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To Michael J. Kilduff, my friend and classmate who did not return from Vietnam

and to

Gerard F. Devlin, a teacher who believed that the reading experiences of 9th graders in his World History classes mattered. He did not depend on textbooks.
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Preface

When will young readers be able to enjoy the biographies and popular histories that the general public has been buying for generations? When will school districts stop buying history textbooks which are missing narratives and missing controversies? And when will school districts find reading materials that below grade level readers can handle?

The time to replace textbooks is now I argue in this book. The popular reforms of charter schools, vouchers and adding early childhood education are not enough. We need to focus on increasing the volume of reading in secondary schools to produce graduates with reading skills rather than empty diplomas. And we need higher quality reading experiences to do this. Shoveling World History textbooks with hundreds of details about ancient empires at students has failed to build readers.

In this guidebook to ninety eBooks, all available for free on the websites of non-profits suchProject Gutenberg,StandardEbooksandEbooksforstudents.org, you will see an alternative to the status quo for teachers and school board members. Readers have voluntarily purchased each book which follows. Each book in the catalogue has succeeded the marketplace. Not a single eBook in this catalogue was produced for the captive marketplace of high school students.

And since students arrive in high school with a variety of reading levels you will see the reading level of each eBook based on the Flesch-Kincaid scale used in Microsoft Word and online. The eBooks are bundled into electives based on reading level and content.

This guidebook will give new teachers better preparation as they begin their careers and it will provide current teachers the ability to expand the volume of reading done in their history classrooms. Parents who complain that their teenagers are not reading, can turn the family TVs off and read biographies and popular history along with their children for an hour each evening.

The introduction begins by explaining the situation that Below Basic readers face in American classrooms. If you don't need convincing that the volume of reading and the quality of reading experiences need to drastically improve, feel free to move immediately to Elective 1 and beyond.






Introduction

In the teacher preparation classes for a social studies certificate many years ago, the instructor never brought up the topic of what our students might be reading. I guess she assumed that we would all be following the Ohio state history curriculum and textbooks would be available to cover the curriculum. She never advised us about what to do for the students who could not read the books. Fortunately, there are alternatives available today. Teachers and history departments can now provide reading experiences that can engage teenagers with books at a variety of reading levels. Parents can begin to inquire about what their teenagers are reading. 

In this guidebook, I will argue that we can provide much better reading experiences for our youth. Books that have succeeded in the marketplace can replace the textbooks which mention thousands of facts so briefly that little sticks with students as reports about history show. Adults have made bestsellers out of biographies and popular histories for generations in the United States, but state education departments insist on excluding quality narratives. They demand survey curriculums so that every event, every dynasty, every ancient kingdom will be mentioned at least in one sentence. If you are a descendent of an 8th century Chinese dynasty, or from 12th century European royalty, your family may be mentioned in the Global History textbook now used in New York State for both 9th and 10th grades. What value these ‘mentions’ provide for the youth of New York City is hard to see. We can do better.

Reading in 9th grade could be a glorious experience. Students could choose topics that might matter to them. Rather than reading about Chinese dynasties of the 8th century in Global History class, they could learn more about the conflicts and the politics of the 2oth and 21st centuries. And they could be matched with texts much closer to what they could comfortably read. They could choose texts at their independent reading level, not the grade level of the textbook. The ninth grader with sixth grade reading skills could have reading experiences for the first time. Teachers know that weak readers have been making little progress with standard textbooks.

In June of each year, high schools could send letters to incoming students, asking them which elective they preferred to satisfy the first semester of New York State’s four semester Global Studies curriculum. Someone has said, “War is how Americans learn geography.” Certainly, World War II offers many opportunities at geography and comparative politics, as well as looking at courage, genocide, and governance. Let’s call our new elective, “The World at War 1939-1945,” or “The U.S. in World War II,” and let's tell parents what the reading level of the books will be, and what the reading levels of their teenager is. And our message to students would include the names and short descriptions of all the books in the course so that they would be forewarned that this class will include homework.

For the first time, the voices of teachers would matter. You could annotate the booklist. You could describe why you chose them. Teachers could become visible on the websites of schools for the first time.

And you could choose books at a variety of grade levels. For the first time, the almost one third of 12th graders who read below the basic level in federal reading tests would have something to read.

Of course, you are going to have some convincing to do. It is possible that the long-time chair of your social studies department knows little about how students acquire reading skills. He or she may think that acquiring a copy of the standard World History or American History textbook for each student is all that is necessary. Is this reliance on textbooks building readers and students who know American history?

Let's look at federal reports from the last ten years or so and see if these reports make a case for a new approach to reading experiences in American high schools. Let's start by looking at how well American schools have been teaching history with the current strategy of using a massive laundry list textbook and short excerpts from ‘primary sources.’

My objections to textbooks are two-fold. They are superficial, mentioning tens of thousands of facts which seldom stick. Thus, we have students with little knowledge of American History according to the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). 15% of 8th graders were at or above proficiency level in U.S. history in a recent NAEP report.[1]Seehttps://www.nationsreportcard.gov/highlights/ushistory/2018/. Data about 12th graders is only available from a survey in 2010. It is painful to share. As you will see from the chart below, almost 60% of 12th graders know U.S. History at the ‘Below Basic’ level.

[image: 12thGradeHistoryNAEPResults]

So, textbooks are not teaching history to the majority of American students. They are also excluding many students from reading opportunities. With so many American teenagers reading far below grade level, textbooks written at grade level exclude large numbers of teenagers from reading much in high school. Without textbooks which students can read, teachers often create discussion-based classes without much attention to reading or writing. 

The Fate of Below Basic Readers

How many teenagers read at the ’Below NAEP Basic’ level? Here is evidence from the National Assessment of Educational Progress showing that many teenagers are now excluded from reading in their high school classrooms. Please see the large percentage of students reading ‘Below Basic’ in the following chart:


[image: image of readers at proficient, basic and below basic levels]
					https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/pdf/coe_cnb.pdf



And as you might expect, states differ in the percentages of 12th graders who can’t read very well—the ‘Below Basic Group.’ Here are the results of a federal pilot study of 12 states:







[image: BelowBasic_in_11States800pxWide]

Source:https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reading_math_g12_2013/#/state-performance







For years the solutions to weak readers were to ignore the problem. As a student teacher with World History classes in Cleveland in 1970, I was told not to call on students to read out loud to avoid embarrassing them. Our social studies chair was an excellent leader, but he did not have the authority to order books. All textbook decisions were made downtown at the Board of Education. 

And as I prepared to teach, my education classes did not include any information about teaching reading or writing. The phrase, ‘language acquisition,’ was never heard. The phrase ‘how to build readers’ was never heard. There was no mention of how to select reading materials for students in the education courses at my university. The walls, the silos between social studies, and language acquisition were tall and thick. The instructor in my social studies methods class did not mention the words reading and writing once as I remember. We never discussed what students might be reading in our first years of teaching. Perhaps, she knew that textbooks were going to be the only materials.

And like many teachers then and now, I lacked the authority to improve the reading opportunities for my students in my first year of teaching. I did not have the budget, as a new teacher, to order even a dollar's worth of reading materials for my 165 students in my Black History and American History classes when I began teaching in the fall.

Since then, I’ve studied reading and language acquisition in two graduate school programs and learned that fluent reading depends on the volume of reading. The more you read, the better reader you become as you develop maps of the world, and connections between concepts and facts. As we proceed, we will see how much attention the volume of reading is receiving in school curriculums.

I also spent almost two decades teaching developmental reading and then writing in a community college, and I strongly believe that reading and writing assignments should be connected. In the electives which follow, I will try to provide as many examples of reading and writing connections as possible. Fortunately, the reading experiences of high school students has received attention over the years. At least two commentors from the past are worth revisiting.

Ted Sizer and Lynne Cheney and Weak Content in History Textbooks

Ted Sizer’s classic call for reform,Horace’s Compromise,was published in 1984. Through this book, Sizer became one of the leaders of the education reform movement of the 1980s. He went on to write other books and founded the Coalition for Essential Schools to implement some of his ideas. Sizer had strong opinions about the quality of reading experiences. I admire what he wrote about Dennis and his life in school.

“Dennis' bright eyes deadened as the class proceeded. His paper was as neat as his haircut and tennis shirt, but it was clear that he could barely write. It was as though he were copying nonsense ideographs. He persisted for a while and then slowly sank, head downward, asleep, propped up by his over-eight-hundred-page world history textbook, virtually none of which he could either read or understand. Roman fires and sewers, Chinese horses, Indian cities, dates B.C. and A.D., were all light years from this youngster. Morpheus put him out of his misery.”[2]

Sizer had more to say about Dennis later in his book: “The common practice of handing out an eight-hundred-page world history book to tenth-graders like Dennis, who can barely read at all, is as cruel as it is wasteful.”[3]

A little later, the textbook crisis also attracted the attention of the historian Lynne V. Cheney. She authored two excellent reports on the humanities in American schools distributed through the National Endowment for the Humanities calledTyrannical MachinesandAmerican Memory. She believes that textbooks show how indifferent we are to passing on our cultural heritage to our children. We are failing to share the past, she believes. Her exact words are, “Thought by many to be the primary determinant of what is taught in American classrooms, textbooks are tangible evidence of how little we are doing to make our children shareholders in their cultural heritage.”[4]

She wrote: “Many of the textbooks used in American schools are so boring no one would use them voluntarily. Observers have been commenting on the bland nature of American textbooks since at least the 1950s but their criticism has managed to change the situation only marginally. We continue to teach reading with basal readers that make the very idea of books seem boring. We continue to teach history with textbooks that drain all drama out of the past.”[5]

“What can be done?” Cheney asked, at one point in her reports. She then wrote about the need to give teachers the ability to make decisions, the need for better narratives, and an end to centralized adoptions.

InAmerican Memoryshe suggests deemphasizing textbooks. She asks that for once, schools buy real books – “Let teachers enlighten their students with real books ─real works in the same form in which they are read by the rest of us.”[6]I agree with every word of what she wrote. She asks, “Is this a book a child might love? Does it tell him or her about things that really matter?” She adds:


ONE POSSIBILITY IS TO MOVE AWAY FROM CENTRALIZED ADOPTIONS. Let teachers and faculties decide what textbooks they will use and hope that when individuals and small groups choose, they will do so by asking a few important questions: Is this a book a child might love? Does it tell him or her about things that really matter?

But so long as there is centralized adoption anywhere, all textbooks will feel the effect. And it is hard to imagine adoption states, which gain power from the practice, all deciding simultaneously to give it up.

Another possible remedy is for that power to be used in a good cause. With the development of a new history curriculum, California is sending a powerful and simple message to textbook publishers: Give us books that engage students; give us books that put the facts of the past into compelling narratives and stimulating intellectual form; give us books that take religion into account and that make the problems and accomplishments of this country clear. Whether California's clout will be sufficient to get the machine to produce a largely unfamiliar product remains to be seen.

One step that should be taken is to assign textbooks a less important role. Let teachers enlighten their students with real books—real works by real authors in the same form in which they are read by the rest of us. Many teachers do this now, often paying for real books out of their own pockets, since their schools' book budgets are consumed by textbooks. [7]





Should the complaints of Sizer and Cheney still be of concern to us today?

Let’s look at text from a Global History textbook in use in New York City in 2022. This is the only text most students will see in history classes in 9th and 10th grade in New York City. New York State mandates Global History for those grades in all public schools. Private schools are free to make their own reading assignments.

The Medieval Asian World.

Here is a reading experience from a textbook used by hundreds of thousands of high school students in New York City:


China fell into chaos after the Han dynasty ended. In 581 a new Chinese dynasty known as the Sui was established. During the Sui, Tang, and Song dynasties, which together ruled for almost 700 years, Chinese civilization flourished once again. A mature political system based on principles first put into practice during the Qin and Han dynasties gradually emerged in China. As in the Han era, China was a monarchy with a large bureaucracy. Confucian ideals were still the cement that held the system together. The Mongols overthrew the Song dynasty and established a new dynasty in 1279. Although Mongol rulers adapted to the Chinese political system, this dynasty also failed to last, and in 1369 a new Ming dynasty came into power.

During the thousand years of these five dynasties, China advanced in many ways. Industry and trade grew in size and technological capacity, while in the countryside a flourishing agriculture bolstered Chinas economic prosperity. In Chinese cities, technological developments added new products and stimulated trade. During the Tang dynasty, for example, the Chinese began to make steel for swords and sickles and invented gunpowder, which was used for explosives.[8]



The sadness here is that passages such as this are of little value as reading experiences. Eight dynasties have been mentioned in a single paragraph. This ‘mentioning’ is not enough for readers to learn new words or build new maps of the world. Repetition is needed for both vocabulary development and map development.People learn through stories where they see the names of the main characters repeated time after time. They learn how these characters react to their worlds. They create maps or schema of these worlds as they encounter them. And the next time, they encounter an era and the people of an era that they have seen before, their early maps will help them with comprehension. This repetition matters. This is why biographies are so important. Brief ‘mentions’ of dynasties in World History textbooks do not build maps. ‘Mentions’ do not build comprehension either of vocabulary or history.

If they see Patrick Henry, George Washington, John Adams, James Madison, Frederick Douglass, Jane Addams, Mary McLeod Bethune, A. Phillip Randolph and Rachel Carson and others at work in chapter after chapter in biographies, readers can develop maps of the events of American history. They can see how words like amendments, and Bill of Rights and Constitution are connected. But readers do not develop these maps or schema of the world from one paragraph descriptions or even shorter ‘mentions’ in textbooks. They need extended stories about the Constitution and the Bill of Rights, and many other actors and events in American history. They need long reads from biographies, autobiographies, and popular history, not snippets from ‘primary sources’ and textbook paragraphs. They need school curriculums that emphasize the volume of reading to build reading comprehension. And they need book after book about history to learn the major events and characters of American history.

China needs to be in the curriculum, of course. But find one of the many books about the horrors of Tiananmen Square and Chinese communism. Find content that matters at a variety of reading levels. Find drama. Find a narrative with energy that will stick to the minds of students, not a laundry list of names of dynasties.

What I want to do is provide, in the electives which follow, introductions to at least 90 free eBooks which could become core readings in World History courses, American History courses, Black History courses, and a History of Science course, or a course about American Founders. And these free eBooks could become part of new electives that match students to their reading levels and match students to topics of interest to them. 

Fortunately, there is an exciting new book about electives available called,In Search of Deeper Learning: The Quest to Remake the American High School,by Jal Mehta and Sarah Fine. Jal Mehta is a professor at the Harvard Graduate School of Education. Sarah Fine directs a teacher prep program in San Diego, California. Their book is a good read, unlike many books about education policy and practices. Mehta and Fine might persuade your supervisors that electives can engage, motivate, and challenge students.

If that happened, now your chair would be open to the idea of change. Your supervisor might want to bring in reading experiences beyond the standard history textbooks. "But where will these materials come from?" your supervisor may ask. Sadly, there seems to be little support for books at the school district level in many states. Funding for textbooks and other instructional materials has been a problem even in wealthy states such as California. California now mandates that local school districts hold hearings to determine if instructional materials have been adequately funded with state regulation 60119. See https://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/cr/cf/documents/reso60119lang.doc.

I think that free eBooks can help provide new reading experiences in American and World History if the student has access to a device that allows them access to the free eBooks.

The New Reading Materials

Where will the materials come from? How much will they cost? Can the school afford to replace the lost copies? Will the school allow students to take the books home to read, or will they be lost at home and never returned to school?

Fortunately, some of these concerns are now obsolete. The price of reading has plummeted. In many cases, reading is now free if you have an ereader or a tablet. Free eBooks can be downloaded 24/7 from sites such as Project Gutenberg, or Standard eBooks, or ebooksforstudents.org, the non-profit I manage.  Almost all of the 90 eBooks mentioned in this book are free at ebooksforstudents.org. The remaining titles are free at Project Gutenberg, or Standardebooks.org. These new free eBooks are limited in scope, as you will see later. They are often older titles which can’t cover many important topics, but they can help. And at low cost, tens of thousands of other titles are available from Overdrive, or Kindle Unlimited, or other aggregators of eBooks. But before we spend the school board’s money with a subscription service, let’s look at the use case for eBooks. How will they transform or at least enhance the education of American teenagers?

Alternatives to the Standard History Textbooks

Each eBook which I will recommend will be a better reading experience than a Global History or World History textbook. As Lynne Cheney suggested, it is time to use books which have sold in the marketplace to adult readers who could make their own decisions. 

And perhaps most importantly, unlike textbooks, these eBooks give you a choice of grade levels, depending on the skills of your students. You can start teaching World War II at grade level 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, or above.

I will also suggest many writing topics along the way.


Writing in Secondary Schools



Writing is often neglected in secondary schools as we know from the always full remedial classes in college. Few teachers in either history or English are happy taking 120 essays home each week to comment on. Sizer proposed combining history and English into American studies, giving each teacher no more than 80 students to work with on writing. “Or the narrow disciplinary specializations of teachers can be broken down;” he wrote. “Perhaps it would be better if Horace taught English and social studies to 60 students than just English to 120 different young people.”[9] His proposals conflicted with the standard curriculum from state education departments and have not been widely adopted. Having taught American history inside a community college English Department for eighteen years, I want to say that students respond to history if the biographies have compelling narratives. Would English lit teachers in high schools thrive teaching history? That is a tougher question.

In the electives which follow, you will see World War II in many theaters from many viewpoints. And as you will see in the electives about Korea and Vietnam, we can use history texts to ask some fundamental questions about American life. For example, when do we send troops into another country? How do we decide that an intervention is in our national interest? How do we learn about the attitudes of the people on the ground in the target country? As we all know, Vietnam was complicated. Its history is not a simple story of an invader from the North as in the case of Korea. What went wrong in Vietnam? Why did we stay so long? What can we learn from it? Etc.

Is it more useful to study about Vietnam, Iraq and Afghanistan, or learn about the ancient world? I think that the answer to this is clear, and that free eBooks about the United States can be useful to your students.





Black History


I am also interested in strengthening the teaching of Black History in the United States. I believe that Black History should be available early and often, in high school and middle school, to students in American history electives.

In a traditional English Composition class, I remember an African American student staring at the cover of Thurgood Marshall: Warrior on the Bar, Rebel on the Bench, by Hunter Clark on the first day of class. I got the impression that the subject matter helped her connect to the class.

Books are bridges, as we are often told. Books help students connect to new worlds. They also help students believe in their instructors and in their schools. I think that the student staring with approval at a photograph of Thurgood Marshall may have influenced her opinion of her instructor and the content of the class. At least he or she had bothered to find interesting reading matter.

