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MAR 6–23 WINNINGSTAD THEATRE

RESOURCE GUIDE

ABOUT THE SHOW
And in This Corner: Cassius Clay provides a glimpse into 
young Cassius Clay’s life during his childhood in Louisville, 
Kentucky—before he renames himself and becomes the 
legendary Muhammad Ali. When he is twelve years old, 
Cassius’ bicycle is stolen. He reports the theft to a police 
officer named Joe Martin, and angrily insists that he will 
“whup” whoever stole the bike. In turn, Joe invites him 
to visit his gym because if fighting is what he wants to 
do, first he must learn how. Joe recognizes Cassius’ talent 
and passion, which he redirects into boxing, and Cassius 
begins spending all of his time at the gym. His hard work 
and dedication pay off and, after graduating high school, 
he travels with Joe to the 1960 Rome Olympics, where he 
defeats the Polish boxer, Zbigniew Pietrzykowski, winning 
the Olympic Gold medal. The play also serves as a lens 
through which the audience can understand the laws 
ruling the south at the time. Cassius’ best friend, Eddie, is 
politically-minded and challenges the restrictions imposed 
on African American citizens throughout the play but it is 
not until Cassius returns from the Olympics with his gold 
medal and is refused service in a white diner that Cassius is 
motivated to also take action.

ABOUT THE PLAYWRIGHT
Idris Goodwin is a playwright, poet, rapper, and essayist. 
His plays include: How We Got On, This is Modern Art, and 
Blackademics. In addition to writing, he teaches spoken 
word, performance writing, and hip-hop aesthetics at 
Colorado College. He has long considered Muhammad 
Ali to be a personal hero and when he was approached by 
Stage One Theatre from Kentucky to write Cassius Clay’s 
coming-of-age story, he was eager to learn more about his 
childhood. He considered several story lines before settling 
on one: “A young man suffers an injustice and 
learns how to fight.” Although the injustice in question 
is that his bicycle is stolen, the play also explores the 
greater injustice of racial inequality and oppression, and the 
moment he decides to fight back against society.

TEXT COURTESY OF NASHVILLE CHILDREN’S THEATRE

WHO WAS MUHAMMAD ALI?
Muhammad Ali (born Cassius Clay) was a boxer, 
philanthropist, and social activist who history regards 
as one of the greatest athletes of the 20th century. Ali 
became an Olympic gold medalist in 1960 and the 
world heavyweight boxing champion in 1964 following 
his fight with Sonny Liston. After his suspension 
for refusing military service in the Vietnam War, Ali 
reclaimed the heavyweight title two more times during 
the 1970s, winning famed bouts against Joe Frazier 
and George Foreman along the way. He had a career 
record of 56 wins, five losses, and 37 knockouts before 
his retirement from boxing in 1981. Diagnosed with 
Parkinson’s disease in 1984, Ali devoted much of his 
time to philanthropy, earning the Presidential Medal of 
Freedom in 2005.

TEXT COURTESY OF CHILDREN’S THEATRE OF CHARLOTTE
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:
 « What makes you feel welcome or  

like you belong in a place?

 « What different cultures are represented  
at our school or in our class?

 « Is our school a welcoming place for all kinds 
of people? How do we know? What types 
of things can we do to make school and our 
classrooms a welcoming place for all types of 
people? Name some things we already do in 
our school or class. Are there other things we 
could do, or things we could do more of? 

OREGON AND CIVIL RIGHTS
When Oregon was founded as a territory, the country was debating whether slavery would remain legal. 
Many people who moved to Oregon did not want to live with Black people as equals if the country decided 
to outlaw slavery. The settlers decided they would make slavery illegal in Oregon, but they would also make 
it illegal for Black people to live in Oregon. Any Black people who were living in Oregon at the time (some of 
whom had been brought to Oregon as slaves) were forced to leave the territory. If a Black person remained in 
Oregon, they would be punished by being whipped publicly every six months until they left the territory.

