
 
The Don't Laugh at Me Song 

 
This activity introduces participants to the Don’t Laugh at Me song and explores how and 
why it is the theme song for the "Expressing Feelings" theme and the cornerstone for the 
Operation Respect project. 
 
What to Know 

"Music touches us emotionally, where words alone can't" – Johnny Depp 
 
Operation Respect started with a song called Don't Laugh at Me written by Steven Seskin 
and Alan Shamblin. This song has traveled throughout the world. It has been translated 
into many languages and been sung by millions.  We believe it is an anthem for creating 
respectful, safe, compassionate environments for children. 
  
The founder of Operation Respect, Peter Yarrow of Peter, Paul & Mary, first heard this song 
when his daughter, Bethany, brought it to him at a folk music festival in Kerrville Texas, 
and when he heard it, he was moved to tears. Peter then brought it to Paul & Mary—with 
whom he had sung for 37 years. Peter, Paul and Mary were known for singing songs that 
touched the hearts of the people listening to them.  Early in their career, they sang “Blowing 
in the Wind” and “If I Had a Hammer” at the 1963 Civil Rights March in Washington D.C 
where Martin Luther King, Jr. gave his famous "I Have a Dream" speech. They decided to 
add "Don't Laugh at Me" to their repertoire and in one of their first on stage performances 
they sang it for 6,000 school principals at an educational conference where they were given 
a long, standing ovation. After the concert, a number of principals approached Peter and 
told him that they needed that song in their schools because they said, “What the song says 
is what we want to teach our children.” Peter said that he would make sure that they would 
have the song in their schools, but that he was even going farther. He was working with 
Educators for Social Responsibility (ESR) to create resources to go along with the song and 
Operation Respect and our Don’t Laugh at Me materials are the result. 
 
We believe that music reaches peoples’ hearts and that when people open their hearts, they 
can become closer to each other, create a caring community and treat each other with 
kindness and respect.  Children and adults alike remember the way they were touched 
when they heard certain songs, how the lyrics and melody together made them feel and 
these memories of some special songs last a lifetime. Musically, the “Don’t Laugh at Me” 
song is the centerpiece of our Operation Respect efforts in schools, summer camps and 
elsewhere, and it is the "theme song" for our Feelings unit, the first of four cornerstone 
themes in our curriculum. We hope that you’ll sing this song frequently enough so that 
you’ll know the words by heart and that you’ll return to this song often, as you do the work 
of this program, to find the inspiration that will help you to work together to create safe, 
caring and respectful classrooms, schools and communities for yourselves and for all of us. 
 
Objectives 
Participants will: 

1. notice that the song expresses the feelings of a variety of children; 
2. be able to express their own feelings when they listen to the song; 
3. be able to articulate the meaning of the chorus and message of the song; and, 



4. make classroom agreements. 
 
Common Core Standard Alignment 
¾ Anchor Standards for Literacy: Integration of Knowledge and Ideas 

o CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.7 - Integrate and evaluate content presented in 
diverse media and formats, including visually and quantitatively, as well as in 
words. 

¾ Anchor Standards for Speaking and Listening: Comprehension and Collaboration 
o CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.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. 

o CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.2 - Integrate and evaluate information presented in 
diverse media and formats, including visually, quantitatively, and orally. 

o CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.3-Evaluate a speaker's point of view, reasoning, and 
use of evidence and rhetoric. 

¾ Anchor Standards for Language-Vocabulary Acquisition and Use 
o CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.L.5- Demonstrate understanding of figurative language, 

word relationships, and nuances in word meanings. 
o CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.L.6-Acquire and use accurately a range of general 

academic and domain-specific words and phrases sufficient for reading, writing, 
speaking, and listening at the college and career readiness level; demonstrate 
independence in gathering vocabulary knowledge when encountering an 
unknown term important to comprehension or expression. 

 
Preparation and Materials 

1. The Don’t Laugh at Me song and video  
2. Brightly colored card stock or construction paper, glitter glue, scissors, and a variety 

of buttons, pompoms, feathers or other decorative art items.  
 
