
ESSENTIAL QUESTION

How might Beyonce’s song “I Was Here” inspire 
people to serve their community and make a 
positive impact on the world?

OVERVIEW

In August 2012, Beyoncé released the song 
“I Was Here” and an accompanying video 
in support of the United Nations’ “World 
Humanitarian Day.” The event aims to celebrate 
the thousands of people who perform “heroic” 
acts around the world each year. UN Secretary-
General Antonio Guterres describes the annual observance as an opportunity to “ shine a 
spotlight on the millions of civilians around the world whose lives have been caught up in 
confl ict… [As well as] the brave health and aid workers who are targeted or obstructed as they 
set out to help people in need.”

Guterres casts a wide net--the “heroes” honored by World Humanitarian Day are many. Indeed, 
the goal of World Humanitarian Day is to encourage people to think beyond offi cial titles of 
service and empower everyone to be a hero. The theme of the event, which is displayed in a 
slide during the opening seconds of the “I Was Here” video, encourages all to embrace the 
nearly limitless possibilities of selfl essness and service:

One day, one message, one goal.
To inspire people all over the world to do something good,
no matter how big or how small, for someone else.

Beyonce’s offi cial World Humanitarian Day Performance Video is set in front of an audience at 
the United Nations General Assembly hall, and the singer performs in the midst of a stunning 
multimedia array of images of people in confl ict. The viewer sees the elongated shadow of the 
pop star cast across vignettes of desperate people queuing for water at a relief truck, starving 
children receiving a mouthful of non-descript vittles, and aid workers in war-torn areas holding 
children that cannot be their own whilst fi ghting back tears. Meanwhile, Beyoncé sings composer 
Diane Warren’s lyrics:
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“I just want them to know
That I gave my all, did my best
Brought someone some happiness
Left this world a little better just because, I was here”

Though indirect, “I Was Here” is intended to inspire action, to encourage millions of Beyoncé 
fans to become everyday “heroes” who ask, “what good can I do for someone else, no 
matter how big or small? How can I make the world a better place?”

In this lesson, students will learn a basic history of the United Nations, consider what might 
make a “hero,” and explore how Beyonce’s, “I Was Here” and the United Nations World 
Humanitarian Day might inspire individuals to heroic acts.

Upon completion of this lesson, students will:

1. KNOW (KNOWLEDGE):

•  What the United Nations is

•  About United Nations World Humanitarian Day

•  The defi nition of “hero” as well as various 
concepts of what makes a person “heroic”

•  How Beyonce’s song “I Was Here” was used in 
collaboration with World Humanitarian Day

•  How music can be used to convey a positive 
message

OBJECTIVES

2. MASTERY OBJECTIVE:

•  Students will be able to discuss the defi nition
 of “hero” and consider how Beyoncé’s “I
 Was Here” might act as a call to action
 hrough analysis of its lyrics and video.

ACTIV IT IES

MOTIVATIONAL ACTIVITY: 

Though indirect, “I Was Here” is intended to inspire action, to encourage millions of Beyoncé 
fans to become everyday “heroes” who ask, “what good can I do for someone else, no matter 
how big or small? How can I make the world a better place?”

1. Ask Students:

•  Thinking of the various answers we just heard, how might you defi ne the word“hero”? What do you think   
 might make a person a hero? ( Share with students this defi nition of “hero,”: a person who is admired
 or idealized for courage, outstanding achievements, or noble qualities.)
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PROCEDURE:

1. Tell students that you will return to the 
subject of “heroes” shortly, then show 
Slide 1 and ask:

 

  •  Do you know what this building is? Do you know 
where it is? (Encourage students to recognize 
that this is the United Nations Headquarters in 
New York, NY.)

 •  Why do you think there are so many fl ags in 
front of the UN? Who does the United Nations 
represent? (Encourage students to consider that 
the UN represents 193 member states.)

•  What do you think the mission of the United 
Nations might be? Why might these 193 
countries choose to participate? (Encourage 
students to consider that the UN was formed in 
1945 after two World Wars in an effort to prevent 
further catastrophic wars. It also works to protect 
human rights and deliver humanitarian aid where 
needed.)

2. Inform students that each August the 
UN hosts “World Humanitarian Day.” 
Show students Slide 2, UN Secretary 
General Antonio Guterres explanation
of the day, read it out loud as a class,
and ask:

 •  Who in Guterres’ statement do you think might 
be a “hero”? Why? What are they doing that 
might be considered “heroic”?

“Every year on World Humanitarian Day, we shine 
a spotlight on the millions of civilians around the 
world whose lives have been caught in confl ict. 
on this day we also take a moment to honor the 
brave health and aid workers who are targeted or 
obstructed as they set out to help people in need, 
and pay tribute to the government employees, 
members of civil society and represenatives of 
international organizations and agencies who 
risk their lives to provide humanitarian aid and 
protection.” 

 — UN Secretary-General, Antonio Gueterres

3. Show   Slide   3,   the   2012   World   
Humanitarian   Day   Theme, 
 and   ask:

•  Considering   this   theme,   who   do   you   think   has   
the   capacity   to   be   a   “hero”? 

Wold Humanitarian Day Theme, 2012
One day, one message, one goal. To Inspire   
people all over the world to do something good, 
no matter how big or how small, for someone 
else. 