Fortunately, I was free to select the reading materials for my English Composition classes for all my years of community college teaching. We read biographies about Thurgood Marshall, John Lewis, and books by Lorene Cary, Nathan McCall, Brent Staples, Gabriel García Márquez, Mario Vargas Llosa,Sandra Cisneros, Luis J. Rodriguez, and many others.

These books were important bridges between a white instructor and mostly Latino and African American students. My Latino students, who were almost all immigrants from nearby neighborhoods in Queens, were curious about race in the United States. They knew that race mattered and wanted to know as much as possible about it. They seemed to appreciate reading about the life of Thurgood Marshall rather than jumping from topic to topic in an anthology each week, as much of the rest of the English Department was doing.

Free eBooks about Mary McLeod Bethune, the publisher Robert Abbott, and other African American leaders and writers will be discussed.


Volume of Reading


Finally, at one point in all the electives, I will bring in information from researchers about how the volume of reading influences reading comprehension. I will speculate on what reading and writing centered schools would look like. And I will consider the barriers to these schools. I will list some of the obstacles to schools which could produce more students who are fluent readers and writers of their native language and know details about their nation’s history.


Notes

Unfortunately, the reading skills of 12th graders have declined in the last 30 years. See the chart below and the nation's report cardhere. Given that some students drop out before 12th grade, the number may be higher than stated below.

[image: 12thGrade_NAEP_2019]




New York is an example of a state where the number of below basic readers isgrowing. 


Elective #1: Reading and Writing about World War II at an Easy 6th Grade to 8th Grade Level.

“If history were taught in the form of stories, it would never be forgotten.” Rudyard Kipling in Black and White

In the introduction, Lynne Cheney suggested that teachers assign titles which have succeeded in the marketplace. I agree completely. Excellent reading experiences—the narratives that engage readers—are found in new and used bookstores not in the meetings of state textbook adoption committees. Fortunately, some of these dramatic titles are now available as free eBooks. Most of the titles which follow can be downloaded for free from theEbooks for Studentswebsite. Other recommendations are from the free ebook sites at Project Gutenberg and Standard Ebooksas I mentioned earlier. These sites provide eBooks in the public domain—books more than 95 years old whose copyrights have expired. The Ebooksforstudents.org site includes newer titles provided with the permission of the copyright holders.

For the first two topics, World War II and Black History, I have supplied reading at two levels, an easy reading level of 6th-8th grade and then at a second level of 9th grade and above. I hope that all of your 9th graders will at least be able to read at the easier level so that no one will be excluded from reading in their history classes. (I used the Flesch-Kincaid grade level in Microsoft Word to provide the reading levels in the ninety eBooks which follow.)

You will see that the eBooks on World War II are not provided in chronological order. For example, both the Philippines and Singapore fell before US bombers attacked Germany, but I added the book by the B29 pilot early because of the ideas he presented which might be useful in writing assignments. He provided provocative ideas as he wrote about his experiences bombing Germany. He wrote about democracy and the need to attend to democracy to keep democracy growing. 

But before we can turn to the US in World War II, let’s look at the cause of the war, the rise of Adolf Hitler.





The Mad Dog of Europe by Albert Nesor and Herman Mankiewicz: Hollywood Surrenders to the Nazis


[image: Hitler and his colleagues marching down a street]
At a time when demagogues rule China, Russia, and other nations around the world, it may be useful to see an example of how one ascended to power. Hitler, of course, is an extreme example in terms of the damage he did to the world and as such deserves our attention even years after he was elected to leadership in Germany. 

As you will see, The Mad Dog of Europeby the famous screenwriter, Herman Mankiewicz is accessible. The reading level is 6.3. Its back story shocked me. I am still amazed that Hollywood ever operated in such fear of the Nazis. In my nostalgia for the past, I thought that Americans were all patriots in the 30s and 40s and realized that a war against fascism was imminent. I was a little naïve. I had never thought much about why some films are produced in Hollywood, and some are not produced, to appease dictators or authoritarian governments.

The book started as a screenplay Herman Mankiewicz wrote to warn America about Hitler. The screenplay was killed in Hollywood and never produced. The country lost a warning it needed about the goals of Hitler and the Nazis. 

This surrender of Hollywood to Nazi Germany was the subject of a well-known book calledThe Collaboration: Hollywood’s Pact with Hitlerby Ben Urwand. Urwand writes:


The decision not to makeThe Mad Dog of Europewas the most important moment in all of Hollywood’s dealings with Nazi Germany. It occurred in the first year of Hitler’s rise to power, and it defined the limits of American movies for the remainder of the decade. There was an additional consequence to the decision, however, for only half of The Mad Dog of Europe was about Hitler; the other half was about his persecution of a minority group. In agreeing not to make the picture, the studio executives were setting a limit not only to what they could say about Nazis but also to what they could say about Jews.[10]





How did Mankiewicz acquire the background to write about Hitler? Herman Mankiewicz spent part of his early career in Germany as a journalist and saw the rise of Hitler. He wroteThe Mad Dog of Europeas a screenplay in the early 1930s before Germany rearmed. He thought that a movie was needed to warn America about the danger of Hitler. But Germany through Goebbels warned Hollywood that any film connected with Mankiewicz would lead to the end of the distribution of their films in the lucrative German market. Mankiewicz and his partner Sam Jaffe shopped the film in Hollywood for the entire decade of the 1930s, but Goebbels had closed the door. Finally, Mankiewicz’s partner gave the screenplay to his agent Al Rosen who had the screenplay published as a novel. The book was originally published with Nesor as the author, which is Rosen spelled backwards.

Mad Dogis fiction, but it will give your students insights into how Hitler came to power. They will see his masterful creation of outgroups, and how by being hateful in speech after speech, year after year, legitimized hate. What was his message to Germans as he rose to power? What promises did he make? What protections did he offer? What were the ‘out’ groups in German society that he promised to destroy? How did he keep power? And they will see how his paramilitary forces terrorized citizens who might disagree. Of course, there are opportunities for your students’ opinions about the use of outgroups in political campaigns. When, for example, does the use of outgroups cross the line into demagoguery? Obviously, saying “My opponent will raise your taxes” is different than saying “my opponent is a socialist who will seize your wealth and put you in jail,” or saying my opponents are “vermin,” who presumably do not have legal rights. At what point should name calling be condemned in order to maintain civil non-violent politics?

Hitler is dead but what is our responsibility today, you might ask your students. What should the response of Apple, Facebook and American soybean exporters be to the detention of a million Muslim Uighurs in Chinese ‘re-education’ camps? What is the responsibility of individual Americans to human rights violations abroad or at home? And please see newspaper reports on the response of the NBA to the crackdown in Hong Kong. Or are human rights problems overseas not the business of the citizens of a democracy?

And with other eBooks, I have also included some possible writing assignments. As I will mention at many places in this book, I believe that writing assignments can reinforce reading. Sometimes a bit of coercion can encourage completion of the reading. If each essay about a book requires direct quotations or paraphrases, and writing without this content is returned, students may be motivated to complete the reading.




The Wounded Don’t Cry by Quentin Reynolds: The Fall of France

[image: image]
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The next title shows how Britain and France suffered in the years before Pearl Harbor. By the time of Pearl Harbor in late 1941, Hitler had annexed Czechoslovakia in 1938, conquered Poland in 1939, and France in 1940. German bombers attacked British cities many nights in 1940. So, your students could continue in World War II with a book about the fall of France and life in Britain in order to see what the early years of the war were about. They could join Quentin Reynolds as he fled Paris on crowded roads, always looking out for German bombers. Then they can sit with Reynolds in the subway stations in London as he sought safety from the same German bombers. The grade level of Reynolds’ book is 4.7.

This book starts in France in the spring of 1940. The German annexation of Czechoslovakia and invasion of Poland are not described. You are with the writer on the roads fleeing Paris fearing that you will be strafed by low flying aircraft at any time. The roads are so packed with refugees that sometimes nothing moved for hours. Your car is stuck between other vehicles, wagons, and civilians on foot. In Tours, south of Paris, you will experience bombing for the first time. In The Wounded Don’t Cry, Quentin Reynolds’ descriptions are vivid. You and your students will feel like you are with him, hoping that the bombers will not arrive tonight. After surviving the fall of France, Reynolds moved to London where he saw civilians sleeping in the subways each night to avoid German bombs.

The New York Times praised the book at its publication in 1941. “In the book to which he has given that symbolic title (and which he dedicates “To my neighbors, the people of London") Quentin Reynolds has made an excellent selection of representative word pictures, which show in one clear-cut detail after another what England is going through and how English courage, endurance and humor are meeting the present happenings of war. It is a journalist's book from start to finish - a book of flashes, sharp, racy, significant: one of the very good books of its kind....

“There is depth of feeling, as of indignation, in the record of the machine-gunning of refugees on the crowded roads south from Paris,” the Times wrote. “And there is poignant sensitiveness in the personal story of how a beautiful and completely unimportant little city—Beauvais—was senselessly done to death by the enemy: ‘it could never be proud of its lovely cathedral again.’” 

The next book is not by an observer of the war in France and Great Britain, but a participant.
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The Last Enemy by Richard Hillary: The Battle of Britain

[image: image]





[image: Text  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]This book shows the realities of air combat in World War II in 1940. Hillary’s memoir explodes the myth of the romance of war in the sky. The reading level is 7.1. The New York Times called it “A small masterpiece.”

Young Richard Hillary, a Spitfire pilot in the RAF, thought that flying one-on-one against Hitler’s ‘roster of rogues,’ the Luftwaffe, would be exciting, gallant, and heroic. However, when he is shot down, horribly burned and disfigured in the Battle of Britain, he faces a different battle in which he must confront the toughest enemy of all—himself—and learn true courage and heroism. 

Here are some of the editorial reviews: 

“A classic of air warfare” —Washington Post

“A haunting memoir of wartime courage”—Philadelphia Inquirer

“THE LAST ENEMY has been a classic in England since its publication. It deserves the same status here.” —Tulsa World

“A philosophical treatise on war which ranks with thebest.” —Montgomery Journal-Advertiser

If as a history teacher you are very interested in chronology, you could turn to another story by a British flyer in Last Flight from Singapore by Arthur Donohue, described later in this chapter. Singapore fell before American bombers were active in Europe as in the story below.
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Serenade to the Big Birdby Bert Stiles: American Bomber Pilots
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[image: Text  Description automatically generated with low confidence]I likedSerenade to the Big Birdbecause it was dramatic, easy to read at a 4.5 grade level, and I learned something about the lives of bomber pilots in World War II. I knew that they did not live long, but seeing how many pilots did not return from missions was still a shock.

I found their sacrifice inspiring. I found Lt. Stiles’ decision to stay in the war to be especially heroic. After he completed the 35 missions required of a bomber pilot, he could have returned to the United States. Instead, he volunteered to become a fighter pilot. He died on a mission at age 23.

And I also enjoyed seeing the solidarity of Americans as they fought fascism in Europe. Lt. Stiles didn’t mention a single incident of political division or argument in his squadron. No one was a socialist, a Marxist, or a ‘deplorable’ in the briefing rooms or in the B-29s.

I like the idea of providing a rationale for reading each book. How will you convince your students that Serenade is worthy of their time? Why ask them to read and write about a war which ended over seventy years ago?

First of all, it is a good read. Stiles was drafted out of a journalism program in college, so he came to this book with experience as a writer. “The Germans had wheeled in a mobile battery and they had us zeroed,” he wrote. “I could see the dull flashes right outside the window. The ship lurched and gagged and I could hear the stuff hitting the wings. Little slivers of glass splintered around the cockpit. The right wing bucked and I looked out there and saw smoke curling out of the oil cooler,” are examples of his writing style in this book.

I think that in addition to providing an exciting reading experience,Serenadealso offers students many opportunities to write. Hopefully your high school has moved beyond multiple-choice tests and short answer assessments, and actually provides writing assignments in its history classes. You might remind students that teachers who insist on reading and writing are not trying to mistreat them. Your teachers are aware that in college students need to be able to write well to succeed. You might show them the attrition numbers from the colleges in your area and ask them how many multiple-choice tests they expect to see in college or in the workplace. Ask them if they will need to read the directions when their supervisor asks them to program the sensor used on the bottling line or canning line in the brewery where they now work. But I digress.

A writing topic which jumps out ofSerenadeis Stiles’ views on democracy. Of course, Stiles saw democracy in Germany fail in the early 1930s. Hitler persuaded the Germans that he could protect them from the Communists and the Jews and rescue them from the Depression. Stiles says that a democracy that doesn’t grow doesn’t stay a democracy for long. You might ask students to compare Stiles’ views on democracy and their opinions on the state of our democracy in the United States in the early 2020s. What would Stiles say about the amount of money spent on elections in the United States? How much money is from ma and pa, and how much is from the special interests on Wall Street, and the pharmaceutical companies and elsewhere?

Students could also compare their opinion of the importance of voting with what Stiles thought about the topic. In many years as a writing instructor, I found that providing places for students’ voices led to more energetic responses from them. This is not surprising at all, but I wonder why the English Department did not mention this basic fact to us immediately at the very beginning of our careers. As I mentioned earlier, I always required students to paraphrase or use short direct quotations from the book we were reading in each writing assignment. Essays without references from the books were returned for rewrites. Tying reading and writing together gently coerces attention to the reading.

As your students read, they will see that Stiles also had opinions about the collective guilt of a nation, and about civilian casualties. What does he say about the collective guilt of the Germans who went along with the Nazis? Does he think that the Nazi genocide in Central and Eastern Europe reduced the rights of German civilians to life? Was the British bombing of German cities with the intention of killing civilians justified?
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Helmet for My Pillow by Robert Leckie: War in the Pacific
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To this easy reading World War II elective, I would add several other books. You and your students would have a great deal of choice in reading and writing about World War II.

One book I would recommend for this first elective is so compelling that HBO turned to it for the content of the first half of its series on World War II, called the Pacific. The book is written at a 7.4. reading level. Inexpensive paperback copies are available at a large online book seller.

[image: A photo of soldiers fording a river]

Robert Leckie wroteHelmet for My Pillowafter he returned from years of fighting on island after island as a Marine in the Pacific. He was on Guadalcanal in the early days of the campaign when the Marines suffered bombing during the day and shelling by Japanese battleships during the night. In the early days on Guadalcanal, their survival was in doubt. He risked not only his life but also his mental health in fighting month after month on island after island in the Pacific. His war stretched from Guadalcanal northeast of Australia to New Britain near New Guinea to Peleliu near the Philippines, which was one of the bloodiest battles in the Pacific.

About Peleliu, he wrote: “We were pinned down, but not by mortars alone. Machine gun fire came from an invincible outpost which the Japanese had blasted out of a coral promontory jutting into the bay. We had found an opening in it, and even then were filling it with all manner of small arms fire: grenades, sticks of dynamite hurled by men who had crept up to it, or billowing fire from the flame throwers who also had gained the hole—but the answering fire continued to rake our deadly picnic ground.”

As you might expect, parts of the book are dark. Leckie lost many of his buddies in combat. But other parts are humorous. Leckie was brave, but not especially respectful of authority. He had nicknames for his superiors which were interesting. During an R&R in Australia, he went AWOL from his unit, and watched them parade down main street from the porch of a bar in the Australian town.

Obviously, I think that military history matters. Leckie's book is important. It tells us how much the Marines and Army sacrificed in the Pacific. It is part of our national heritage. Young Americans should know what it was like to go to war in the Pacific as a young adult, and the experiences of the men and women who served.

Let’s find other dramatic first-person accounts of young men and women in World War II. Other easy to read books can show the extent of the war in the Pacific, North Africa and Europe.
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Slightly Out of Focus by Robert Capa: The Early Hours of D-Day
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[image: A book cover of a soldier in water  Description automatically generated]Reviewers on Goodreads loved Slightly Out of Focus, a memoir by one of the most famous photographers of World War II. “This is a fine starting point in understanding one of photojournalism’s true masters. Charming and profound, Slightly Out of Focus is a marvelous memoir told in words and superb pictures. He just may be the greatest battlefield photographer to grace the earth,” wrote one reader. Another said that “The tone is very different from similar books from the Iraq war like Generation Kill or The Forever War. This has more of a jet set vibe as Capa hops planes to get to the front, take war photos, and then retreat back to hang out with Hemmingway or Ernie Pyle. It’s certainly a different perspective from books like To Hell and Back or With the Old Breed.” Capa’s life was much more than hanging out in bars with famous writers. He came ashore in the early hours of D-day and come have easily been killed taking his famous pictures. The book is easy reading at 7.6.


Patrol by Fred Majdalany: The British in North Africa


[image: Image of a soldier on patrol]Another book which is dramatic and easy reading for high school freshmen at a 6.9 reading level isPatrol,about the British in North Africa in World War II. It is a novel and has nothing to say about the large battles of the theater. It is a story of a few men and how they lived and died in the desert. I can’t write much about it without spoiling the story, but it is memorable.

The New York Timesloved the book. You might share this excerpt from the review with your students:

“A reader couldn’t hope for a more exciting description of the courage of men on a reconnaissance patrol, and especially of the long and the short and the tall British Tommy. Fred Majdalany, author of The Monastery was a British infantry commander in Tunisia, Monte Cassino and points north and knows his fusiliers.

“There was a wartime feature article, now familiar but none the less true, that began by quoting a headquarters communique — “Nothing to report, only patrol activity”—and then would give in detail, ironically, what a patrol actually went through. Here, in longer story form, is that truthful article retold better than ever.

“The author comes up with a striking analogy to define courage under fire. He compares it to a man’s bank account: you start out with a fixed sum. large or small, and as the days on the line and on patrol increase, your account begins to dwindle. The time finally comes when there isn’t much left to draw upon except fear. Anyone who saw the British desert rats in Tunisia in ‘43 knows that their account never ran out, and ‘Patrol’ is a stirring tribute to their courage.”
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Road to Huertgen by Paul Boesch: U. S. Army in Europe
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[image: A picture containing map  Description automatically generated]After reading this book, your students will understand more about the war in Western Europe. They will know what it was like to face artillery, mortar and machine gun fire from an enemy that did not give up after the Normandy landing. And they see how planning influenced the outcome of the five-month battle for the Huertgen Forest. The reading level is 7.2. The reviews on Goodreads aboutRoad to Huertgen: Forest in Hellare extraordinary. “It is not often that a book is written by a man who personally endured the horrors of war in very intimate terms. The reader really becomes attached to this LT as he and his unit fight against the German Army. I recommend this book to anyone who in some small way desire to appreciate what a combat infantry man endures,” said one reviewer.