These laws, called “exclusion laws” sent a clear message that Black people were not welcome in Oregon. As 
early as 1893, Black Oregonians lobbied to repeal the constitutional exclusion clause and, over the years, white 
Oregonians submitted petitions to repeal it as well. The laws were finally changed by Oregon voters in 1926 
with the constitution being amended the following year. One of the outcomes of these exclusion laws is that 
the racial makeup of Oregon is still mostly white. 
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES:
 « Oregon History Project–History of  

African Americans in Oregon
www.oregon history project.org/articles/
teachers/lesson-plans/high-school/african-
americans-oregon

 « Oregon was founded as a white utopia
www.gizmodo.com/oregon-was-founded-as- 
a-racist-utopia-1539567040

AND IN THIS CORNER: CASSIUS CLAY IN THE CLASSROOM

https://oregonhistoryproject.org/articles/teachers/lesson-plans/high-school/african-americans-oregon/#.Wox48iMrKek
https://gizmodo.com/oregon-was-founded-as-a-racist-utopia-1539567040
https://gizmodo.com/oregon-was-founded-as-a-racist-utopia-1539567040
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SPORTS AND ACTIVISM
IN 1967, Muhammad Ali made a major political 
statement when he refused to be drafted into the US 
Army and join the war in Vietnam. Ali’s reasons for not 
going to war were largely religious, as his belief in Islam 
meant that he should not participate in war and violence. 
However, he also viewed the war in Vietnam as an 
extension of the racism he saw in his own country, where 
Black Americans and other Americans of color did not 
receive equal treatment, nor have equal opportunities. 
He was strongly against participating in the murder and 
destruction of other people of color, when he believed 
people of color in his own country were being denied 
basic human rights.

50 YEARS LATER, IN 2017, 
Colin Kaepernick was given 
the Sports Illustrated 
Muhammad Ali Legacy 
Award, which celebrates an 
athlete who has made an 
impact on the world. 

Kaepernick has become a modern controversial figure in 
the NFL after choosing to kneel during the National 
Anthem to raise awareness around social inequality and 
police violence against people of color. Ali’s widow, 
Lonnie Ali, believes Kaepernick is the perfect recipient of 
the award. “Like Muhammad, Colin is a man who stands 
on his convictions with confidence and courage, 
undaunted by the personal sacrifices he has had to make 
to have his message heard. And he has used his 
celebrity and philanthropy to the benefit of some of our 
most vulnerable community members.”

“I am not going to stand up to show pride in a 
flag for a country that oppresses black people and 
people of color. To me, this is bigger than football 
and it would be selfish on my part to look the 
other way.”–Colin Kaepernick
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AND IN THIS CORNER: CASSIUS CLAY IN THE CLASSROOM
“Ali’s actions changed my standard of what constituted an athlete’s greatness. Possessing a killer jump 
shot or the ability to stop on a dime was no longer enough. What were you doing for the liberation of your 
people? What were you doing to help your country live up to the covenant of its founding principles?” 

–William Rhoden, American Sports Journalist

Just like Muhammad Ali was criticized in 1967, Kaepernick 
has been criticized by people who don’t think sports 
and politics should mix. Just like Ali was stripped of his 
Championship title and banned from boxing, Kaepernick 
has been effectively prevented from playing football in 
the NFL. Both athletes were forced to choose between 
standing up for their beliefs, and continuing in the careers 
that they loved.

Ali and Kaepernick are two of the most famous examples 
of prominent sports figures using their visibility to make 
a statement. However, there are many other examples of 
athletes who used their position to fight for something they 
believed in.

IN THE 1968 OLYMPICS, after winning 
the gold and bronze medals in the 
men’s 200 meters, U.S. Olympians 
Tommie Smith and John Carlos 
received their medals shoeless, as a 
comment on Black poverty. When the 
National Anthem began, each raised a 
fist wearing a black glove in the Black 
Power salute, to protest the unjust 
treatment of Black Americans. The 
event is considered one of the most 

openly political statements in the history of the modern 
Olympics, and they were booed by the crowd as they left 
the podium. Later, both were suspended from the U.S. 
Olympic team. 

