering the lesson plan’s two essential questions. Assist 
students as they incorporate primary sources into their responses.

RESEARCH-BASED
Ask students to conduct internet/newspaper research to find contemporary examples 
of prom being a site where students challenge sexual and gendered norms.

Suggestions for Assessment
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DAY TWO: AARON’S PROM



SOURCE #1: RICHARD B. LYNCH, LETTER TO  
AARON W. FRICKE, APRIL 17, 1980
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SOURCE #1: RICHARD B. LYNCH, LETTER TO  
AARON W. FRICKE, APRIL 17, 1980
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SOURCE #2: CUMBERLAND HIGH SCHOOL STUDENT  
GOVERNMENT PETITION, N.D.
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SOURCE #3: AARON FRICKE, “ONE LIFE, ONE PROM,”   
CHRISTOPHER STREET, MAY 1981.
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SOURCE #3: AARON FRICKE, “ONE LIFE, ONE PROM,”   
CHRISTOPHER STREET, MAY 1981.
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SOURCE #3: AARON FRICKE, “ONE LIFE, ONE PROM,”   
CHRISTOPHER STREET, MAY 1981.
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SOURCE #3: AARON FRICKE, “ONE LIFE, ONE PROM,”   
CHRISTOPHER STREET, MAY 1981.
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SOURCE #3: AARON FRICKE, “ONE LIFE, ONE PROM,”   
CHRISTOPHER STREET, MAY 1981.



SOURCE #4: DENISE PERREAULT, “THE MOOD IN CUMBERLAND,”   
PAWTUCKET TIMES (RHODE ISLAND), MAY 14, 1980. 
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