Another reviewer wrote,“A grunts’ eye view of the European war. The author was a lieutenant in the infantry in the Huertgen Forest during the Battle of the Bulge. The most remarkable part of the book is the lack of contact he had with the enemy. His war involved avoiding artillery fire and mines which took a tremendous toll on the infantry. It was not until his company was ordered to attack the town of Huertgen that he experienced combat at close quarters. His account of witnessing a German die who he shot gives insight into the psychology of war.”
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Agent in Italy by S.K.: How to Survive as a Spy 
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[image: The title of the book and the author's initials S.K.]Agent in Italy is a spy story and is easy reading for high school students at a 6.4 grade level. It is also a story about how the Nazis built an industrial empire in occupied territories to feed their war machine. Your students will see that war is not just armies at the front lines, but also the struggles to find the resources to sustain the armies. 

As you will see, the author is clearing trying to inspire heroic resistance to the Nazis early in World War II. One chapter is titled, “Watched by the Gestapo.” It is possible that the author, who is known to us only as ‘S.K.,’ did not exist. Could this book be part of the British propaganda effort early in World War II designed to turn the U.S. against Germany in the years before Pearl Harbor? The book was published in 1942. Obviously, it was written earlier—in the days before Pearl Harbor. But did a spy actually write it? How could a spy be so successful in areas where the Gestapo and the Italian Secret Police were operating? It is a little hard to imagine a spy taking the detailed notes needed for this book and leaving them around in hotel rooms in Italy to be opened by the secret police. Perhaps the book is the work of the British Security Coordination, the secret unit the British set up in the Unites States to encourage American intervention in World War II.

But regardless of the question of authorship, there are topics where students could write about their values and add their voices to questions of war and courage. 

In Chapter 29, as an Italian opposed to the Nazis and the Fascist regime, would you have joined the underground in the sabotage in Spezia? And from Chapter 37, do you agree with S.K.’s explanation of why it would be foolish for the underground in Italy to rise up against the German army of occupation?Another question in Chapter 1-2 may also be worth writing about: How did S.K.’s technique for rescuing Jews from concentration camps work? Given similar risks like the situation he was facing, would you have participated in such a plan to help prisoners escape Germany?
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The Road to Stalingrad by Benno Zieser: World War II on the Eastern Front
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[image: A picture containing text, book  Description automatically generated]As an American, I am drawn to accounts of the war in western Europe where two of my uncles fought and survived, and another served in the army during the occupation of Germany. Of course for many, many families, World War II was a time of losses. For instance, my friend’s uncle died in his tank in France shortly after the invasion of Normandy. But the most important battle of World War II took place in the east, where Hitler was stopped for the first time, as the Russians surrounded a huge German army in Stalingrad and forced it to surrender after months of brutal combat in and around the city. InOn the Road to Stalingrad, Benno Zieser tells the story of a German infantryman who fought in the German invasion in the months before Stalingrad and then in Stalingrad. 

The vocabulary is simple at a 4.2 reading level, but your students will probably slow down to process the slaughter that Zieser describes. You will read of the hundreds who died in front of Zieser on the Eastern Front every day from machine gun fire, mortars, long range artillery, and daytime and overnight bombings. Your students will keep turning the pages to see if he survives.
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An Army of Amateurs by Philippe De Vomecourt: The French Resistance to Nazi Occupation
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[image: Text, letter  Description automatically generated]An Army of Amateursis the incredible story of the resistance of the ordinary Frenchman in the street to the Nazis—secretly sapping the strength of the invading armies until the final Allied victory. Here is a picture of a group of dedicated but inexperienced citizens who risked their lives and displayed enormous courage—winning despite the many blunders that amateurs were bound to make.

Philippe De Vomécourt, who with his two brothers, and the aid of Great Britain, helped to organize the resistance. He began his operations by obtaining a job with the Nazis as an inspector of railroad trucks-enabling him to see that these trucks failed to get to the proper destination, to plan ‘escape routes,’ and assist in smuggling Jews to safety. This book could lead to any number of writing assignments. What would your response have been to an enemy occupation? Would you have risked as much as theVomécourts did during an occupation by a foreign power? As mentioned earlier, I always found that providing a space for the voices of students led to more energetic, enthusiastic essays.

The reading level is 7.1.




Give Us This Day by Sidney Stewart: Solidarity in World War II

[image: image073]
The newspaper blurbs aboutGive Us This Dayare extraordinary. “Unforgettable” wroteThe New York Times, for example.The Chicago Tribunesaid, “I have read scores of books that came out of World War II, but I have read none that took such a tremendous grip on my emotions, nor one that evoked so strikingly the horror of war...This is more than a book, finely written as it is—it is a living experience.”

The content is very easy reading at 4.3, but there are scenes of brutality throughout the book as it describes the Bataan Death March. This is a book I would read well before sharing it with students.

I liked the book because its main theme was solidarity. The men who lived to the end of captivity survived because of their love for each other and their support for each other every day. This theme of solidarity appeals to me a great deal at this time in American history, but is the violence too much to start a semester with? It would fit easily in an elective on World War II or War in the Pacific with any of the other books on the Pacific War. Or perhaps there could be an elective called Solidarity and Division: What Connects and Disconnects Americans: Past and Present?
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Last Flight from Singapore by Arthur Donahue: The Fall of Singapore

[image: image]





[image: A plane in the sky]What other books about World War II made strong impressions on me? 

I could not imagine the life of a British fighter pilot during the fall of Singapore. Donahue and his fellow pilots wanted to fight but had to flee Singapore quickly to survive. As you follow Arthur Donahue, from day to day and hour to hour, you will see how quickly Japan swept through Southeast Asia after Pearl Harbor in 1941.

Experience mattered, as you might expect. Japan had been at war in China throughout much of the 1930s and sent veteran troops into Malaya, routing inexperienced Brits and their Indian colonial troops. Singapore soon fell, and Donahue in Last Flight from Singapore hopped from airdrome to airdrome as the Japanese invasion pushed his squadron to the east into Sumatra. The reading level is 8.7.

Your students will meet thepilots who survived the fall of Singapore and flew to Dutch airfields in Sumatra. What are the takeaways for students, they might ask. Of course, the practice of reading builds fluency in reading, as students create maps of how the world is organized. And new books introduce new vocabulary. And your students can see the flow of history as an empire ended. The British colonies in Asia before World War II included India, Malaya, Hong Kong, and what is now Pakistan. The areas are now free except for Hong Kong, which is controlled by China.

The French fared much worse in Asia after World War II than the Brits, as you will see later in the electives about Vietnam. They wanted to cling to their colonies in Indochina, but the Vietnamese and Cambodians wanted freedom.Unfortunately, as we all know, the French were able to pull their most powerful ally, the United States, into their struggle to retain power in Asia. So, the United States did not escape the tragedy of colonial empires. Of course, our desire to help the French was also mixed with an anti-communism, which dominated political thought at the time.

How the Cold War, with incidents such as the Berlin Airlift, where we faced Russia, and the war in Korea, where we faced North Korea and Red China, influenced American decisions to intervene in Indochina we will see in the Elective on the Cold War, Korea and Vietnam.
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Escape from Corregidor by Edgar D. Whitcomb: The Fall of the Philippines
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[image: A picture containing a rifle with the Japanese flag in the background]Another exciting narrative of escape is the experience of Americans fleeing the Philippines as it fell to the Japanese after Pearl Harbor. These GIs did not have airplanes at their disposal to fly away in, or ships to sail. They began their escape with a long life-threatening swim to escape from the garrison which was about to surrender on Corregidor.

At each stop in their escape down the coast of the Philippines, capture or worse was possible. Your students will see how much determination and courage matter. The reading level of Escape from Corregidor is 7.7

In the next chapter, we will look at books reporting on World War II with more difficult reading levels of 9th to 10th grade.




Note:

So how can teachers discover grade levels? I paste chapters from eBooks directly into Microsoft Word and run Editor, Documents Stats in Word 365, or, in Word 2016, Review, Spelling, and Grammar. But first before this would work in Microsoft Word 2016, where I had to go to File, More, Options, Proofing, and clicked to turn on Readability statistics.
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 Elective #2: Reading and Writing World War II at 9th-10th Grade Reading Levels
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Is Tomorrow Hitler’s? by H.R. Knickerbocker: The Rise of Hitler


[image: The title Is Tomorrow Hitler's]
Your students may be interested in learning more about how the western democracies allowed Hitler to expand the borders of Germany even before World War II started. In Is Tomorrow Hitler’s?, the American foreign correspondent H.R. Knickerbocker explained how Hitler annexed the Rhineland, Austria, and Czechoslovakia in the 1930s while the West looked away. Does vigilance and an aggressive response to dictators still matter today? You could ask your students how the West responded to Putin’s invasion of Crimea. When did Germany end its energy purchases from Russia for example? When do democracies need to confront authoritarian thugs? Students could compare the early response of the West to Hitler with the early response of the West to Putin.

Knickerbocker writes well. He won the Pulitzer Prize for foreign reporting in 1935. This 1941 book explaining the rise of Hitler and Hitler’s early prowess as a military leader is fascinating reading. Even the first 100 pages would be an excellent introduction to how World War II started. Your students can download it from Project Gutenberg. The reading level is 10.7.
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No Woman’s World by Iris Carpenter: U.S. Army in Western Europe


[image: Photograph of Nurses Outside a Tent]Timemagazine lovedNo Woman’s Worldwhen it was published in 1946. The reading level is 10.8.

“Much of No Woman's World reads about as a woman's war report might be expected to read: human-interest stories, hard-boiled anecdotes, Perils-of-Pauline asides. In field hospitals Correspondent Carpenter saw "the hideous mess which high-explosive makes of human flesh." In newly liberated Paris she lived on "K rations, cognac and champagne." On the Rhine she rushed over the newly captured Remagen Bridge while MPs shouted, "Keep ten paces between you and the next guy—it's hot around here.”[11]

Time explained that Carpenter saw the entire campaign in Western Europe. It also noted that Carpenter questioned the leadership that led to the disaster at Bastogne known as the Battle of the Bulge. “Correspondent Carpenter also includes a critical tactical narrative of the fighting from D-day to the end. Having had access (she does not say through whom, but it is a fair guess) to First Army staff documents, she notes that First Army G-2 had the "first inkling" of Rundstedt's Ardennes offensive weeks before it began, but that Bradley's Twelfth Army group did not act on the information. Her conclusion: it was closer to "complete catastrophe . . . than any Allied commander would ever care to admit.”

Students will see the struggle that Allied forces faced after the landing in Normandy—from north to south, as the Canadian, British, and American armies worked to push into Germany after D-Day.

The Wall Street Journal also appreciated Carpenter’s work. According to the Wall Street Journal, “her bluntness makes this memoir a riveting read.”[12]The Journal cited her interest in the guilt of German citizens. “Carpenter records her own confused emotions on first entering Germany and having to decide how to view ordinary German citizens—as suffering victims, or the enemy, or both?”

Carpenter had a strong desire to know how the German people allowed the atrocities of the concentration camps and the Holocaust to happen. It would be interesting, in a couple of writing assignments, to ask students what Carpenter’s view of individual responsibility was. And then to ask them what they think of the responsibilities of individuals in a mass society. To what extent is protest a moral responsibility if your society is doing wrong in your eyes?Of course, in an authoritarian society, is protest possible? Would you have joined the German teenagers distributing anti-Nazi leaflets during World War II?

But why read another book about World War II, your students might ask? Since women were not allowed in combat, what would Iris Carpenter know about what happened on the front lines? What exactly is the value of her book to us?

Carpenter provides a different point of view. Not only because of her gender, but also because she was free to criticize military planning at the time. She was not stuck within the command structure of a platoon or a company or a battalion.

As your students would see, as a journalist with access to both the front lines, and to the military planners, Carpenter had access to far more information than a rifleman in a foxhole. As you would see, she had questions about the some of the decisions that led to disasters in the war. She thought that enough intelligence had been available to prevent the Battle of the Bulge, for example, but this intelligence had been ignored. So, your students would hear the voice of someone who had access to planners at the highest level. Basic questions of management such as “What worked and What didn’t work?” mattered to her. Your students would read a critical voice, not a writer who automatically approved each military decision. And they would see a woman who refused to let the sexism of the 1940s in the American military keep her from reporting on the war. 

As mentioned earlier, she was concerned about the habit of obedience in the German public. She asked how much the Germans knew about the slave laborers and the concentration camps. She seemed to enjoy describing how an American officer ordered the citizens of a town to dig graves and bury the dead from a local concentration camp.

I admired her courage as I read the book. She was close enough to the front to have been shelled many times. She describes the Battle of the Bulge in detail. She followed the first GIs to cross the Rhine at Remagen.
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Purple Heart Valley by Margaret Bourke-White: Torpedoed in the Mediterranean
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[image: A picture containing text, sign  Description automatically generated]A new writer for me is the famous photographer, Margaret Bourke-White. Her bookPurple Heart Valleyis written at an 8.8 reading level.Dear Fatherland,her next book, is at 8.3. She learned to write like a journalist while risking her life photographing World War II in North Africa, Italy and Germany. She survived being torpedoed in the Mediterranean on the way to war in North Africa. The convoy sped away to avoid more German torpedoes. She was rescued from a lifeboat after hours of drifting in the ocean. This experience might have sent a less determined journalist home. Her story is easy reading, and her photographs are stunning. She did some conventional war reporting in Italy in “Purple Heart Valley”: A Combat Chronicle of The War in Italy, and later got more political in a book about Germany.

Like Carpenter, she went to report on Germany at the end of the war and asked the Germans, “Why?” As you might expect, Bourke-White was furious with what she found in Germany after the shooting stopped. She refused to forgive them for the evil of Hitler and was uncertain about their futures.
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Dear Fatherland, Rest Quietly by Margaret Bourke-White:A Report on the Collapse of Hitler’s ‘Thousand Years’


[image: Title of the Book]InDear Fatherland, Rest Quietly:A Report on the Collapse of Hitler’s ‘Thousand Years,’ she demanded to know why so many had acquiesced to Hitler. She was thrilled when General Patton made the neighbors of the concentration camps walk through the camps by the thousands.

She wrote, "When 3rd Army troops had occupied Buchenwald two days before, that tough old soldier, General Patton, had been so incensed at what he saw that he ordered his police to go through Weimar, of which Buchenwald is a suburb, and bring back one thousand civilians to make them see with their own eyes what their leaders had done. The MPs were so enraged that they brought back two thousand."

Your students will see the horrors of Nazi Germany through the eyes ofMargaret Bourke-White at the end of World War II.
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U-505 by Daniel V. Gallery: A Captured German Submarine off the Coast of Africa
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[image: A image of the U-505]School districts which love ‘primary sources,’ even though the readings are sometimes extremely brief and have done little to build reading skills in American youth, may love U-505. It is ‘primary source’ all the way. The writer was also the organizer of the group which captured a German submarine off the coast of Africa. This was not a trivial success. It did far more than removing one sub from the German fleet. By capturing the sub intact, the Navy now had access to German coding equipment, which led to the decryption of German codes. U-505 now sits outside the Chicago Science Museum and if you are visiting Chicago, it is worth a stop. The media loved the book when it was released in 1956:

“One of the best non-fiction books about World War II.”—Raleigh News & Observer

“U-505 IS ONE OF THE WAR’S MOST EXCITING MEMOIRS.”—Chicago Daily News

“A first-rate adventure tale...suspense and excitement told with a seaman’s salty zest...excellent reading.”—Chicago Sunday Tribune

“A humdinger of a sea story...a highly readable book, trimmed from stem to stern with the writer’s irrepressible sense of humor.”—Chicago Sunday Times

“EXCELLENT.”—Chicago Tribune

“Brimming with thrills.”—Philadelphia News

“An engrossing tale...Pungent, entertaining, informative.”—Navy Times

“A masterful job that merits the attention of every lover of sea stories.”—Pittsburgh Press

In the next two chapters, we will move away from the literature of World War II. And you will see electives in Black History at the easy reading level of 6-8, and the more difficult 9-10.













Elective #3: Reading and Writing Black History: Easy Reading at Grade Levels 6-8.


Imagine new curricula focused on language acquisition rather than just classroom discussions in the nation’s schools. In addition to talking about events in social studies classes, teachers would now be able to provide experiences in reading and writing. And at the same time homework would return to the lives of teenagers. And choice in schools would be real, not just part of press releases or weekly editorials in the Wall Street Journal about how school vouchers will improve every aspect of life in secondary schools. Students and parent could choose what history courses they prefer with the understanding that the new history electives will include reading and writing assignments. Homework will return.

For the first time, students could elect a Black history course in 9th grade, rather than being subjected to seven ancient dynasties in a single paragraph in a Global History textbook. The visibility of reading and writing assignments would soar. Students would see now courses with lists of reading assignments and writing assignments similar to what higher education provides. 

In this new 9th grade Black History elective might include the topics of resistance, Reconstruction, the Jim Crow era, the Harlem Renaissance, and the Civil Rights era among others. Fortunately, free eBooks are available for each of these topics at easy reading levels of 6th-8th for those students with weaker skills who often can’t read the textbooks written at grade level and have nothing to read.
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The Long Black Schooner by Emma Gelders Sterne: The Voyage of the Amistad
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[image: An image of Cinque]A strong book about resistance to slavery is theThe Long Black Schooner: The Voyage of the Amistadby Emma Gelders Sterne.The reading level is 5.5."Men, women, boys, girls—all are chained together on the slave ship Amistad,” Sterne wrote. “Only yesterday they were free in their beloved African villages. Then slave catchers kidnapped them and are taking them in chains across the sea to be sold.


"But Cinque, their leader, has an iron file....

"On the night of June 30, 1839, the slaves cut their chains and take over the ship. Here is the true story of a breathtaking and little-known event in American history." The book ends describing how John Quincy Adams, an ex-president of the United States, argued for the freedom of the ex-slaves in the Supreme Court and won. The next book describes the resistance to slavery in more detail.