“We were concerned about the lack of black 
assistant coaches. About how Muhammad Ali got 
stripped of his title. About the lack of access to good 
housing and our kids not being able to attend the 
top colleges.” –John Carlos
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http://time.com/3880999/black-power-salute-tommie-smith-and-john-carlos-at-the-1968-olympics/
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DISCUSSION:
Before starting this conversation, it might be helpful 
to remind students that it is okay to have strong 
feelings about these questions, and is okay to disagree. 
However, it is important that everyone feels they are 
being respected and listened to. Wait until each person 
is finished before you begin talking (don’t interrupt), 
and practice listening with the intention of trying to 
understand the other person’s viewpoint.

Some people say they understand and agree with Colin 
Kaepernick and other athletes for using their platform 
to stand up for what they believe in. Others find 
Kaepernick’s actions disrespectful to the flag (because 
he kneels during the National Anthem), or believe 
that athletes are paid to play sports and should not be 
expressing their personal views while participating in 
their sport. 

 « What do you think? Should athletes be allowed 
to express their views on the field or court? 
When and how is the right way to stand up for 
what you believe in? What are some ways of 
protesting you think aren’t helpful? Why? 

 « Like Muhammad Ali, the athletes in the above 
examples wanted to call attention to things 
happening in their community that they felt 
strongly about. What are some beliefs that YOU 
feel strongly about? Write down three things 
you believe in and why they are so important  
to you.

 « An “activist” is someone who takes specific 
action to change things that they see are wrong 
or unfair in the world. What are some other 
ways people can be activists? What are some 
ways students can be activists?
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AND IN THIS CORNER: CASSIUS CLAY IN THE CLASSROOM

SPORTS AND ACTIVISM CONTINUED
BILLIE JEAN KING was a 
champion tennis player in the 
1960s and ‘70s who fought 
for equal prize money 
between men and women. In 
her most famous match, the 
1973 “The Battle of the 
Sexes,” she defeated Bobby 

Riggs, a male tennis champion who proudly proclaimed 
that women could never play tennis as well as men. A 
two-time Olympic competitor, King threatened to 
boycott the US Open unless men and women were 
given equal pay. She was also one of the first 
professional athletes to be openly gay. In 2009, 
President Obama awarded her the Presidential Medal  
of Freedom for her work advocating for LGBTQ rights.

“The responsibility to stand and possibly 
speak for those who don’t have a voice  
runs deep” –Billie Jean King

IN 2003, Toni Smith, 
senior guard for 
Manhattanville’s 
college women’s 
basketball team, 
turned her body away 
from the flag during 
the National Anthem 
in response to the US 
involvement in the 

Iraq war. While some fans supported her, others viewed 
the gesture as disrespectful to veterans and soldiers, 
and yelled angry comments in response. Smith later 
explained that her choice to face away from the flag 
came from her own conscience, which she had to listen 
to, even if it upset people.

‘’A lot of people blindly stand up and salute 
the flag, but I feel that blindly facing the 
flag hurts more people. There are a lot of 
inequities in this country, and these are issues 
that needed to be acknowledged. The rich 
are getting richer and the poor are getting 
poorer, and our priorities are elsewhere.’’  
–Toni Smith
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AND IN THIS CORNER: CASSIUS CLAY IN THE CLASSROOM

“Cassius Clay is a slave name. I didn’t choose it 
and I don’t want it. I am Muhammad Ali, a free 
name—it means beloved of God, and I insist 
people use it when people speak to me.” 
–Muhammad Ali, on changing his name. 
Most people are familiar with the name Muhammad Ali, 
but the play is called And In This Corner: Cassius Clay, 
because Cassius Clay is the name he was given at birth. 
Muhammad Ali decided to change his name for a couple 
of reasons. Firstly, when African slaves were brought to the 
United States, they were not allowed to keep their own 
names. They were given names that their owners chose, 
and often only had first names. 