4. Play   Clip   1,    “Beyoncé   performs   ‘I   
Was   Here’   for   United   Nations   World   
Humanitarian Day,”    Encourage   students   
to   pay   close   attention   to   both   the   song   
lyrics   and   the   images they   see   in   the   
video.   Then,   ask   students:

•  In   what   ways   do   you   think   “I   Was   Here”   is   or   
isn’t   aligned   with   the   2012   World Humanitarian   
Day   theme?

•  How   were   you   impacted   by   the   setting   of   this   
performance?   How   was   it   different from   where   
you   might   expect   Beyoncé   to   perform?

   •  How   were   you   impacted   by   the   images   shown   
throughout   this   performance?Would   you   
have   interpreted   the   song   differently   if   it   was   
presented   with different   imagery?

•  Do   you   think   the   imagery   suits   the   lyrics   of   the   
song?   Why   or   why   not?
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  •  How   might   “I   Was   Here”   send   a   message   
about   service   to   viewers?   What   kind   of “big”   or   

“small”   acts   of   “something   good”   might   one   do?    
(Encourage   students   to think   not   only   of   large   
scale   humanitarian   acts,   but   little   ways   they   can   
be   “good” on   a   daily   basis   be  
it   kindnesses,   charity,   helping   friends   and   family,   
etc.)

5. Divide   your   students   into   small   groups   
for   the    Gallery   Walk   -   People   as   Heroes    
activity. Distribute   one   copy   of 
  Handout   1:    People   as   Heroes    -   Gallery   
Walk   Discussions Questions    to   each   group.   
Have   each   group   name   a   “scribe”   who   will   
record   their answers   as   they   complete   the   
activity.   Once   the   groups   have   completed   
the   activity, discuss   their   answers   as   a   
class.

GALLERY WALK PHOTOS

 

SUMMARY ACTIVITY:

 Ask Students:

 •  Has   your   defi nition   of   a   “hero”   changed   following   
today’s   discussions?   How   can someone   be   a   

“hero”?

 •  In   what   ways   do   you   think   you   might   be   able   to   
be   “heroic”?
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STANDARDS

NATIONAL CORE ARTS STANDARDS

Responding

Anchor Standard #7: Perceive and analyze artistic work.

Anchor Standard #8: Interpret intent and meaning in artistic work.

Anchor Standard #9: Apply criteria to evaluate artistic work.

Connecting

Anchor Standard #11: Relate artistic ideas and works with societal, cultural and historical

context to deepen understanding.

COMMON CORE STANDARDS

College and Career Readiness Reading Anchor Standards for Grades 6-12 for Literature and 
Informational Text

Reading 4: Interpret words and phrases as they are used in a text, including determining 
technical, connotative, and fi gurative. meanings, and analyze how specifi c word choices 
shape meaning or tone.

Reading 6: Assess how point of view or purpose shapes the content and style of a text.

EXTENSION ACTIVITY

1. Play Videos 1-4 ( Video 1, Gene Vincent, “I Got a Baby on Seventeen,” Video 2, The 
Beach Boys, “Surfin’ U.S.A.,” Video 3, Peaches and Herb, “Shake Your Groove Thing,” 
and Video 4, “Don’t Knock the Rock.”) ( Note: teachers may choose to play all or some 
of the videos, or substitute other music videos that features partying and dancing).

2. Short   Essay   /   Action   Planning:   “ A   Day   On,   Not   a   Day   Off!”    -   Dr.   Martin   Luther   King,   
Jr. In   1994,   The   United   States   Congress   passed   legislation   augmenting   the   Dr.   Martin   
Luther   King, Jr.   Holiday   as   a   “National   Day   of   Service,”   or,   as   proclaimed   by   Dr.   King,   
“A   day   on,   not   a   day off.”

Write a bullet point action plan for your “Day On.” Thinking of your community and
the resources around you, what might you do with your day of service to help others?
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College and Career Readiness Anchor Standards for Speaking and Listening (K-12)

 Speaking and Listening 1: Prepare for and participate effectively in a range of   
 conversations and collaborations with diverse partners, building on others’ ideas and  
 expressing their own clearly and persuasively.Reading 6: Assess how point of view or  
 purpose shapes the content and style of a text.

College and Career Readiness Anchor Standards for Language (K-12)

Language 4: Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words 
and phrases by using context clues, analyzing meaningful word parts, and consulting
general and specialized reference materials, as appropriate.

SOCIAL STUDIES – NATIONAL COUNCIL FOR THE SOCIAL STUDIES (NCSS)

Theme 1: Culture

Theme 2: Time, Continuity, and Change

Theme 4: Individual Development and Identity

Theme 5: Individuals, Groups, and Institutions

Theme 6: Power, Authority, and Governance

Theme 9: Global Connections

NATIONAL STANDARDS FOR MUSIC EDUCATION

Core Music Standard: Responding

Select: Choose music appropriate for a specifi c purpose or context.

Analyze: Analyze how the structure and context of varied musical works inform the 
response.

Interpret: Support interpretations of musical works that refl ect creators’ and/or 
performers’ expressive intent. 

Evaluate: Support evaluations of musical works and performances based on analysis, 
interpretation, and established criteria.

Core Music Standard: Connecting

Connecting 11: Relate musical ideas and works to varied contexts and daily life to 
deepen understanding.
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