Revolts, Resistance and Emancipation by Dorothy Sterling: How Slaves and Society Resisted Slavery


[image: A wanted poster with a cowboy  Description automatically generated]


Read about Gabriel Prosser and Nat Turner, who led revolts, the settlements of runaways in Florida, and the slaves who traveled on the Underground Railroad and risked severe punishments or death fleeing to Canada. Written for a young adult audience, the Flesch-Kincaid reading level is 7.8, which makes it accessible to many high school students. The book was originally published as Forever Free: The Story of the Emancipation Proclamation. Here is the story of slavery from the first European slave traders in Africa to the slave trade in early American history. It describes the compromises in the Constitution of 1787 to satisfy the slave owners in the South and the end of slavery in the Civil War. Frederick Douglass said “God be praised” when he talked about the outbreak of the war at Fort Sumter. He knew that the Civil War would liberate the four million slaves in the Confederate states. The author describes the abolitionists who demanded an end to slavery during the Civil War, and the work of President Lincoln in the history-making document, the Emancipation Proclamation, ending almost 250 years of slavery in North America. 
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The Narratives of Fugitive Slaves by Benjamin Drew: Fleeing to Safety in Canada


[image: A book cover of two people]The Wall Street Journal selected this book as one of their five best books about the Underground Railroad in January 2023. I agree with their selection. It shows the courage of slaves who fled to Canada to be free. They risked death or mutilation if caught. The Journal wrote, “To compile this book, Benjamin Drew, a white abolitionist from Plymouth, Mass., visited 14 communities in Canada and transcribed the stories of more than 100 formerly enslaved people. The result is a chorus of voices illuminating a harrowing chapter of history and the astonishing feats of resistance that ultimately beat back the system of American chattel slavery. Occupying a mere half-page near the beginning of the book is Harriet Tubman. She opens: “I grew up like a neglected weed—ignorant of liberty, having no experience of it.” The many narratives here are as ripe with metaphor as they are with exquisitely detailed recollections of the land and people encountered during their escapes, and with wonderfully rich descriptions of often-prosperous enterprises created once freedom was achieved. This is the Underground Railroad’s multi-person memoir, with all the power and gravitas of an epic poem.”[13]The reading level is 5.5. but the brutality the ex-slaves describe is hard to read about in many places.






Three Autobiographies by Frederick Douglass: How the Abolitionist Leader Resisted Slavery 
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[image: A photo of Frederick Douglass]Some of the most informative accounts of life in the 19th century are the three well-known autobiographies by Frederick Douglass. This eBook on the Ebookforstudents website contains all three of these autobiographies. In the first text, his famousNarrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, he describes the brutality of slavery and how he resisted slavery. While the material in many chapters is sad and the accounts of slavery are painful reading, theaverage reading level is easy at 7.9.



His next book,My Bondage and My Freedom,overlaps with theNarrative. Some of the chapters inNarrativereappear inMy Bondage and My Freedom.The reading level is 10.7.Stronger readers can continue and read about Frederick Douglass's life as a freeman. They will see how he became a leader of the Abolitionist movement in the North. This new material about life in the North starts in Chapter twenty-one ofMy Bondage. I found MyBondageinspiring. Both of these first two books can be downloaded for free fromProject Gutenberg. They are also in the combined volume on the ebooksforstudents.org web site.

In the third book by Douglass, titled theLife and Times of Frederick Douglass,your students will see much more about his relationships with violent and non-violent abolitionists. About John Brown, Douglass wrote, "Deeply interested as "Ossawatomie Brown was in Kansas, he never lost sight of what he called his greater work ─ the liberation of all the slaves in the United States." Douglass gave financial help to Brown. Your students will see Douglass flee to England to avoid possible imprisonment after John Brown's raid on Harper's Ferry. And they would see his political work after the Civil War, as well as his disappointment with Reconstruction. To avoid overlap with earlier books, begin with Chapter seven of Part Two, where he writes about starting a newspaper in Rochester. In the last chapters of this autobiography, your students will see Douglass call out to the nation to continue federal efforts at Reconstruction in the South, but his calls were ignored, and the tragedy of Jim Crow emerged. He wrote:


"But today, in most of the Southern States, the fourteenth and fifteenth amendments are virtually nullified.

"The rights which they were intended to guarantee are denied and held in contempt. The citizenship granted in the fourteenth amendment is practically a mockery, and the right to vote, provided for in the fifteenth amendment, is literally stamped out in face of government. The old master class is today triumphant, and the newly-enfranchised class in a condition but little above that in which they were found before the rebellion.

"Do you ask me how, after all that has been done, this state of things has been made possible? I will tell you. Our reconstruction measures were radically defective. They left the former slave completely in the power of the old master, the loyal citizen in the hands of the disloyal rebel against the government. Wise, grand, and comprehensive in scope and design as were the reconstruction measures, high and honorable as were the intentions of the statesmen by whom they were framed and adopted, time and experience, which try all things, have demonstrated that they did not successfully meet the case."



The reading level is 11.2because of the discussions of politics in the third text. The first two volumes are much easier reading.
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The Autobiography of an Ex-Coloured Man by James Weldon Johnson: His Travels in the North and South
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[image: A picture containing text, book, person, person  Description automatically generated]The reading level of this novel,The Autobiography of an Ex-Coloured Man,is 8.1.James Weldon Johnson writes about race in the North and the South with an energy and a grace that your students won't soon forget. His fictional character experiences the United States as both a black man and a white man during the Jim Crow era. He also travels widely in Europe. "Remarkable" is what an early reviewer, Carl Van Vechten said about it in the introduction to the book. More recently, the historian Henry Louis Gates, Jr. writes that "Of the novels published by black writers between the Civil War and the Harlem Renaissance, none would have a greater impact upon the subsequent shape of Afro-American fiction than Johnson'sThe Autobiography of an Ex-Coloured Man. A blurb on a print edition said, "It became an eloquent model for later novelists ranging from Zora Neale Hurston to Richard Wright and Ralph Ellison."
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Home to Harlem by Claude McKay: Life in Harlem in the 1920s
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[image: A Black Man Flanked by New York Skyscrapers]Reviewers on Goodreads are enthusiastic about McKay’ novel about Harlem:

“I really enjoyed this book. It really transported me back to Harlem in the 1920s. Through the lives of young unskilled African Americans living and working in Harlem. The clothes, the food, entertainment and while sporadic; the political views. All in all, a great, quick read. No surprise that this book was a best seller in its time.”

Another reviewer wrote: 

“McKay’sHome to Harlemis, without a doubt, an under-appreciated classic of the Harlem Renaissance. While it lacks the fame of something likeTheir Eyes Were Watching God,Home to Harlemis a vital chronicle of the lives of low status blacks in the cultural Mecca of 1920s Harlem. McKay’s protagonist, Jake, is, in some ways, the ideal representation of the common man of Harlem. Instead of living a life of privilege, Jake sponges off women, holds odd jobs, and generally shows himself to be a non-contributor to society. In stark contrast to many protagonists of Harlem Renaissance literature, Jake is neither rural nor well to do. This rarity makesHome to Harlema fascinating novel. The most lasting contribution of McKay’s novel is the way in which it portrays Harlem. There is a meaningful and visible difference between white life and black life. A divide that, when explored in literature, is nearly always interesting. Not only do McKay’s characters speak, presumably, as blacks did during this time, but they also act in a way that, for better or worse, shows the perceived exoticism of Harlem. While Du Bois’–in my view, wrongly–criticizedHome to Harlemfor presenting a negative image of American blacks, that is one of the novel’s strongest points: McKay creates characters who act as their real-life analogues would. They don’t always represent their race well, they do drugs, they drink, they fight, they fornicate. This novel, not intended as some sort of anthropological exercise to convince whites of the similarity of blacks, paints Harlem as the thrilling, lively, vibrant place that it was. As a result, whether you find McKay stylistically strong or not–he is–,Home to Harlemworks brilliantly as, basically, an educational novel, enlightening readers and showing them the amazing place that Harlem is and was.”

The reading level is 4.2.
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Fire in the Flint by Walter E. White: A Doctor Returns to the Jim Crow South
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[image: The Title Fire in the Flint]Another easy-to-read book about the Jim Crow era isFire in the Flint,ata 6.0 reading level. The vocabulary is simple, but the content is adult but still suitable for students starting high school. The protagonist dies of racial violence. WhileFire in the Flintis a novel, it provides a window into an era—the years after the end of Reconstruction; the years after the Federal troops left the South. It is set in a time in the South when violence toward African Americans was common. Reconstruction ultimately failed to provide public safety for Blacks in the South, and the author makes the consequences of that clear. The author, Walter F. White, is best known as a civil rights activist trying to stop lynchings in the South, and later the Executive Secretary of the N.A.A.C.P. InFire in the Flint, he writes:

“Kenneth knew there was nothing to be done towards the punishment of the men who had so brutally beaten Nancy Ware. He knew that it would even be unwise for him to talk too much about it. If Sheriff Parker was himself a member of the Klan, reporting the outrage to him would be, in effect, a serving of notice that he was meddling in the affairs of the Klan, which might bring disastrous results at a time when Kenneth was most anxious to avoid such a complication, certainly until the co-operative societies were well under way and actively functioning. Much as he chafed under the restraint and at his own impotence in the situation, Kenneth knew that his interference would be a useless and foolhardy butting of his head against a stone wall.”

As you can see, the book offers many opportunities for simulation-based writing. "What would you do in Kenneth's situation? You are facing the Klan and a criminal justice system allied with the Klan. What are your choices? Compare your choices with Kenneth's decision. Students like space for their voices. I think that you will see this as you create writing assignments.
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W. E. B. Du Bois by Emma Gelders Sterne: A Founder of the N.A.A.C.P

[image: A Photo of W.R.B. DuBois]





[image: A person in a suit  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]As you may know, one of the leaders in the political response to Jim Crow laws in the South was W. E. B. Du Bois. I enjoyed this biography of Du Bois, but it is not as dramatic as the previous books.It is easy reading at 7.2.


Here is a snapshot of his life: “A brilliant scholar and orator who was graduated with honors from Fisk, Harvard, and the University of Berlin, Du Bois was a pioneer social scientist, champion of the emerging African nations, and a founder and controversial member of the NAACP.”  

Du Bois was harassed at the end of his life by federal authorities because of his leftist political views. The book offers some good opportunities to write about dissent in the United States and it provides a window into the intensity of the anticommunist views during the Cold War in the late 1950s.







Mary McLeod Bethune by Emma Gelders Sterne: She Defended the Right to Vote and Built a College

[image: a cover with a woman leading a group of children up a slope]

Another easy-to-read title for our elective is the inspiring biography Mary McLeod Bethune by Emma Gelders Sterne. It is writtenat a 7.6 grade levelaccording to the readability test in Microsoft Word. Sterne was one of the best-known young adult writers of the postwar years, and her story moves briskly. Mary McLeod Bethune’s life provides many ideas for discussion and writing. Bethune was an educator who founded Bethune-Cookman College despite severe financial and political obstacles. She faced down the Ku Klux Klan when they threatened her schools, and worked to protect the voting rights of her neighbors. Sterne writes:


“Florida had a stiff literacy test and a different ballot box for every office. Mrs. Bethune’s night classes in reading and civics could take care of that.

“Florida had a poll tax. Families whose cash income averaged $500 a year could not spare $1.50 for a man to vote. They’d need twice that now. Mrs. Bethune went to the churches, to the women’s clubs. She got out the old bicycle she’d used on her “begging days,” when, in the early years of the school, she had gone from door to door in the palm-lined streets of the rich to ask for contributions. Now she pedaled up and down the unpaved streets of Terryville, the Negro ghetto.”


Your readers will see Bethune’s persistence, energy, and courage in politics and education in this potential ‘Reading and Writing Black History, Reading Level 6-8’ elective.If I was teaching Bethune today, I would ask students to project her values into their lives. Cite some instances of Bethune’s politics and how they might have influenced the curriculum in her schools. 

I would also use Bethune as an entry to discussions about curriculums. To what extent is Black History available in American middle schools and high schools? Obviously, African Americans have a unique political history in the United States. They suffered slavery and the Jim Crow years which followed the brief interval of Reconstruction. And Jim Crow is not in the distant past. I am one of the millions of Americans who started school in the 1950s in the Jim Crow schools of the District of Columbia and Maryland. All of my early classmates were white. Desegregation came a few years later. Desegregation of housing in close-in Montgomery County, Maryland near the District of Columbia has barely occurred, many years later. Middle income teachers, firemen, and police of any race are not welcome. “We don’t want more people and more traffic,” local residents say, “and the schools would get overcrowded.” Is it written somewhere that traffic conditions matter more than economic diversity? So, local legislators have stuck with zoning which provides 4,000-5,000 square foot McMansions but no three or four family houses with units at much lower price points, or any subsidized housing. But I digress.

The last book I would recommend would be an easy reading for 9th graders reading below grade level.Warriors Don’t Cry, A Searing Memoir of the Battle to Integrate Little Rock’s Central High,is written at a 6.3 reading level, based on samples of three chapters. The book is not free but inexpensive copies are available through retailers.

I taught the book in a pilot program for GED holders about to enter the community college where I worked. The goal of the program was to improve the reading skills of the GED graduates before they started college. In general GED holders tended not to do well in college in the 90s.

The students loved the story of the courage and the victory of Ms. Beals and the other students who were escorted to classes by troops under federal control. Hopefully, enlightened administrators will provide funds for this book or a similar title. 

If your students are reading at a 9th or 10th grade reading level, I have many more free eBook titles in Black History to suggest, as you will see in the next chapter.



A generation or so ago, the sociologist John U. Ogbu wrote about the weak academic performance ofAfrican American students.[14]At one point he mentioned that one cause of the alienation of students from school might be that school is a bore. “One twelfth-grade girl who missed 25 of the 177 days in 1968-1969 said: why come to school to listen to the same thing over and over again?” An eleventh-grade student said of his science class, “there ain’t nothing new here.”[15]

Ogbu did not make any recommendations for changes in curricula in any of his books about alienation, as I remember. Let me add a note about content and the behavior of students here. The most educable and enthusiastic students I worked with were a group of 12th graders at John Hay High School in Cleveland Ohio, taking Black History for the first time in the fall of 1970. This was after demonstrations demanding the course outside the school the previous spring. All of the students were African American. I had a few students who cut their scheduled classes to sit on the floor of my Black History class. That was how much they cared. Fifty some years later, why is it so hard to find Black History courses early in the careers of students? Are we afraid to admit that the Black experience in the United States has been significantly different than the White experience, and needs to be much more accessible to students who want to study this experience? 















Elective #4: Reading and Writing Black History at a Reading Level of 9th-10th Grade.



Given the unique political history of African Americans in the United States, I think that electives in Black History should be offered early and often in students’ lives out of respect for the experiences of African Americans, and to engage more students through a richer curriculum, as I mentioned in the last chapter. Students should not have to wait until Advanced Placement classes in 11th grade. They should not even have to wait until high school. I think that students and their parents should have much more control over what they read in middle school and in high school. The important thing is that they read according to every researcher who has looked at the influence of the volume of reading in the last 50 years.

And to be blunt, Black History can provide inspiration. It can engage young readers. Global history textbooks provide boredom. I love reading about the determination of the civil rights leaders of the past. At a time when politics are dismal in the United States, when neither party provides solutions, it is useful to remember the past. Remember an era when leaders such as Thurgood Marshall risked their lives, and in the case of Medgar Evers gave his life as they pushed for justice in the South in the years before and after the Brown decision. But let’s start with the first important Black leader in the new world, Toussaint L’Overture.
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The Black Napoleon by Percy Waxman : the Story of Toussaint L’Overture
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[image: A black and white book cover]
As you might expect, the blurb in the print edition praised the accomplishments of Toussaint L’Overture and the skill of the author. It captured the content and the energy of the book. 

“Toussaint L’Overture is a favorite hero in English. French, and American literature because the true story of his life is the essence of pure romance. Slave, leader of slaves, military genius, self-made Governor General of the free black republic of San Domingo, victim of Napoleon’s treachery, leader and guiding spirit of those slaves who, for the first and only time in history, won their own freedom from serfdom without the aid of the whites, Toussaint Louverture was perhaps the most extraordinary Negro who ever lived. A favorite hero in English, French and American romantic literature, the true story of his life is the very essence of pure romance.

“The author has caught, in direct and exciting prose, the story of San Domingo, where the Spaniards wiped out the natives, the French outfought the Spaniards, and Creole luxury demoralized the French: where later the pure black Toussaint Louverture, self-styled son of an African chieftain, routed the Spanish, English, French and mulattoes, and shaped an army that eventually drove Napoleon’s troops out of the island.[16]”

The reading level is 10.7. 
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Flight to Freedom by Henrietta Buckmaster: the Story of the Underground Railroad
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[image: A book cover with a group of people walking in the snow  Description automatically generated]This book does not have the power of first-person primary source accounts, as in The Narratives of Fugitive Slaves in the previous elective, but it does provide information about the politics of the years before the Civil War, and the mechanics of the Underground Railroad. “The Underground Railroad maneuvered the escape of Southern slaves to the North. It was carried on at first by a handful of people: Quakers, ministers, farmers, journalists, the escaped slaves themselves. The movement spread, and eventually the network extended from Georgia to Iowa, from Alabama to Canada.”

I liked that the author brought in the people who supported the Underground Railroad and discussed the Abolitionist movement: Harriet Tubman, Levi Coffin, Wendell Phillips, Frederick Douglass—and the author Harriet Beecher Stowe, “whose vivid picture of slavery hastened the climax of a conflict that had been brewing since the first slaves were brought to these shores from Africa in chains.” Buckmaster wrote that “American slavery was never the same” after the publication of Uncle’s Tom Cabin. The reading level is 9.0.
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Reconstruction: America After the Civil War by Henrietta Buckmaster: Freedmen and the Struggle for Political Rights


[image: A group of men in a line ]
The publisher’s blurb for this book starts with a proclamation from freedmen pushing for their political rights after the Civil War:


“There are some good people who are always preaching patience. They would have us wait a few months, years, or generations until the whites voluntarily give us our rights, but we do not intend to wait one day longer than we are absolutely compelled to... —From a proclamation by the Negroes of Alabama, circa 1867.”



The blurb then talks about the years immediately after the Civil War, when Federal troops protected the rights of freedmen in the South. 

“This story of Reconstruction is a tremendous inspiration as well as a remarkable blueprint for today. And with passion and searing truth, Henrietta Buckmaster tells here the story of those seven short years—1868 to 1875—in which liberty blazed brightly in our southern states.

“Reconstruction: American After the Civil Wardoes not boast, it documents; it does not preach, it shows; it does not hint, it proves. Here the Black freedmen and their leaders—resume their proper stature as men of knowledge, men of wisdom and vision. Here Thaddeus Stevens and Charles Sumner rise and speak again in the halls of Congress. Here carpetbaggers and scalawags emerge from a century of mockery. ReadingReconstruction, one understands as never before the true greatness of the First Reconstruction—and why burning crosses, hooded night riders, and the still, muddy waters of the Mississippi have been unable to obliterate Reconstruction from the free hearts of men.” 