Gather Together/Warm-Up/Bell Ringer: A Word Whip (5 Minutes)  
Welcome the students and introduce this quick Word Whip activity.  Go around the room 
and ask each student to contribute a word that comes to mind when they hear the word 
“school.” Go around the room a couple of times. Chart the words as the students go.  
 
Process by asking: 
“How do these words make you feel? (Are they negative? Positive? Happy? Sad? What do these 
words say, if anything, about our feelings about school?)” 
 
 
Main Activity: The Don’t Laugh at Me Song (20 minutes) 
 
Introduce the song very simply saying: 
“I’m going to play a very special song for you now. It’s entitled Don’t Laugh at Me. Let your 
mind become open to the music and the words of this song. Don’t try to understand or analyze 
it. Just let yourself listen.” 
 
Then say: 

http://operationrespect.org/dont-laugh-song/


“I’m going to play the song again and this time I’d like you to be aware of the feelings and 
thoughts you are having as you listen to it. 
 
I’m going to ask you to raise your right hand if the song is making you feel happy at that 
moment, to raise your left hand if the song is making you feel sad at that moment, and raise 
both hands if you’re feeling both sad and happy at the same moment.” 

 
After the song, discuss as a group: 
 
¾ How many of you thought that this song was sad? Please raise your hands. 
¾ How many of you thought that this song was happy? Please raise your hands. 
¾ How many of you thought this song was both happy and sad? Please raise your hands. 

 
¾ Ask: Who is right? Is this song happy or sad? 

 
¾ What were some of the lyrics in the song that made you feel happy?   
¾ What lyrics made you feel sad?   
¾ Did you have other feelings while listening?  What were they and what were the lyrics 

at that time? 
 
¾ Let’s list the feelings you experienced when you listened to the song.   (Chart the 

feelings.)  
¾ Explore a couple of the feelings charted: How many of you felt that feeling during the 

video? [show of hands] When in the song did you feel that feeling? (Leave the chart 
up.) 

 
Summarize the points made by the participants.  
 
Now show the video of “Don’t Laugh at Me”. 
 
 First, tell the children that the song in this video is sung by the group Peter, Paul & Mary.  
Tell them a little bit more about the group than what was stated above: 
 
“Peter, Paul & Mary, who you see singing in the video, recorded the classic children’s song, 
“Puff the Magic Dragon” and many other very popular songs in the 1960’s and 70’s.  They 
were the #1 singing group in the United States in the early 60’s. Peter, Paul & Mary believed 
that music could bring people together in ways that could help them solve important 
problems in the world.  They used their music to create a fairer, more just society. This trio 
supported the work of, and sang in marches led by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., during the Civil 
Rights Movement in the 1960s; they worked for peace, for equality for women, for a safe and 
sustainable environment and for many other important goals. Today, their music is still sung 
by students and adults in schools and summer camps, in churches, synagogues and mosques, 
and in gatherings where people come together to join their hearts in an effort to advance 
peace and understanding. Peter Paul and Mary are considered a very important part of 
America’s legacy of folk music, a music that continues to inspire people of every generation.”   
 
Now, show the students the video. 
 
Ask:  

http://operationrespect.org/dont-laugh-song/


“How was watching the video different than just listening to the song? Did you have any 
different feelings while you watched?  When?   
 
How do you think the people in the song and the video want to feel?  What actions by others 
could help them feel that way? 
 
What do you think we might learn from this song?” 
 
Summarize and explain:  
“As we meet together, we are going to look at how we treat each other and how that makes us 
feel, but for now we are going to look at the feelings we have in a variety of situations because 
if we learn to name our feelings, we can learn how to manage them, which we call “emotional 
intelligence.”   
 
Integrated Arts: Hands Around the Classroom (10 Minutes)  
Now have students identify one feeling they would like to have in the classroom.  Have 
students draw an outline on brightly colored card stock or construction paper around each 
of their hands and cut them out. Students should write their names on one hand and a word 
for a feeling that he or she would like to feel in this classroom on the other hand. Decorate 
the hands with glitter glue and buttons or pompoms, feathers, etc. and post around the 
classroom. 
 