When slavery was abolished, the newly freed slaves had 
no first and last names—they did not have family names 
the way the European settlers did, names that had been 
passed down from generation to generation. Therefore, 
many African Americans either took the names of their 
previous owners, or chose the names of former prominent 
politicians and presidents, such as Washington and 
Jefferson. 

During the Civil Rights movement, many African Americans 
started to focus on the African heritage that was taken 
from them by slavery. Therefore, many African Americans 
chose to change their names in favor of names that 
connected them to their African roots.

In Ali’s case, he did see Cassius Clay as a slave name, but 
he also chose to change his name because he converted 
to Islam. Converting to Islam and becoming a Muslim had 
a huge impact on Ali’s life, and his legacy. 

ACTIVITY: STORY OF YOUR NAME
Your name can tell a lot about your history, your family, 
and your culture. Partner up with a classmate and take 
turns telling each other a story (any story) about your 
name. This could be how you got your name, why you 
like your name, your middle name, a nickname—any story 
about your name! Listen carefully to your partner’s story, 
because you will be sharing the story with the class.

After each partner has shared, have as many students 
share their partners’ stories as you have time for. After 
sharing the stories, ask the following questions to the 
whole group:

 « What did it feel like to tell someone else’s story?

 « What did it feel like to have your story told?

 « What are some other reasons people might 
choose to go by a different name than the one 
they were given when they were born?

 « Why is it important to call people by the name 
they want to be called, even if it’s different from 
the name they were given when they were born?

WHAT’S IN A NAME?

Activity 1 “WHAT’S IN A NAME?” 
 « Common Core Standards: 

 x CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.SL.1
 x CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.SL.2
 x CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.SL.4
 x CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.SL.6
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AND IN THIS CORNER: CASSIUS CLAY IN THE CLASSROOM

 Activity 2 “BELIEVE AND YOU CAN ACHIEVE”

 « Common Core Standards: 
 x CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.SL.6
 x CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.W.4

 « Oregon Standards: 
 x HE.6.6.4
 x HE.7.6.2
 x HE.8.5.2

ACTIVITY: 
Sometimes things that others say about us turns into things we 
say about ourselves. When we say these things about ourselves 
in our head, we might start to believe them. Muhammad Ali 
succeeded by telling himself over and over that he was great. If 
we tell ourselves we can be successful, it helps us believe that it’s 
true, and gives us the necessary confidence to keep trying, even 
when things are hard.

Directions: Write down three statements about yourself that 
affirm (say something positive) about you! This can be something 
you are good at now, or something you are working to be better 
at - but write it down as if it is true now! 

Examples:  
I am a good friend. 

I always help my parents.

I am a great basketball player.

I tell the truth, even when it’s hard.

I make others laugh.

After everyone has written down three statements celebrating  
their strengths, they will choose one to read out loud in class.  
After every statement is read, the class will respond by affirming 
the student’s statement in unison.

Example:
STUDENT 1: I am a good role model to my younger brother.

CLASS (ALL AT ONCE): Yes you are!

STUDENT 2: I remember to give compliments.

CLASS: Yes you do!

BELIEVE, AND YOU CAN ACHIEVE

“I AM THE GREATEST, 
I SAID THAT EVEN 
BEFORE I KNEW I WAS.” 
– MUHAMMAD ALI
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AND IN THIS CORNER: CASSIUS CLAY IN THE CLASSROOM

“Service to others is the rent you pay for your 
room here on earth.”–Muhammad Ali
In the play And in This Corner: Cassius Clay, we watch 
young Muhammad Ali change from being concerned only 
about himself and his own success, to using his fame to 
stand up for others. As a young man, he did not want to 
do anything to jeopardize his success. However, when 
he got older, he risked everything and even gave up his 
Championship title in order to stand up for the rights of 
Black Americans.