The original title of the book was Freedom Bound. The new title better indicates its content. The author shows how the failure of Reconstruction to give freed slaves the land they had worked for two centuries led to generations of poverty for African Americans in the South. ‘Forty acres and a mule’ did not happen. Landless men and women in an agricultural society ‘were without economic or political security,’ Buckmaster wrote. Instead, the land that the federal government had confiscated from traitors during the war was returned to the traitors.”

The reading level is 9.2.

As you might expect, the Civil Rights movement in the United States provides many exciting and inspiring titles. Many books about Freedom Summer in 1964 and other topics need to be digitized so that they can become more available to students. One title which is available tells the story of freedom riders who pushed for equal treatment in transportation in 1961.
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Freedom Ride by James Peck: Freedom Riders Challenge Segregation in the South 
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[image: A book cover with a truck on top of it ]From the Introduction by Lillian Smith:

“This is the vivid, detailed account of how a few people, accidentally or spontaneously, found the symbols that speak to everybody: the need to eat, the need to move—how they went at it, what they endured, how they changed within themselves. I am glad Jim Peck, who is a courageous and thoughtful participant in ideas and acts, wrote it down.”

After reading this work, while it was still in manuscript form, Lillian Smith wrote to James Peck: “I like your book very much. I was moved by it on certain pages, very deeply; and relived much of what I already knew about it.”

From a blurb in the print edition: 

“This vivid, deeply moving story, Freedom Ride, tells for the first time in book form of the nonviolent action to end segregation that was penetrating the South in the early 60s. Before its on-the-scene report of the 1961 Freedom Rides, it tells of the author’s experience with Jim Crow Bibles used in Southern courts, of segregated benches, shoeshine stands, buses, churches, prisons, restaurants, rest rooms and waiting rooms.

“It tells of a swimming pool in a New Jersey amusement park where white people could enter simply with the purchase of a ticket, but where blacks had to apply for membership to the Sun & Surf Club and wait forever. It tells of the student jail-ins, where decent citizens preferred to submit themselves to imprisonment rather than give up their fightless fight for humanity. And finally, it tells of the now historic first Freedom Ride.

“The author, James Peck, is a man whose quiet but passionate concern for human rights earned him fifty-three stitches in his head when, in Birmingham, Alabama, he and the other Freedom Riders tried to show that blacks and whites had the right to eat together in a bus terminal lunchroom. Here is his personal report.”

The reading level is 9.4.
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Harlem─People, Power and Politics, 1900-1950 by Roi Ottley: Profiles of Harlem’s Leaders


[image: A book cover with a map of the united states]
 


I changed the original title, ‘New World A-Coming’ Inside Black America because the book was about the people, power and politics of Harlem and the title needed to reflect that. The book was highly regarded at its publication in 1943.

“Vigorous prose...his book should be read as widely as possible.” —The New York Times.

“A fine book, searching, temperate, and wise.” —The New Yorker.

“A truly remarkable book, rich in scholarship and human sympathy...One of the most important books of our time.” —Chicago News.

“A shrewd, lively and often surprising interpretation of the present state of mind of Negro America.” —Lewis Gannett,New York Herald Tribune.

An excerpt from the review of the book in theNew York Times provides more details:

“With his chapter on Joe Louis, Roi Ottley moves out of Harlem into the broad currents of Negro life in America. He writes vividly of the newest Negro leaders—Adam Clayton Powell, the crusading preacher; A. Philip Randolph, president of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters; Mrs. Mary McLeod Bethune, president of the National Council of Negro Women; Paul Robeson and Marian Anderson, who refuse to sing for segregated audiences; Ted Poston, racial adviser to Elmer Davis; Dr. Robert C. Weaver, the first Negro ever to earn a Ph. D. in economics from Harvard University, and Chrystal Bird Fauset, adviser to Dean Landis, head of the Office of Civilian Defense. Added to the names of older Negro leaders such as Walter White, these make an imposing list...”

The reviewer concluded: 

“Since Mr. Ottley speaks for a people that has determinedly clenched its jaws, his book should have the widest possible reading. The Negro today is on the march. Mr. Ottley tells us both how and why.” The reading level is 9.5.

My students loved another book,Thurgood Marshall: Warrior at the Bar, Rebel on the Benchby Hunter R. Clark and Michael D. Davis when I taught it in an English Composition class in a community college class in the 90’s. The publisher discontinued the original print edition. With the permission of Hunter Clark, I republished the long biography as two shorter biographies asThurgood Marshall: From His Early Years to BrownandThurgood Marshall: His Triumph in Brown, His Years on the Supreme Court. The first hasa reading level of 10.1; the secondreads at 10.2.
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Thurgood Marshall from His Early Years to Brown by Hunter R. Clark: a Window into American History
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[image: A person in a suit ]As I mentioned in the introduction, my students said they appreciated the book because few of them were born in the United States and they wanted to know more about race in the United States. The Marshall biography provided a window into American history for them. I found the book exciting because Marshall’s life spanned so much of the 20th century, and he had so many important roles.

Fortunately, my English department did not assign required texts in ENG 101. I was free to use biographies of civil rights leaders, while other instructors assigned Shakespeare or Jane Austen, or Dickens or Toni Morrison. The only requirements were bi-weekly writing assignments and the scaffolding and then drafts of a research paper. You could see students’ confidence grow as they mastered the process of writing a research paper. It was a lot of paper grading, but it was satisfying work seeing students' skills improve in one quarter. They learned the conventions of a research paper. They practiced leads and transitions. They practiced the writing process and read each other’s work in small groups. I felt that I was doing something worthwhile in the world. I think that a composition class with a large component of history provided a lot more value than a discussion based social studies class which I had taught in the Cleveland Public Schools.

I have worked in both worlds - the conventional high school history class centered on discussions, and community college classes centered on reading and writing experiences. I don’t think that the outcomes can be compared in terms of the growth of students’ reading and writing skills.

As you will see in the syllabus below, part of class time was spent on American history. I might start a 90-minute class with a short lecture about Reconstruction or another topic needed to better understand the Marshall book. Or class might begin with questions from the students about what they had been reading. They were almost all recent immigrants and phrases such as the 14th Amendment were new to them. 

Then we might break into groups and read a newspaper article about youth or education, discuss it in small groups, and then in a larger group. This discussion often added some related vocabulary and some fresh energy to our assignment about the childhood of Thurgood Marshall.

And then we worked on some actual sentences for the assignment. Scaffolding for each writing assignment was also a very important part of class, as you will see below. I would ask students for lead sentences to write on the board. If they weren’t ready, I would add a couple of sentences myself. Then we would add some supporting paragraphs. Students often took notes furiously from the model sentences on the board. The point was that everyone went home with a starting point for their essay. Writing was not a mystery.It was a normal activity with a few formal rules for documentation.

And the research paper was also carefully scaffolded, as you might expect. I provided a model paper from a previous semester, and we took it apart, noting how the writer built the narrative, and also the technical parts such as documentation.

I have pasted in a typical assignment centered on reading and writing from a syllabus:

*****
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Jim McCabe ENG 101.50-January 6,1996

Syllabus—Part 1

Required Texts: (Both of them are in the LaGuardia Bookstore.)

1. Thurgood Marshall. Warrior at the Bar. Rebel on the Bench by Michael D. Davis and Hunter R. Clark. I describe this book below. 3. Keys for Writers by Ann Raimes. Published by Houghton Mifflin. This book  shows  you  the  mechanics  of the research paper such as parenthetical documentation and bibliographies.

Our major topic this semester is youth in the past and present, and the problems that American youth face. I am interested in how our children and teenagers develop their aspirations for the future. In other words, how do children develop their ideas or images of what they will become in the future? In addition to reading assignments in our books, there will be a number of articles distributed in class about youth and American society.

Why are we reading about Thurgood Marshall, if our main topic is youth? Marshall, as you may remember, was the first African American on the Supreme Court, our highest court which decides if local legal decisions comply with our constitution. As you read to page 46 which you will need to do to write essay 1, you will see the role of Marshall's parents in his life. Think about his parents. Were they active or passive? Did their own educations and interests influence his education and interests? What did you learn about his peer group during his teenage years? Was his teenage peer group or his parents the major influence when he was a teenager?

I think that we can use this biography as a starting point for discussing and writing about a number of issues: parents and peer groups, socialization in general, politics and civil rights, the obstacles of the past-the racism of the Jim Crow period, the obstacles youth face in this country today, how politics and ecology influence our aspirations, etc.

Essay One-the rough draft is due on January 13; the final draft is due on January 15. In this essay, please compare how Marshall's parents and grandparents raised him and what they expected of him, with the actions of parents in New York City today. You might write about the difficulties of raising children in both eras. In which era, Baltimore of the 1920s with its Jim Crow laws, or in New York City today, is the job of parenting more difficult? Why?

My goal is to compare parenting in the past and the present and in this way compare society in the past and present. We will use Thurgood Marshall and his parents as an example of the past.

1.You could start with a general introduction such as this:

Parents of every generation face challenges. Parents have many responsibilities to their children. They have to. . . Several more sentences.

We will write this introduction in class on Wednesday.

2.Then a transition: One example of successful parenting is the life of Thurgood Marshall—a famous Supreme Court justice.

3.Then go into the past-explain how Marshall's parents raised him with quotes from the book. Please use at least one long or short quote from the book to back up your ideas about Marshall and please cite the page. We will review MLA citations in class on Wednesday.

4.Another transition to get to the present.

5.Then your opinions on parenting in the present.

*****
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The point of my long digression into teaching writing is that it would not be difficult for social studies teachers to take on the responsibility of teaching writing as Theodore Sizer suggested forty years ago in his primer on school reform calledHorace's Compromise. I did have one course in graduate school about teaching writing. Primarily it provided practice with the writing process and introduced the ideas of James Moffett. We learned how to organize peer groups as we commented on each other’s work in peer groups and read one memorable book:Teaching the Universe of Discourseby James Moffett. Moffett had much to offer. He explained that writing need not start with an essay on an abstract topic, which may intimidate students. Start with assignments that help students build confidence in their voices, Moffett said. Monologues, not essays, are starting points, Moffett said. He described a spectrum of assignments from a monologue without concern for an audience to a formal essay with an audience. But Moffett is a little dense. I am not sure I would use Moffett in a course on Reading and Writing Across the Curriculum, or in professional development. The more accessible and more recent books by Linda Christensen, such asReading, Writing and Rising Up,have some of the same ideas.

After reading Moffett, I tried to build students confidence each semester by starting close to home, close to a topic where they could succeed. When I asked students to describe their high school years in the diagnostic essay in the first class each semester, you could almost hear the anxiety leave the room. And Moffett also urged writing instructors to include a place for students’ voices as the assignments moved to writing for others in more formal essays with arguments. When I started doing this with each assignment, I began reading longer, more energetic essays. I am surprised such a basic concept of including voices never made it into professional development, which was almost non-existent in our English department. The faculty were mostly part-timers and the chair, who cared a great deal about the writing program, probably was reluctant to make more demands on her poorly paid staff.

My point is that I think that social studies teachers could learn about the writing process from their colleagues in English departments and take on some of the responsibility for teaching writing.

And if a school board or the board of trustees of a charter school or a principal asks social studies teachers to take on responsibility for teaching writing, I hope that they would be aware of total student load. Few teachers will be interested in expanding writing to bi-weekly essays if they have five classes of twenty-five or a total of 125 students. Theodore Sizer proposed combining history and English into American studies and limiting total student load to sixty students. I think that sixty or seventy-five is a reasonable number. 125 is too much to ask. But can administrators move reading and writing to the heart of the curriculum, and push textbooks and multiple-choice tests to the side?
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[image: A person wearing glasses and a suit ]Thurgood Marshall─His Triumph in Brown, His Years on the Supreme Court by Hunter R. Clark: Capital Punishment, Abortion, Affirmative Action, the Right to Counsel and Other Issues
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Getting back to my American Studies classes, I also enjoyed teaching what is now the second biography ofThurgood Marshall: His Triumph in Brown, His Years on the Supreme Court. I used the well-known divisions between the legal wing of the NAACP, led by Roy Wilkins and Marshall, and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference led by Martin Luther King, Jr., and the advocates of direct action in SNCC as the basis of writing assignments. What would you have done in the civil rights movement of the 1950’s and 1960’s, etc.? I liked providing simulations where students had to combine history with their own voices and values. On the Supreme Court, Marshall also wrote opinions that students could argue with about censorship and free expression, the right to counsel, busing, capital punishment, funding for the Vietnam war, affirmative action, abortion, and other issues. His years on the Court are a walk through some of what divides the United States now, and Hunter Clark provides a very readable description of how Marshall decided these issues.

Of course, the conflict and drama of politics may not be enough to motivate reading in every student. My students were busy people. Most had daytime jobs. Many had families. But they needed to read. I recommend writing assignments that require short quotations, direct quotations, and paraphrases, which encourage students to actually do the reading. If an assignment arrived without references to the book, it was returned for a rewrite.

Fortunately, we have other titles which also provide the sweep of history, with a strong narrative, that are free. While I love the biographies of Thurgood Marshall, there are other starting points.
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Before the Mayflower by Lerone Bennett, Jr.: the History of the Negro in America, 1619-1962  
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[image: Logo  ]Before the Mayflower: The History of the Negro in America, 1619-1962is one of the most popular books we have published. On Amazon, it usually outsells any of the other ninety or so titles in our catalogue each month.This book is written ata 9.2 reading level. The book is in the public domain because the publisher did not renew the copyright of the first edition. The writer, Lerone Bennett, was a journalist forEbonywho knew how to tell a story. This is the book I wish that I had been able to teach in a Black History class in a Cleveland high school many years ago. Instead, the Board of Education selected a college level text calledFrom Slavery to Freedomby John Hope Franklin. But none of my students could read the Franklin book. The text was much too small, the vocabulary was too difficult, and the narrative was missing.

The Bennett book abounds in narrative. Bennett was a journalist, as I mentioned, and his experience shows. He knew how to build drama into a story. He knew how many details to include before he lost his readers. This would be my first text in a Black History elective. And other teachers agree with me. The reviews from teachers on Goodreads are as strong as any I have seen.

* * * * *
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“This a great introduction, if not then the best introduction, to African American History. If you are wanting to know more about the story of African Americans, this book is very readable and accurate. When I taught our school African American History class this was my text. My students liked it so much, most of them went out and bought their own copies.”

* * * * *
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“Mr. Bennett gives voice to Black Americans, and to the cultures they brought with them. Through impeccable research, he has uncovered history and culture that was not readily available those many years ago. This book was published and available at almost the same time I finished my degree. I found it later when I had the luxury of being able to read what I wanted, rather than what was assigned, and have used it to some degree in home schooling my son (though it is too difficult for most high school students). Highly readable and enormously enlightening.”

* * * * *
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“This was an amazing piece of work. I knew that people of color in this country had it rough but this truly shows just how bad. Even with all of the hardships, people of color tried again and again to be the best that society would not let them be. I was inspired by this book to continue to strive for progress and thus success. The stories of my ancestors have shown me that I come from a strong stock that survived the worst of times so that I may have the best of times.”
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The Lonely Warrior─The Life and Times of Robert S. Abbott by Roi Ottley: a Publisher Encourages Migration North[image: cover with Photo of Robert Abbott with newsboys]


[image: A person in a suit and tie  Description automatically generated with low confidence]Another one of my heroes from African American History is Robert Abbott, the publisher of theChicago Defender.The reading level is 11.0.Anyone working on a difficult political project taking years should readThe Lonely Warriorfor inspiration. Abbott’s perseverance was outstanding. He laid out his newspaper in his landlady’s dining room for years before he could afford an office. He recruited volunteers to write and sell advertising in the years before his newspaper was solvent. He ended up with a product that not only made him rich but influenced the lives of African Americans throughout the country. He urged African Africans to come North to escape the dangers and the exploitation of the Jim Crow practices in the South.

I haven’t taught this book, but it looks like there are many good opportunities for writing. Abbott’s background might be unusual today. He came to publishing not from an elite school of journalism, but from an industrial education as a printer. He was educated at the famous Hampton Institute, “whose most famous pupil was Booker T. Washington.” Hampton was founded “as a trade and agricultural school.”

The book talks about how discouraged Abbott was early in his time at Hampton. He realized he faced a world, “where prejudice and discrimination dogged every step a black man took.” A writing assignment might be to compare how Abbott emerged from his doubts with a personal situation a student had experienced or witnessed. Emerging from self-doubt is a problem all of us face. As I have repeated probably too many times already, voice matters. Students want to write about their own lives in addition to the lives of the people they are reading about.

Initially at Hampton, Abbott was not sure where he stood with the faculty. He was a country boy who lacked some social graces. But in his seven years at Hampton, he grew to appreciate the faculty of the school. According to Abbott, “The paternal interest manifested by the teachers, and the moral and intellectual discipline that was inspired by the faculty of cultured men and women ─ all these things conspired to create the impression of being in a large family in a big spacious room.”


Ask your students to compare their high school experiences to date to what Abbott experienced at Hampton. In addition to the faculty, what else connected him to Hampton? What barriers do American high school teachers face in creating places where students feel like ‘family’?


In Chapter 5, Abbott talks about the importance of industrial education for African Americans emerging from slavery. Do your students agree with Abbott, or would they have pushed for a more classical higher education leading to teaching, preaching and the law at the time?

In Chicago, Abbott was determined to start a newspaper. He started small. The first press run of his weekly was 300 copies. His masthead soon had three names but they were all volunteers. As your students read chapters six and seven, they might compare Abbott’s early years with a startup in their neighborhood. Where did the original capital come from? How much family help was involved? Did any volunteers help out?

Similar to the media today, Abbott grew his paper with dramatic stories about wrongdoing in Chicago. His paper demanded an end to a red-light district which was then legal in Chicago. His paper grew as he waged a crusade against sin and in 1912 the reform forces were able to abolish the red-light district.

His paper grew by meeting the need of African Americans in Chicago for political information and political crusades. Would a similar formula work today for a local newspaper or a new online newspaper such as the Baltimore Banner? Have your students describe some of Abbott’s crusades and then comment on the media today. Today I question the commitment of national newspapers such as the New York Times and the Washington Post to any serious coverage of public schools. When was the last time you read about the classroom experiences of students in a national newspaper? To what extent do your students see their intellectual experiences described in the print or electronic media these days?

As you might expect, as he wrote The Lonely Warrior, Ottley also wrote about the times, and the political conditions Abbott faced. He described Booker T. Washington’s conciliatory approach to hostile whites. He also explained the racial philosophy of W. E. B. Du Bois. At some point, Abbott had to take a position on these differing philosophies. According to Ottley, he urged solidarity and “arrived between the two giants of the Negro community.” Your students might enjoy reading Abbot’s nine point program for racial progress in Chapter eight, and then decide what to add to it today.