Closing (2 Minutes) 
Do a go round of one commitment each student can make to help others have the feelings 
they want in the classroom. Be sure to include your own. 
 
 

Grade Level Adaptations 
 

K – 1 
For the main activity give each student two index cards.  Have them draw a smiley face on 
one and a sad face on the other.  Have students hold up the cards instead of raising their 
right or left hands to show how they feel listening to the song.  
 
For the Integrated Arts activity, students may need a little help tracing their own hands.   
Pair students to help one another.  Or, as an alternative, have students trace their hands, 
but rather than cut them out, simply have them decorate the paper surrounding their 
hands.   
 
Display projects so they surround the chart with hands touching, if possible.  The hands can 
be a couple of inches away from the chart, making a circle or a larger rectangle.  
 
6-12 and Adult 
Give five index cards to each person. The second time students listen to the song or watch 
the video have them record feelings they think the people featured in the song are having –
one feeling per card. When they are finished, collect all the cards and hand them randomly 
back out (5 per student). If it’s a difficult feeling, have students write on the back of each 



card something nice they could say to someone having that feeling to help him or her feel 
better. If it’s a positive feeling on the card, what might they say to that person to help them 
continue to feel good?   
 
Integrated Arts: Instead of Hands Across the Classroom, have students individually or in 
small groups write poetry, a rap, song lyrics, etc. that are inspired from the Don’t Laugh at 
Me song. Share these creations widely or use them as anthems for your program as it 
develops.  
  



Curricular Connections 
 

K-1 Literacy: Read Chrysanthemum by Kevin Henkes.  This story shows how the things 
people say to one another have real effects.  Because of the teasing, Chrysanthemum 
doesn’t want to go to school, which is what happens to children when they are teased, 
excluded, or bullied.  Ask students to notice how Chrysanthemum feels about her name at 
the beginning, middle and end of the story.  Ask students to evaluate the adults’ response to 
how the other children are treating Chrysanthemum.  If they were in Chrysanthemum’s 
shoes, how would they want adults to respond?  Have students create a tri-fold out of 
construction paper.  Students can draw and/or write what’s happening in the story at the 
beginning, middle, and end, focusing on how Chrysanthemum is feeling. 
 
2-5 Literacy:  Read Chrysanthemum by Kevin Henkes.  Have students imagine they are in 
Chrysanthemum’s class and have been a witness to the way Chrysanthemum is being 
treated.  Have them write a letter to one of the students who is teasing Chrysanthemum, 
expressing their thoughts and feelings about the student’s actions.  What would they like to 
see happen differently?   
 
K-5 Literacy and Arts: Read Stand Tall, Molly Lou Mellon by Patty Lovell.  Discuss with 
students the way Molly Lou feels about her “shortcomings.”  Have students choose one of 
the sayings Molly Lou’s grandmother shares with her to help her face problems.  Choosing 
from a variety of art materials (watercolors, pastels, crayons, markers, etc.), have students 
illustrate what that saying means to them.  Have them include the saying in writing as part 
of their design. 
 
Here is a link to Stand Tall, Molly Lou Mellon being read aloud.  
 
6-12 English and Media Arts: Have students record PSAs to be read over the PA system of 
your school to end bullying and disrespect. 
 
6-12 English and Music: Show students the Baby Jay version of the Don’t Laugh at Me song.  
Have them create their own version of the song or have them simply write rap lyrics that 
relate to your school.  
 
6-12 Integrated Arts: Expand your Self-Portrait project to all classrooms and decorate your 
halls with feelings words that reflect how everyone would like to feel in your school.  
 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B0078XFWIM/ref=dp-kindle-redirect?ie=UTF8&btkr=1
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B0078XFWIM/ref=dp-kindle-redirect?ie=UTF8&btkr=1
http://www.amazon.com/Stand-Tall-Molly-Lou-Melon/dp/0399234160/ref=sr_1_1?s=digital-text&ie=UTF8&qid=1457714858&sr=8-1&keywords=Stand+Tall%2C+Molly+Lou+Mellon
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X5yM70Bz4Vk