The following activities are sourced from Teaching 
Tolerance, an online resource that focuses on lessons that 
help students understand diversity, inclusion, and how to 
promote equality in the classroom and their daily lives. 

Activism Online (3–5): This lesson introduces children 
to different ways young people have used the internet to 
work toward positive social change.
www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/
activism-online

Participating in Digital Communities (3–5): 
This lesson aims to help students learn to safely and 
respectfully participate in different kinds of digital 
communities.
www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/
participating-in-digital-communities

Discovering My Identity (3–5): In this lesson, 
students will describe aspects of their identities such 
as race, gender, ability, religion and more. Then after 
exploring Marley Dias’ Black Girls Books campaign, 
students will analyze book illustrations and write their  
own book review noting how characters are similar and 
different from them.
www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/
discovering-my-identity

Defenders of Justice (3–5): In this lesson, students 
will investigate “defenders of justice” who fought against 
racism and changed American attitudes. Their work made 
possible, years later, something that many doubted would 
ever happen: the election of an African American as 
President of the United States.
www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/
defenders-of-justice

Happy Birthday (3–6):  
Activities for African American History Month
www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/
happy-birthday

Cultural Relevancy in the Cafeteria (3–8):  
This lesson seeks to open students’ eyes to the variety 
of experiences that they and their classmates have at 
lunchtime. Students learn about the dietary guidelines of 
various ethnic and religious groups and then analyze their 
cafeteria’s food offerings. 
www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/
cultural-relevancy-in-the-cafeteria

What is a Hate Crime (3–8): This lesson leads 
students to analyze the nature of hate and explore 
legislation that addresses hate crimes.
www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/what-
is-a-hate-crime

Modern Day Heroes: People Who are  
Making a Difference (3–8): The purpose of this  
lesson is to help students identify and recognize  
modern-day heroes—people who have made, and are 
making, a difference in their communities or in the world. 
Students will learn how local movements can become 
national, then global, movements through the activism 
and perseverance of upstanding individuals. 
www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/
modernday-heroes-people-who-are-making-a-difference

Little Rock Nine (4–12): Activity ideas to help educate 
your students on the history and significance of the Little 
Rock, Arkansas fight to integrate their school and the Little 
Rock Nine.
www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/little-
rock-nine-activities

ACTIVITIES FROM TEACHING TOLERANCE:

https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/activism-online
https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/activism-online
https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/participating-in-digital-communities
https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/participating-in-digital-communities
https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/discovering-my-identity
https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/discovering-my-identity
https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/defenders-of-justice
https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/defenders-of-justice
https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/happy-birthday
https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/happy-birthday
https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/cultural-relevancy-in-the-cafeteria
https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/cultural-relevancy-in-the-cafeteria
https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/what-is-a-hate-crime
https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/what-is-a-hate-crime
https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/modernday-heroes-people-who-are-making-a-difference
https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/modernday-heroes-people-who-are-making-a-difference
https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/little-rock-nine-activities
https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/little-rock-nine-activities
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WRITE TO OREGON CHILDREN’S THEATRE 
We love hearing student feedback and responses to our shows!  
Please feel free to share any comments from students with us: 

Oregon Children’s Theatre  
1939 NE Sandy Blvd.  
Portland, OR 97232 

Letters can also be emailed to:  
teachers@octc.org.

  Follow us!
@OCTPortland

 Like us!
OregonChildrensTheatre 

www.octc.org

Oregon Children’s Theatre receives support from the Oregon Arts 
Commission, a state agency funded by the state of Oregon and the 
National Endowment for the Arts.

RESOURCE GUIDECELEBRATING

30 Y E A R S!

Production support provided by

http://www.readingrockets.org/books/interviews/mcdonald
mailto:teachers%40octc.org.?subject=Letters%20from%20Students
http://www.octc.org