But Abbott’s concerns were not limited to Chicago as your students will see in Chapter ten. He wanted African Americans to move North, far away from the terrorists of the Klan in the South. Abbott was urgent in his warnings to leave the South:“Come North, where there is more humanity, some justice, and fairness!”

In the next chapter, we will look at six eBooks about Latino history.












Elective #5 Reading and Writing Latino History



Benito Juarez, Builder of a Nation by Emma Gelders Sterne: The Founder of the Mexican Republic

[image: Image of Juarez is on the cover]


I like what the original publisher said about Benito Juarez, Builder of a Nation. “Anyone who has traveled in Mexico asks who Benito Juárez was. His story is told on the painted walls; his statue stands in every city and in the plazas of small villages. From one end of the country to the other schools, colleges, and universities bear his name. Streets and broad boulevards are named in his honor along with the names of the other revolutionary heroes who brought the Mexican people the national independence they prize above all else. Benito Juárez lived during the crucial period in Mexico's emergence as a democratically self-governing nation and, perhaps more than any other single individual, helped to shape its destiny. With insight, understanding, and a highly developed sense of history, Emma Gelders Sterne has told the story of Benito Juárez, from birth in an obscure Indian village through an entire lifetime of effort and achievement on behalf of his native land.

“The only full-blooded native to serve as President of Mexico, Juarez served five terms. He is held in particularly high regard by Mexico’s considerable indigenous population, who rightly view him as a trailblazer in native rights and justice. He is considered a national hero in Mexico.”


Ata 6.9 grade level, your students would findBenito Juarez, Builder of a Nation,easy reading. But what are the opportunities for writing about a 19th century hero of another nation?

Students might compare what divided Mexico in the 19th century with what divides the United States today. 

I might have questioned the political leadership of Mexico with its instability and a revolution as recently as the early 20th century. But now the US looks a little less stable. Were the issues that Juárez faced in Mexico economic, or cultural? What are the issues in the US today? Are there questions of opportunity in both countries today? Are there questions of distrust? How can we come together here?






Death is Incidental by Heath Bowman: The Effect of Revolutions on Individuals


[image: Soldiers Marching Right]
Another book which I enjoyed reading talked about revolutions in Mexico. It is a historical novel witha reading level of 8.8 and asks questions about the effects of revolutions on the peasants who fought in them.

The review in theNew York Timeswas very positive when the book was originally published. “It is beautifully written, with fidelity to the physical details of life in a Mexican town and charmingly illustrated with woodcuts by Stirling Dickinson.”TheTimesbegan its review with a list of the characters.

“This slender volume, with its ironic title is a tract in parable form. With extreme, almost biblical simplicity, it tells the story of four related tragedies which were incidental to the Mexican Revolution of 1910-20. "Of the Indian Jesús, who asked only to spend his life in the service of his master, Don Fernando; of that small landowner himself, who wanted nothing of the revolution and tried in vain to stay aloof from it; of the Peon Juan, reared in the tradition of the church, who later fought against it; and of Padre Dominguez, a priest caught up in the revolution as it swept through San Miguel Allende."

The review mentioned the effect of revolutions on individuals:

“Little people, all of them, remote from the origins of the struggle and each intent upon his personal salvation, they become symbols of the disaster which so frequently overtakes innocent bystanders to a historic conflict. They are the bewildered, unwilling martyrs of revolution, sacrificed to a cause they have never clearly adopted as their own. Thus their cumulative fate, related without passion and read by peaceful citizens in the shelter of their quiet homes, might appear to constitute a case against revolution and all its works.”

The novel begins with a chapter about the revolution of 1910-1920, and then jumps to the first revolution of 1810.

At first glance, this is disorienting. But this is how the book pulls us into Mexican history at major decision points. As mentioned, 1810 was the beginning of the revolt against Spain, an attempt which failed. Mexico later achieved independence in 1821.

The revolution which started in 1910 was a reaction against the dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz. Leaders from different regions rose up against Díaz and later against each other. You will see the armies of Zapata, Carranza, Villa and Obregón in the second half of the book.

Land obviously mattered in rural Mexico at the end of the 20th century. But the writer, Heath Bowman, in the end, is not interested in teaching us the details of the second Mexican revolution and its leaders. He wants to talk about death and revolution, and who suffers in revolutions, it seems to me. As Jesús stabs his best friend Juan to death in a disagreement over politics at the end of the book, you see Bowman's frustration with revolution. But he does not tell us if he thinks that revolutions are necessary. Your students can decide that. Would they have joined one of the generals fighting in the Mexican revolution? Perhaps, become Zapatistas and fought forTierraandLibertad? Or would they have stayed home and tried to avoid the violence?

I am sure that you and your students would be able to generate many writing topics about opportunity, death and revolution, and civic responsibility fromDeath is Incidental.

The illustrator ofDeath is Incidental, Stirling Dickinson, who created the block prints in the book, became well-known in Mexico for his support of the arts in San Miguel de Allende and of the town in general.






My Art, My Life by Diego Rivera: The Leader of the Mexican Mural Movement


[image: a photo of Diego Rivera]


I need to warn teachers about the content of this book. At one point early in his autobiography, Diego Rivera boasts of a sexual conquest at the age of nine. I found the sentence comical, but it might upset some parents. The rest of the book is extraordinary. Not only does Rivera inspire with his dedication to learning how to paint, but he takes the reader on a trip through much of the 20th century. The reading level is 10.7. He was involved in Mexican politics early, and he witnessed brutal beatings of Mexican peasants at age nineteen.

Rivera saw the beatings and joined the struggle. Again, the question of civic responsibility jumps out from the page. What are we to do in the face of wrongdoing by a central government? In recent American history, it is not beatings of strikers we see on a regular basis, but we have a nation intervening overseas where we have not been wanted, such as in Vietnam and Iraq.

What is the responsibility of a citizen who senses a foreign intervention may not go well? Is joining anti-war demonstrations a part of civic responsibility? Would your students have joined the millworkers in their struggle as Rivera did? His politics offer opportunities to write, as you will see.

Your students would also see how an artist develops his or her craft. Rivera then spent years in Spain, in France and Belgium, studying and painting before returning to Mexico. Then back to Italy and France, where he and Picasso became friends, and then back to Mexico where he began the work on the murals which would make him world famous.

He describes in detail the first set of murals at the Ministry of Education which helped establish the Mexican mural movement. Your students can see them athttps://smarthistory.org/rivera-murals-ministry-public-education/.Your students would see his politics throughout the book. They would also see some of the extraordinary art of the 20th century as they turn to the murals he created.

He Wouldn’t Be King─The Story of Simón Bolivar by Nina Brown Baker: He Fought for Independence from Spain

[image: A picture containing graphical user interface  Description automatically generated]


This biography of Simón Bolivar is easy reading at 6.7 and none of the content is controversial. Simón Bolivar: He Wouldn’t Be King enjoyed a strong review in theNew York Timeswhen it was published. “This would be good reading if only for the sketches of the colorful figures which surrounded Bolívar: the picturesque, incredible Páez: the dashing and equally incredible Manuela Sáenz, his eccentric tutor, Rodriguez; the loyal and charming Irishmen who fought under him. A host of such friends, and enemies too come to life, but all these are properly dominated by the Liberator himself, and as the pattern of his life is unfolded in a finely proportioned narrative so is the greatness of his vision and of his achievement.”

I agree with theTimes. It is an exciting read.

I would also like to suggest some titles not available for free. My community college students responded with enthusiasm toChronicle of a Death Foretoldby Gabriel García Márquez. Paperback copies are inexpensive. The novel is exciting. The subject matter is provocative. It would inspire writing, I promise. A book which I have not taught but looks very interesting is Lupita Mañana by Patricia Beatty, about immigrants on the southern border. Should it be the book of the month in a 9th grade class with copies for everyone? One would hope that with the southern border in the news almost every night, school districts could pivot and develop electives around immigration and border security. But that would require the courage to move away from state curriculum requirements and local initiative on the part of administrators, and financial support from the local board of education.
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Insurgent Mexico by John Reed: Scenes From the Mexican Revolution
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[image: A red book with white text  Description automatically generated with low confidence]John Reed’s Insurgent Mexico is also free of references to sex, but there is violence. The reading level is 6.6. Your students could download it for free at Project Gutenberg. A reviewer on Goodreads called it “a real page-turner” and that is how I remember it. Another cautioned that it is impressionistic and Reed did not attempt to explain the twists and turns of the Mexican revolution:

“Reading it, you will not get much of an understanding of the overall revolution and associated civil wars, or even of the troop movements and military actions witnessed by Reed. Rather, this book is an ant's-eye-view of the conflict, with vivid descriptions of the people, places, and events that Reed saw while in Mexico. The people, both soldiers and civilians, are mostly peasants—earthy, lusty people who live life to the hilt, and the soldiers especially are newly emboldened and brimming with confidence as a result of the revolution. The places, since Reed mostly saw Chihuahua and northern Durango, recently ravaged by passing armies, are dusty, and filled with mesquite and coyotes, with intermittent burned-out manors and clusters of peasants' huts. The events are, since this was a war, often violent and abrupt. It is a fascinating world to read about, but probably not one you'd want to live in. Reed does not focus on, but neither does he shy away from, describing the death and mutilation resulting from the battles he is near.”
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Pancho Villa—Strong Man of the Revolution by Larry Harris: Villa Leads an Uprising Against a Dictator

[image: image]





[image: A person wearing a sombrero  Description automatically generated]As you might expect, the blurb from the original publisher was enthusiastic. "Larry A. Harris tells this story of a man who rose against the bitter oppression of the Mexican caste system to become a leader who would hear the chant "Viva Villa!" echo off crumbling adobe walls in dozens of poor villages where there had been no hope and no future. Villa promised both. He captures the life of Villa - as bandit, revolutionary, and military leader - with the facts of history and the immediacy of on-the-spot journalism.

"Pancho Villa was the son of a field laborer and was orphaned at an early age. In revenge for an assault on his sister, he killed one of the owners of the estate on which he worked and was afterward forced to flee to the mountains, where he spent his adolescence as a fugitive.

"In 1910 Villa joined Francisco Madero’s uprising against the dictator of Mexico, Porfirio Díaz. During the rebellion, Villa, who lacked a formal education but had learned to read and write, displayed his talents as soldier and organizer. Combined with his intimate knowledge of the land and the people of northern Mexico, those gifts enabled him to place at Madero’s disposal a division of trained soldiers under his command. After the success of the revolution, Villa remained in the irregular army, and was later assassinated."





 The Underdogs by Mariano Azuela: A Novel of the Mexican Revolution 


[image: Soldiers and a Horse on the Front Cover]
This is Mariano Azuela’s fictional account of the Mexican Revolution. The cover blurb explains that the novel began in newspapers. "Originally published as a newspaper serial in 1915, then as a complete novel in 1920, it was first translated into English in 1929 and was a critical and financial success. Based closely on Azuela’s own experiences, it is the story of Demetrio Macias, a peasant who is mistreated by government soldiers and must flee his home. He runs to the mountains and forms a group of revolutionaries to help overthrow the corrupt dictator, Porfirio Diaz. Macias and his comrades are a motley group of outcasts who are often unsure of what precisely they are fighting for and are sometimes no better than the cruel government they are rebelling against. Rather than a simple struggle of honorable peasants against an unjust government, Azuela’s tale is sophisticated and nuanced and captures in stunning detail the lives of the poor, the passion of the revolutionaries, and the heartbreaking disillusionment they must often face. In Azuela’s depiction of Demetrio Macias, he captures the complicated spirit of the Mexican people and his masterful telling of this conflict between the rebels and the federales helped to establish him as one of Mexico’s preeminent novelists."

The novel seems to offer several opportunities for writing responses. Compare the Mexico of Demetrio Macias with the Mexico, or the United States, of today. How is power or wealth allocated in societies? etc.

In the next chapter, we will look at some free eBooks on the theme of public health. We will see how Edward Jenner developed the smallpox vaccine, how Louis Pasteur discovered germs, and how Lister took Pasteur's germ theory and saved thousands of lives in British hospitals despite objections from the doctors of his time. And we will look at the work of Walter Reed and others cleaning up the plague of yellow fever in the Caribbean.
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 Elective #6 Reading and Writing Public Health at 6th-8th Grade Level.

I found the lives of the scientists in this chapter and the chapter which follows inspiring. Their discoveries improved the lives of their fellow citizens in dramatic ways in spite of the opposition of their colleagues at the time. Many British doctors laughed at Joseph Lister when he explained that germs led to deaths after surgeries. And they had courage as they worked with deadly diseases of unknown origins. We will look at the work of Walter Reed whose colleague was bitten by a mosquito and died while cleaning up the plague of yellow fever in the Caribbean.






Edward Jenner and Smallpox Vaccination by Irmengarde Eberle: Protection From a Killer Disease


[image: Jenner vaccinating a child]
"Edward Jenner has a place among the immortals in preventive medicine," wrote the publisher of the original print edition. "His invention of vaccination against smallpox was a medical breakthrough. Before him, smallpox was a killer disease, the majority of its victims infants and young children. And, except for the skin lesions, there is nothing small about smallpox. In the twentieth century alone, it killed more than 300 million—three times the number of deaths from all the century's wars and battles combined." While Edward Jenner and Smallpox Vaccination was written for young adults and has a Flesch-Kincaid reading level of 7.3., readers of all ages will find the story of Jenner’s work against smallpox inspiring. For years, he battled skeptics who did not think that vaccinations with material from cows could protect humans from smallpox. Read about how he persuaded the world to use new science to save lives. Could his methods of public health education be useful today in the battle against AIDS?





Robert Koch—Father of Bacteriology by David C. Knight: The Fight Against Anthrax and Tuberculosis

[image: Koch looking at a microscope]


The original book blurb portrayed Robert Koch as a scientist dedicated to solving the problems of his day. "Robert Koch loved to solve problems. He wanted to end the anthrax infections that were killing so many of his neighbors’ sheep and cattle. And then he began working on an even smaller microbe that caused tuberculosis and was killing millions around the world.

"This is a story of his investigations told in readable prose for young adults and with enough details to satisfy adult readers.

"Those closest to Koch admired him for being the ideal scientific worker that he was. They admired thesevere way he himself criticized his own work, the high intelligence he brought to every problem, and the inventiveness he used in overcoming great obstacles. Perhaps mostof all they admired his great courage and constant hardwork in sticking to something where other scientists hadfailed."

The author tells the Koch story well. Koch’s energy and dedication are still inspiring.The grade level of Robert Koch: Father of Bacteriology is 8.7.



Walter Reed—Vanquishing Yellow Fever by Edward F. Dolan, Jr.: Deciding What Caused Yellow Fever


[image: A book cover of two people  ]

"No sooner had the Spanish-American War ended—a war lasting less than five months—than a killer of men appeared in Cuba that was far deadlier than any man-made arms. Yellow fever, which for centuries had ravaged the island population, struck down Cubans and Americans alike," according to the original publisher.

"The cause of yellow fever was unknown. It was believed to be spread by disease-fouled bedding and the clothes of the victims. With only this theory at hand, Walter Reed went to Cuba in 1900 as head of the Army’s Yellow Fever Commission. His orders from Surgeon General George Sternberg were: “Wipe it out, Major, before it destroys all of the American occupation force in Cuba, wipe it out if you can.”

Vanquishing Yellow Fever is the story of brave men—those doctors James Carroll, Jesse Lazear, and Aristides Agramonte, who served with Reed on the Commission, and the volunteers who risked their lives by subjecting themselves to the bite of the dreaded mosquito. Edward Dolan presents this dramatic story in a striking and gripping manner." The grade level is 4.5.




The Curies by Elizabeth Rubin: The Discovery of Radium and Other Radioactive Substances

[image: A book cover of two people  Description automatically generated]"PIERRE and MARIE CURIE are perhaps the most remarkable husband-and-wife team in the history of science. Together they set out to isolate the mysterious radioactive substance in the masses of pitchblende ore available to them in the old shed that was their laboratory.

"It was back-breaking work, but Marie and Pierre kept at it. Finally, they obtained a product whose radiation was four hundred times greater than that of uranium! 

"Marie called the new element Polonium, after her beloved native Poland. Later, they isolated their famous element radium — nine hundred times as active as uranium! Pierre’s brilliant career was cut short by his tragic death in 1906, but Marie went on with their courageous work alone. In 1911, she received the Nobel Prize for the discovery of radium. True, it was Marie’s long exposure to radium and X-rays that caused her death. But out of her death came life, for radium is one of modern medicine’s greatest lifesavers," according to the book blurb. The basic idealism and determination of the Curies are captured for budding scientists to ponder. Scientific language is suitable for young readers. The grade level is 6.4.

The history of science continues in the next chapter with books with more advanced reading levels.


Elective #7 Reading and Writing Public Health at 9th-11th Grade Level.



Louis Pasteur—Founder of Microbiology by Mary Jane Burton: What the Germ Theory of Disease Meant to the World


[image: Cover is a portrait of Pasteur]Pasteur’s work was essential to major improvements in our lives, as you know. "Learnhow Louis Pasteur discovered which microbes were beneficial and which were deadly to mankind," the original book blurb promised. "His years of patient and exhaustive research on the germ theory of disease earned this tireless French chemist a place as one of the true immortals of science."

"Perhaps Pasteur is best known for showing how harmful bacteria could be killed by holding them at a definite temperature for a certain length of time. Later this process acquired its discoverer’s name—pasteurization.

And Pasteur improved the practice of medicine in his day in a major way. It was his research that inspired the British surgeon Joseph Lister to demand that doctors keep germs out of surgeries. Post-surgery deaths from gangrene plummeted due to the work of Pasteur and Lister. Gangrene did not have to set in after surgery if doctors, instruments, bandages, and beddings were germ free."

This biography is written at a10.3 grade level.





Master Surgeon—A Biography of Joseph Lister: No More Deaths from Gangrene


[image: A portrait Joseph Lister]"It has been said that there are only two periods in the history of surgery: before Lister and after Lister. In this full-length biography, Laurence Farmer tells the fascinating story of the brilliant, dedicated man who developed the revolutionary concept of antiseptic surgery," according to the original book blurb.

"The reader is given a vivid picture of the deplorable hospital conditions of the mid-nineteenth century, and the strong resistance to change that existed even among the most distinguished medical men of the day. Against this background, Joseph Lister's long struggle to prove his theories about hospital infection, and to achieve their acceptance by his colleagues, stands out in dramatic relief.

"Although the majority of the book is devoted to Lister's career as a surgeon and researcher, there are many interesting details of his Quaker family background, his education, and his unusually happy marriage. Lister emerges not only as a great scientist, but as a human being of dignity, strength, and tenderness." Grade Level is 9.9 using the Flesch-Kincaid readability test with the entire text.
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The Microbe Hunters by Paul de Kruif: Profiles of the Scientists Who Changed the World

[image: image]





[image: A scientist sitting at a table ]One of the most famous popular texts about the history of science is the Microbe Hunters by Paul de Kruif. De Kruif takes readers from the early work of Leeuwenhoek, who ground lenses in the 17th century to see small objects with a new clarity, to the more recent work of Walter Reed on yellow fever. The grade level is 10.6.

The reviews on Goodreads are strong, as you might expect:

"An international bestseller, translated into eighteen languages, Paul de Kruif’s classic account of the first scientists to see and learn about the microscopic world continues to fascinate new readers. This is a timeless dramatization of the scientists, bacteriologists, doctors, and medical technicians who discovered the microbes and invented the vaccines to counter them. De Kruif writes about how seemingly simple but really fundamental discovers of science—for instance, how a microbe was first viewed in a clear drop of rainwater, and when, for the first time, Louis Pasteur discovered that a simple vaccine could save a man from the ravages of rabies by attacking the microbes that cause it."

Another writer credited the book with inspiring a career in health: 

"This book is what introduced me to the world of medical research. After reading it in 1963, I decided this is how I wanted to spend my life. The writing is probably dated now, but the way it captured the excitement of research discoveries convinced me to pursue this as a career. I'm almost 61 years old now and retired, but I spent over 35 years of my life pursuing this career and never regretted it."

One writer put it at the very top of science books in print: 

"I put off reading this for so long because, really, it looked so boring! I tell you now, in all seriousness, this is the best book about science I have ever read. And it was written in the 1920s! Seriously, I would actually use the word "swashbuckling" to describe this tale of scientists hunting for microbes. Great characters, good story, excellent writing. Highly recommended!"




The Polio Man—The Story of Dr. Salk by John Rowland: The Development of a Safe Vaccine That Eliminated a Crippling Disease


[image: An image of Dr. Salk]

Reviewers were excited about this biography of Jonas Salk, the scientist who developed the first effective polio vaccine. This was a killed virus vaccine, and was administered by injection. The scientist who developed the oral vaccine now in use with a live attenuated virus is Albert Sabin. Here is what they said about the story of Salk:

“Absorbing book . . . Young teenagers who read it will come away with a profound respect for the modest doctor.”—Kansas City Star

“Inspiring biography . . . conveys to the reader the personal rewards of a life devoted to science.”—Booklist

“Includes good background history of early-polio epidemics, theories, and work still in progress . . . approach is authoritative and objective.”—Library Journal

The reading level is 9.6. Unfortunately, a biography of Albert Sabin has not been published.

In the next chapter, we will read about eBooks which you could use in a class which includes the Cold War. Students will be able to see how attitudes toward Russia and China created during the Cold War influenced our policies in Vietnam.


Elective 8: Reading and Writing the Berlin Airlift, Korea and the Cold War


“What was the Cold War about?” After hearing this question from a young friend with two post-graduate degrees, I now think that reading about some of the major incidents in the Cold War such as the Berlin Airlift and Korean War might help American teenagers understand the Cold War better. 

“Why read about the Cold War?” your students may ask. With the Cold War in mind, it may be easier to understand U.S. involvement in Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, and elsewhere, you can tell them. Students with more information about the Cold War will be better prepared to understand the path to Vietnam, I think. Since American history is not required in many degree programs in college, the only time to learn about the Cold War and other eras that have shaped our world may be in high school. 

This chapter begins with a conflict that did not become war but may still have influenced American attitudes: the Berlin Airlift of 1948-1949. 




Berlin Command by General Frank L. Howley: How to Rescue a City from Russian Control


[image: A collage of photographs of American officers]

Berlin Command is the story of how the United States kept Russia from capturing the over 2,000,000 Germans in Berlin and adding them to their empire behind the Iron Curtain in 1948 and 1949. You would need to explain the division of Germany after World War II into areas controlled by the Allies, (France, Great Britain, and the U.S.) and an area controlled by Russia. You will also need to explain that Berlin, the German capitol, was deep in the Soviet sector, and was likewise divided into four sectors. If the Russians could expel the Allies from Berlin and take over the capitol, their influence in Germany would expand. It would advance their plan to be the masters of Europe.

In 1948, the Russians decided to end the ability of the Allies to supply Berlin by rail and road. Only supply by air was possible. General Frank L. Howley was commandant of the American sector of the divided German capital and helped organize the airlift.

The New York Times called General Howley’s account of the Berlin Airlift in Berlin Command ‘provocative.’ It went on to conclude that Howley was a little boastful about his contributions to the success of the American response. It did not like his arguments with his superiors, and his criticisms of other officials involved in the Berlin Airlift. 

I disagree with the Times. I enjoyed the narrative. It was energetic and straightforward, if at times a little opinionated. But General Howley had the right to take some of the credit for the success of the Airlift. He was the military manager of the American sector of Berlin. With the airlift of food and coal from West Germany to Berlin, he and his colleagues rescued the over 2 million people in the Allied sectors of Berlin from lives under Soviet tyranny after the Russians had stopped road, rail, and waterway traffic to Berlin. I would suggest that you advise your students to skip most of the first chapters, where Howley talks about the division and administration of Germany before the airlift was necessary. The reminder of the book is an interesting introduction to the Cold War. He shows how the distrust between the U.S. and Russia grew in the late 1940s. The tension created by the Berlin Airlift influenced American politicians and military leaders for decades. 

According to the Atlantic magazine, “Berlin Commandtells an important and exciting story. Like its author, it packs a vigorous punch. But Howley’s self-esteem alone makes one wonder just how much of the book is out of focus.” The grade level is 10.3.
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War in Korea by Marguerite Higgins: The First Year of the Korean War

[image: image]





An even larger cause of the distrust between the United States and Russia was the Korean War of 1950-1953. Margerite Higgins, who wrote the book below, was in South Korea when troops from North Korea, supported by Russia, streamed across the border. She flew to South Korea from Tokyo two days after the war broke out and then with three other journalists fled south for her life.

[image: A picture containing text  Description automatically generated]Marguerite Higgins was a reporter from theNew York Herald Tribune, and she produced a fast-paced, highly readable account of the first year of the Korean War—a time which was almost tragic for the Americans troops and the twenty million South Koreans involved. 

As the North Koreans launched a surprise attack across the border in 1950, Higgins joined a group of unprepared journalists and troops fleeing fast and far to survive. The border between North and South Korea was then, as it is now, the 38th parallel.

This border, which the North Koreans overran, had been the division between the Russian and American zones of occupation in Korea after the defeat of Japan in 1945. By the outbreak of the war in 1950, the Russians had withdrawn, leaving control of North Korea in the hands of the first dictator in the North Korean dynasty, Kim Il-sung. American troops were in South Korea at the time of the invasion but in limited numbers. The United States had not equipped its ally, the army of the Republic of Korea, with offensive weapons such as tanks. Without tanks to counter the North Korean armor, the US and Republic of Korea forces came very close to being swept out of Korea, as you will see.

The South Korean army, known as the Republic of Korea, or R.O.K., and a small group of American soldiers are almost pushed into the sea by this invasion from the north. This group eventually is able to hold the line against the Communists around Taegu. The stand of the army of the Republic of Korea and some American units around Taegu and Pusan, saved Korea from being overrun by the Communist invasion.

The names of towns, cities, and rivers in North and South Korea such as Taegu, and Yalu on the border with China, might be new to you. The maps we have added to the new electronic version should help.

If you find better maps online, please print them out and share them with your students as you read about the experiences of one of the only female war correspondents during the Korean conflict. You will see that she risked her life time after time to report on events at the frontlines.

Upon further research on the Korean War, you will find that Higgins’s reporting ends in the middle of the war. She writes about the major military actions at the start of the war: the initial Northern Korean invasion, the quick decision to rush U.S. occupation troops from Japan to Korea, the Marine landing at Inchon which pushed the Communists back, and the pursuit of the Communists into North Korea by American and R.O.K. troops, which led to Chinese intervention.

The account of the war on Wikipedia or in your school or local library will fill in what happened after Higgins ended her story in late 1950. The war continued until an armistice in 1953, but the major battles were fought in 1950.

The Korean War was not a complete victory for South Korea, the United States, and the other members of the United Nations which joined in the fight to save South Korea. At the armistice in 1953, Communists retained Korea north of the 38th parallel. You know from news reports what the North Korean regime has been like for the last seventy plus years.

Nevertheless, much was accomplished by intervention of American military forces, the sacrifices made by Army and Marine units in Korea, and their United Nations allies in the 1950s. The twenty million people living in South Korea in 1950 remained free from Communist tyranny.

The book, of course, brings up the question of intervention by both Communist nations and the United States. As you will see in the last chapters, Higgins witnessed the Russian takeover of Eastern Europe in the late 1950s. She was staunchly anti-Communist. But she also feared that the United States would not recognize how much former Asian colonies wanted to be free of colonization. She writes, "We must turn our backs on colonization...America should put herself squarely on the side of those nations asking national independence and self-governance and do all she can to help them economically."

Has the United States followed Higgins' advice since the 1950s? We can see in subsequent chapters.

But let’s return to the influence of the Cold War on American leaders in the 1950s and 1960s for a minute. Obviously, you and your students didn’t live through the Berlin Airlift, the Korean War, the Russian invasion of Hungary, the Cuban Missile Crisis, and other events that shaped American thought about the Russian and Chinese Communists. So, reading about these crises might be useful, to give students some idea of the extent of what Americans have witnessed during that period. I think that Vietnam is much easier to understand by knowing what happened in Korea and elsewhere. On the surface, Vietnam could have looked like another invasion of Communists from the north.

In the next chapter we start the complex subject of American intervention in Vietnam. If you are not familiar with the topic, I have included a significant amount of background material in the appendix. Feel free to distribute any of it to your students if you think it would be helpful.

In the next chapter, you will encounter three books about the actual experiences of GIs in combat in Vietnam. All three are easy reading. 


Elective 9: Reading and Writing the War in Vietnam at the Easy 6th-8th Grade Level


“Didn’t you learn anything about Vietnam in school?” President George W. Bush asked Vice-President Richard Cheney. “Do you actually think that the Iraqis will welcome us as liberators after we invade their country?” Bush asked. Bush continued his questions: “How did bringing in foreign troops work for the French in Indochina? How did it work for us in Vietnam?”

“There’s this thing called nationalism,” Bush told Cheney. “People like to make their own decisions. They don’t like to see foreigners in their rice paddies or their grain fields. They don’t want foreign armies traipsing around their villages, destroying things, and telling people they must move to the strategic hamlets. They don’t care about all your talk about elections and democracy, they just want to be left alone.”

“Invading Iraq is the worst advice I have ever heard,” Bush said, as the meeting with Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld and Vice-President Richard Cheney ended. “You both need to open some books and learn a lot more about what has happened when the US invades a country where most of the people on the ground did not welcome us. Please read about Vietnam,” Bush said.

Of course, this did not happen. There is no historical record of President Bush challenging his closest advisors to explain what they knew about earlier American invasions overseas. Bob Woodward wrote a detailed account of the planning of the Iraq invasion in his book, Plan of Attack. Vietnam appears a few times in the index, but in Plan of Attack, you won’t see any discussions of what happened in Vietnam. Nor is there any discussion of Vietnam in the runup to Iraq in Robert Draper’s book, To Start a War: How the Bush Administration Took America into Iraq. Bush and his Vice-President and Secretary of Defense had never served in Vietnam. In Woodward’s account of the leadup to Iraq, the leaders at the highest levels did not seem curious about what had happened when foreign troops had tried to change a government overseas.

As I mentioned, if you are not familiar with Vietnam, you might want to read the frequently answered questions about Vietnam in the appendix before considering the books in this elective. In the appendix, I have tried to provide the background information needed for the complex topic of the war in Vietnam. The decision to intervene in Vietnam took place, of course in the context of the Cold War, after decades of competition, and in one place, Korea, armed conflict with a surrogate of Russia. The threat of wave after wave of Russian or Communist Chinese supported insurgencies was real to American decision makers. Did this justify the intervention? Did it justify continuing the intervention after report after report from the CIA questioning the success of the intervention? See the Appendix for more on the CIA reports.

So, what could be the takeaways from a short or longer elective on Vietnam? What could be the learning outcomes? Likely, your principal or curriculum committee will expect more than a fuzzy statement such as, “Students will learn about Vietnam, 1954-1975. We need to set up some expectations for students before they read any of the four books on Vietnam which follow.

I might start by asking students to think about the political, social, and religious institutions which existed where the US planned to invade. Describe the people of the target country in terms of where they live, urban or rural, what are their religions, and what were the economic conditions. Were there religious differences or divisions that were under control in the country, which might emerge and confront American forces? What is their political history—past and recent? Have they recently been occupied? How did the last occupation or intervention by foreigners go?

How popular was that country’s central government as the US was planning to support the central government, etc.? Describe the unity of the country where you are about to intervene/invade.

The books which follow in this elective are about the experiences of US troops in combat in Vietnam. As mentioned, the CIA reports in the Appendix 5 provide more information about the political situation when large scale American intervention began.

The first book which follows will give your students an idea of what day to day life in a small unit of Marines in Vietnam was like. It was written by a Marine journalist who accompanied small units of Marines early in the war. Your students will see that Vietnam was not as easy as calling in the artillery or air support in every fire fight. It was also setting up ambushes and hoping that you were not ambushed on your way to setting up the ambush for the Viet Cong or the North Vietnamese. The next two books are more personal, written by soldiers who fought in Vietnam. The first was drafted. The second was a professional soldier who had made the Army his career. All three of the books are dramatic and informative, as you might expect.

While many blame President Lyndon Johnson and his advisors for the tragedy of Vietnam, their decisions need to be considered in the context of their times. Each was a Cold War warrior and a witness to the Russian takeover of eastern Europe after World War I. In the next chapter, I have provided details of how the Cold War and domestic politics helped push the US into Vietnam. 

Some of the details were new to me:

	I was shocked to find that Vice-President Humbert Humphrey had been excluded from any role in planning Vietnam, after he sent a memo expressing skepticism about the war. You will see the memo later in the next elective on Vietnam.

	And many CIA documents expressing the same doubts about Vietnam are now online to be reviewed. You will see the links to them in the next elective.



Here are the three books about combat experiences.




U.S. Marines in Vietnam by Captain Francis J. “Bing” West Jr.: Small Unit Action Summer 1966


[image: A group of soldiers in a forest]


The reading level is 6.2 This book was originally published by the History Museum of the U.S. Marines. Bing West wrote this book while serving in the Marines in Vietnam in 1966. West went on to become a well-known journalist and historian, writing later about Iraq, Afghanistan, and more about Vietnam. 

This eBook is not an account of individual men. Your students will not get to know any individual soldiers in this book or know anything about how they felt about their service in Vietnam. It is a series of snapshots of Marines in small unit actions, as they go out to set up ambushes at night and possibly get ambushed. Your students will see the brutality and uncertainty of the war quickly. A print edition is available at https://www.usmcu.edu/Portals/218/Small%20Unit%20Action%20In%20Vietnam%20Summer%201966.pdf

The next book is not Vietnam at the platoon or company or battalion level. It is the story of one man who wanted to stay alive for a year.
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 One Soldier by John H. Shook: A Year in Combat in Vietnam 


[image: John Shook beside a statue at the Vietnam Memorial in]

The reading level is 7.3. This book is copyrighted and is available on the eBooks web site through the permission of the author John Shook. His story is unusual. He was drafted immediately after he finished college with a degree in microbiology. Technically, he was not eligible for war. His vision was too bad: 20/600 in his left eye, he learned from an optometrist during his first induction physical. He took the letter from the optometrist to the induction physical and thought he would never have to serve. But later, another induction letter arrived. He was to report in two weeks to the San Jose Induction Center. 

In his book, Shook talks about basic training, advanced infantry training, the Army’s offer to make him an officer (which he refused), and then on to his year in Vietnam. In Vietnam, he began as his platoon’s machine-gunner and learned how to kill or be killed. His story is about the fear of going out on the nightly ambushes, the deaths of his buddies, going AWOL, and trying to get anyone in the Army to recognize that he could not see out of one eye very well. He explained how he did as much as possible to avoid getting killed in a war he thought was useless. He also describes how villagers felt about American soldiers. Since its publication in 2022, the book has gained over 1,000 positive reviews on Amazon. It is a page turner.
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The New Legions by Donald Duncan: A Green Beret Running for His Life on Recon Missions


[image: A photo of Donald Duncan in uniform]


The reading level is 6.7. Parts of The New Legions by Donald Duncan read like a thriller. In Chapter 2, he is literally running for his life while being pursued by the Viet Cong. And he didn’t expect his pursuers to take prisoners. The army dropped him and a few fellow Green Berets into hostile territory to recon the area, and then be extracted at an agreed upon landing zone in a few days. But soon the enemy became aware of his presence and followed closely behind. He became separated from the rest of his small recon unit.



Duncan was not a draftee forced to serve in Vietnam. He was career Army. After qualifying and serving in the Airborne, an elite unit of the Army, he joined the Army’s most elite branch at the time, the Special Forces, then called the Green Berets. 

Later Duncan wondered why he was risking his life on the recon missions as a Green Beret. He had strong thoughts about the US presence in Vietnam.

He wrote this book in 1966. It was published in 1967. While he was writing, Congress was beginning its first investigation of the war in Vietnam. Did Congress know what the Vietnamese peasants on their farms thought about the United States? Did the senators in their hearing share Duncan’s views on the futility of intervening where many do not want your presence? In the next elective, let’s go to the halls of Congress and find out what our most elite and experienced representatives knew about a place where over a million would die, including over 58,000 young Americans, in a few cases my high school classmates.













Elective 10: Reading and Writing the War in Vietnam at 9th-12th Grade Level


 Nemesis—Truman and Johnson in the Coils of War in Asia by Robert J. Donovan: From the Early Years of the Cold War to Nixon’s Plans for Peace in Vietnam


[image: The title Nemesis in Red]

The New York Times called Nemesis: Truman and Johnson in the Coils of War in Asia “readable and even exciting” in its review.[17]I agree. It provides a sweep of history from the beginning of the Cold War in the 40’s to Richard Nixon’s promises of peace in Vietnam in 1968 without numbing detail. You can see Donovan’s background as a journalist in the book. He keeps his story moving along without submerging the reader in incident after incident. I don’t know of a better book to give students an explanation of how wars in Asia started and were waged. The reading level, at 11.7, is above the books in the last chapter, but students with background information from earlier books might well enjoy it. It might be great reading in the second semester of senior year when college admissions are over, and students usually drift for three or four months without much content. Is it in the national interest for young Americans to know more about how the US came to kill over 50,000 of its own citizens and over a million Vietnamese in the 1960s? Are there lessons to be learned from Vietnam that might have influenced future American interventions?

As you might expect, the book provides challenging historical situations for your students to figure out. American intervention in Korea succeeded. In Vietnam it failed.

“And the model they had before them was Korea,” Donovan wrote. “If the United States had succeeded by force of arms in erecting a barrier to preserve an independent South Korea, then why could it not do likewise in Vietnam with money, military assistance, advisers, helicopters, and, finally, American bombers and a half-million American troops?”

So, what went wrong in South Vietnam, as Donovan asks? Why did the intervention in Vietnam fail? 

After reading Nemesis, can your students describe in writing the differences in the societies of South Korea and South Vietnam that might have influenced the success or failure of American intervention? If they can do this, they will have knowledge and awareness beyond the level of most college graduates who are no longer required to study American history in college. 

As you might expect, Donovan had strong opinions of those who served 8,000 miles away, as well as those who stayed close to home and avoided military service with their student deferments. You might ask your students to compare Donovan’s view of student deferments with their own opinions. And what about today? Is it reasonable to demand a year of national service from all young Americans, when some volunteer to fight and die in Iraq or Afghanistan? Or should the emphasis be on rewarding the veterans of combat? Guaranteed housing for life? Monthly stipends for combat veterans without twenty years of service? How can the protected reward the protectors?

Congress and the Vietnam War

Nemesis shows the power of the Executive branch to shape American foreign policy. Twice since World War II, US presidents have been able to send tens of thousands of young Americans to their deaths without a formal declaration of war by Congress, which the Constitution calls for.

But Congress did take some actions during the Vietnam War. Hearings were held. The Senate Foreign Relations Committee sought information about Vietnam. The Vietnam hearings led by Senator J. William Fulbright in 1966 and 1972 were the best known. And the Senate Foreign Relations Committee sent staff to Vietnam to report back on the war. Let’s look at one report from the field.
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Vietnam 1969—Progress of Pacification by James G. Lowenstein & Richard M. Moose: What Were the Prospects for Vietnamization? 


[image: A black and blue cover with text  Description automatically generated]In their report to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in 1969, James G. Lowenstein and Richard M. Moose described the pacification program in Vietnam which forced rural peasants out of their villages and into hamlets, where they could be guarded by South Vietnamese security forces. They also described the Phoenix program, a CIA organized effort to assassinate Vietcong cadre. Lowenstein and Moose provided the number of assassinations which had occurred in 1968.

They also wrote about their interviews with the senior political and military leadership in Vietnam and with villagers in the countryside. They complain in the report of often receiving contradictory answers to the same questions depending on whom they are asking. And they complain that briefings are rarely objective.

“In sum, whether inadvertently or deliberately, briefings do not objectively present the pros and cons but rather emphasize progress and accomplishment. Being briefed in Vietnam is somewhat like being told to buy product X without being told what is wrong with it or why to buy product Y.”

The New York Times called their report “a bombshell.”

“They interviewed all the major figures — Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker, Gen. Creighton Abrams, Vietnamese politicians — but also midlevel officers. They read volumes of field reports, and traveled the length of South Vietnam, meeting with village elders.

Their report, released in a redacted version to the public in early 1970, was a bombshell. The administration’s plans, they wrote, “seem to rest on far more ambiguous, confusing and contradictory evidence than pronouncements from Washington and Saigon indicate.”

“The war, they concluded, “appears to be not only far from won but far from over.” It is not easy reading at a 14.6 grade level but students with a great deal of interest in the tragedy of the American intervention in Vietnam would learn from it.

All of this information leads to a question about where and when young Americans will learn about past and present interventions. Is high school the only time and place to learn about American history, or can we depend on college for our citizens to learn about our past? Are college students now required to learn about past interventions in Korea, Vietnam, and Afghanistan and Iraq? Are they required to learn about current interventions in Syria, Iraq, and Sub-Saharan Africa[18]? We will look at the contributions of higher education to American history in a subsequent chapter.

In the next chapter we examine four women who became leaders and pushed the United States to modernize in three different areas.






Elective 11: Reading and Writing about Women in Politics



Susan B. Anthony—The Woman Who Changed the Mind of a Nation by Rheta Childe Dorr: The Life and Times and Political Strategies of Susan B. Anthony


[image: the cover has an image of Anthony]
The advantages of Rheta Childe Dorr’s biography of Susan B. Anthony may be three-fold. To begin with, your students may find the courage and tenacity of Anthony inspiring. Secondly, they will certainly learn more about the events and movements of the 19th century. Anthony was at one time a member of the Temperance movement, then a dedicated abolitionist, and of course, one of the leaders of the struggle for women’s rights in the 19th century. She worked and argued with leaders Frederick Douglass and William Lloyd Garrison, and collaborated for years with Elizabeth Cady Stanton. 

Finally, your students will see the mechanics of politics. They will learn about Anthony’s strategies as she published pamphlets and flyers, organized petitions drives and conferences, and lobbied legislators in state after state. Rheta Childe Dorr’s biography is almost as energetic as Susan B. Anthony’s political life. The grade level is 12.2.





Susan B. Anthony by Alma Lutz: Rebel, Crusader, Humanitarian


[image: A book cover of a person]


This book is more detailed and a little less energetic than Dorr’s biography. But it may still be valuable. Your students might have a new opinion of the word ‘persistence’ after reading this biography of Susan B. Anthony. The writer documents thousands of actions of Anthony’s as she and her allies advanced the suffrage of women and the abolition of slavery. She mentions the obstacles Anthony faced, from the ridicule of her wardrobe, to the violent opposition to her speeches before the Civil War, to the lack of support for the rights of women after the Civil War in favor of suffrage for Black men. 

Your students can download the book here, at no cost: https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/20439.

Its grade level, at 13.4, will challenge some readers, but even completing part of it will give your students a comprehensive view of the 19th century, and insights into how activists improved the lives of so many fellow citizens. 

In its review, the New York Times stated, “Miss Lutz gives a fresh and absorbing view of Miss Anthony, subduing the more dramatic moments of her life to the temperate tone of the biography as a whole. She takes a measuring look at Susan after fifty years and presents her with understanding.”[19]

A reviewer on Goodreads wrote: 

“She wasn't just a campaigner for votes for women. She was also passionate and heavily involved with civil rights, equality, and freedom for all. Always at the forefront of activities to bring women's suffrage to the attention of the masses, she was also a fervent supporter of the abolition movement. Although she met with resistance, ridicule, contempt, and pure hatred from many, she never stopped fighting for the day when women would have the vote... An unassuming yet remarkable woman. She had a long, full life and this book covers it all!”




Inside the Russian Revolution by Rheta Childe Dorr: The Bolsheviks Deliver a Nightmare
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Rheta Childe Dorr’s book on the Russian Revolution is also interesting. You can download free copies from Project Gutenberg at https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/66371. Dorr saw the need for economic change in Russia, but she loathed the Bolsheviks and made this clear on page after page in Inside the Russian Revolution. She wrote, “I saw the fondest dream of the socialists suddenly come true, and the dream turned out to be a nightmare such as I pray that this or any country may forever be spared. I saw a people delivered from one class tyranny deliberately hasten to establish another, quite as brutal and as unmindful of the common good as the old one.” Your students will see her courage as she went into the streets to report on gun battles between the Bolsheviks and the moderates. The reading level is 8.9.





Peace and Bread in Time of War by Jane Addams: Protesting the Slaughter of World War I


[image: A group of people holding a banner  Description automatically generated]Jane Addams’ contributions to American life led to the awarding of the Nobel Prize in 1931. The Nobel Committee wrote that, “During World War I, she chaired a women's conference for peace held in the Hague in the Netherlands, and tried in vain to get President Woodrow Wilson of the USA to mediate peace between the warring countries. When the USA entered the war instead, Jane Addams spoke out loudly against this. She was consequently stamped a dangerous radical and a danger to US security. was critical of the peace treaty that was forced on Germany in 1919, maintaining that it was so humiliating that it would lead to a German war of revenge. At the end of her life, Jane Addams was honored by the American government for her efforts for peace.”[20]The book, at a 15.3 grade level, is college level reading, but your stronger readers may enjoy it. 





The Spirit of Youth and the City Streets by Jane Addams: Building Opportunities for Youth
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Addams is most famous as the founder of Hull House, a settlement house providing services to recent immigrants and youth in Chicago. A book about youth connected to her work at Hull House, The Spirit of Youth and the City Streets, is slightly easier reading at 14.6. A blurb by the University of Illinois Press describes its content: 

“The Spirit of Youth and the City Streets—her favorite of her own books—establishes Addams as an accomplished writer as well as a reformer. In this compact volume she examines the causes for the discontent of youth in the city, chiding educators for their "persistent blindness to youth's most obvious needs." Addams argues for the importance of providing direction and focus—for example, through public recreation, practical education, and experiences in the arts—for the pent-up energies of young men and women. She takes a realistic view of their basic social and sexual drives and their disaffection and alienation in an industrial world.” 

At a time when a number of young Americans are disaffected, the Spirit of Youth might be interesting reading. Your students could compare the lives of youth then and now. They could probably write volumes. Your students can download it from Project Gutenberg at https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/16221.

A copy of Twenty Years at Hull House, another book by Addams, along with an excellent description of her work and the Nobel Prize she received is available at Standardebooks.org.

Mrs. R: The Life of Eleanor Roosevelt
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"Here is the lonely childhood, disrupted by the death of loved ones, the shy emergence into wealthy society, the courtship by Franklin Roosevelt under the possessive authority of his mother, the day-to-day events of Campobello and polio, and the young wife’s reluctant participation in politics as the “eyes, ears and legs” of the man of destiny," according to the book blurb. The reading level is 9.6.

The blurb continued. "The reader will also see the politics of the Roosevelts: how the programs of the New Deal developed during the Depression, and how the Roosevelts worked together to repeal the Neutrality Acts in order to aid Great Britain at the start of World War II." Your students will also see Roosevelt’s work on civil rights twenty years before the civil rights struggles of the 1960s.





Sea and Earth—The Story of Rachel Carson by Philip Sterling: Defending the Natural World Against Pesticides
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Another American who enriched our lives is Rachel Carson. Her contributions were political. Sea and Earth is the story of the most important science writer of the 20th century. The grade level is 7.3. With Silent Spring Rachel Carson shocked Americans into reevaluating the man-made chemicals that have polluted our whole environment. Carson “jolted the entire country into awareness of the problem of pesticides.” Her book “launched the environmental movement; provoked the passage of the Clean Air Act...the Clean Water Act...and led to the establishment of the Environmental Protection Agency.”

The cover blurb also described the sources for the book: "By drawing much of his story from the recollections of Rachel Carson’s friends and colleagues, the author presents a well-rounded portrait of a woman who was a dedicated scientist and gifted writer, a devoted daughter and friend, and above all, a determined defender of the natural world she understood so well."

The New York Times Book Review was very positive:"Like Miss-Carson herself, her biographer has the ability to write about nature with lyric beauty, and to make science understandable and fascinating. Young readers will find that Rachel Carson's passionate love affair with the earth and the sea around us is contagious." The Christian Science Monitor also liked the book.''This book has a journalistic urgency and impact. Miss Carson's work must be continued, expanded, multiplied, acted on vigorously all over the world. All this the author makes clear." 

After producing eBook after eBook about the modern world, with all the stories of World War I and World War II, I found out that exciting narratives are available about leaders from long ago—the founders of the United States. In the next chapter, you will see some of the stories about those who risked their lives and fortunes to establish our nation.


Elective 12: Reading and Writing about the Founders of the United States at 6th-11th Grade Level




Founding Fathers by Kenneth Umbreit: Clever Character Sketches
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I found this book delightful. Kenneth Umbreit is a storyteller. Here is the lead sentence from the chapter on George Washington: “The deeper one delves into the record the more evident it becomes that if it had not been for George Washington there would never have been a United States.” This pulled me into the chapter. I needed to know how Washington launched the United States. 

He respects the Founders but is not worshipful. He writes of their beliefs and courage and tenacity in accounts that are both readable and instructive. A reviewer wrote that Umbreit wrote “clever character sketches.” And even though the book was written over a generation ago, Umbreit’s point of view is modern. He notes defects. He did not ignore Jefferson’s backward views on slavery and wrote that he stayed ‘safe’ on slavery in order not to offend fellow plantation owners. 

The first chapter on Thomas Jefferson is a little complicated. Umbreit explains the influences of common law and natural law and the beliefs of the Anglo-Saxons in England on Jefferson’s thinking. The reading level of the Jefferson chapter 1s 10.9.

Easier starting points are the chapters on Sam Adams, Patrick Henry and John Hancock. They are all around 10.0 or slightly below. The reading level of Sam Adams is 9.7, Patrick Henry 10.1. And John Hancock 9.3.

Reviews at the time of the original publication were positive. “Umbreit’s book is the work of a historical scholar with a flair for popularizing biography and drawing clever character sketches,” wrote Roy F. Nichols in The New England Quarterly. “Skillful strokes make intriguing portraits of Jefferson, John Adams, Hancock, Samuel Adams, Patrick Henry and George Washington. . . One gets the impression that somehow Jefferson is the villain of the piece. Hancock is displayed as an astute self-serving politician whose vanity made it possible for clever men to use him. John Adams appears as usual. Samuel Adams and Patrick Henry are master politicians with the latter treated more gently than usual of late because the author thinks him the victim of Jefferson’s talent for “the assassination of reputation.

"The hero is Washington, without whom Umbreit thinks “there would never be a United States.” Umbreit thinks of him as one of the “fierce men” in history,” like William the Conqueror, with a talent for organization and money-making. Thus, these six men are portrayed with a wealth of detail illuminating the complexities of their characters.” The next book is slightly easier reading.





 Guardians of Liberty by Olga Hall-Quest: Sam Adams and John Hancock
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According to the cover blurb, "Olga Hall-Quest tells the story of the beginnings of the Revolution and of the men who made it with the same lively skill that made her Jamestown Adventure so popular The excitement of Lexington, Concord, and Bunker Hill are captured anew, as two of the great figures of eighteenth-century America, Sam Adams and John Hancock, come to life again." The reading level from the Flesch-Kincaid scale is 9.0.

“Sam Adams worked untiringly to bring about an independent America," the blurb continued. "He fought against any infringement of colonial liberties with every skill at his command. It was Adams, who by his writings and his gift of persuasion, his hatred of Tory and aristocratic pretensions, rallied the people of Massachusetts Bay against the Stamp Act. 

“To the dismay of the aristocratic Governor Thomas Hutchinson, Adams managed to turn John Hancock, one of the wealthiest men in the colonies, into an advocate of liberty and a supporter of the Whig faction. Adams well knew the value of John Hancock to a cause. Hancock paid for entertainment, food, and so on, at Whig rallies and outings, and by his generosity to the poor of Boston won a large popular following.

“Ruthless, unyielding, Sam Adams was, perhaps, our first publicist. Vernon Parrington wrote of him: “Behind the imposing figure of John Hancock, or the eloquence of John Adams, was certain to be the directing mind of the ‘Master of the puppets,’ as Thomas Hutchinson sneeringly called Sam Adams.”[21]]

“Paul Revere’s famous engraving of the Boston Massacre, which was adapted for the book jacket, is an example of how Sam Adams used events to further his goal of an independent America, for this highly exaggerated drawing depicts Adams’s version of the 'massacre.' "





Patrick Henry—Firebrand of the Revolution by Nardi Campion: Is a Strong Central Government Needed?
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Firebrand is an engaging biography of a pivotal figure in America’s fight for independence. It is very easy reading at 5.6. A reviewer from Goodreads writes “This is an older biography of Patrick Henry (1961), with a target audience of middle school/junior high. Overall, this was a really excellent read, with plenty of details about Henry’s life and career, but not too overwhelming. It’s written to engage younger readers, so there is some dialogue and little anecdotes along the way, but most of these stories added to the character development of Henry, helping us to see what shaped him throughout his younger years, and even as an adult.”

This look at the life of Patrick Henry opens up the question of free speech and violence. Henry was so outspoken against the British monarchy in Virginia, that its supporters accused him of treason. Henry, like John Adams and Samuel Adams probably would have hung, had he been apprehended during the American revolution. “At what point are denunciations of government criminal acts?” you might ask your students. Does a citizen have a right to advocate the violent overthrow of an elected government? Do they have the right to organize the overthrow of our government? After the Revolution, Henry worked against those who wanted a stronger central government and actively opposed the constitution finally ratified in 1790. Could your students decide if his opposition was in the national interest, or does the United States need the constitution we have?

Another outspoken opponent of the British monarchy was Thomas Paine. 





Tom Paine: America’s Godfather by W.E. Woodward: A Poor Self-Educated Man Inspires the American Revolution


[image: An image of Thomas Paine]
The grade level is 10.3. Here is an excerpt from a review in the New York Times that was very positive: 

“Paine’s Career Highly Dramatic. Mr. Woodward writes of Paine with the brisk and lively vigor that has distinguished all his books. Subtleties of character analysis and beauties of language he leaves to others. But he has a sharp eye for the salient fact, the significant detail. What is the use, he seems to say, of being admired by scholars if only scholars read your books? What is the use of being accurate if you are not interesting? ‘Tom Paine’ provides an answer. It will be read because it is interesting. It records the dramatic career of a great man in able fashion. And what a career it was!

“Paine was largely self-educated, poor, a failure, and often hungry until he came to America just in time to plunge into the Revolution. In later years he went to England and was outlawed for sedition against the King. And in France he was a member of the Revolutionary Convention and in that body fought bravely but to no avail to save the life of Louis XVI. But the bloodthirsty Jacobins prevailed and the Committee of Public Safety imprisoned Paine and condemned him to death by the guillotine. He escaped only because of the carelessness of a jail guard who neglected to mark his cell door with the fatal sign in chalk.

“Thomas Paine was the friend of Franklin, Lafayette, Washington, Jefferson and Monroe. His written words helped to change the course of history. It is easy to see why when we read again the most famous of them all: “These are the times that try men’s souls. The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of their country, but he that stands it now deserves the love and thanks of man and woman. Tyranny, like hell, is not easily conquered; yet we have this consolation with us, that the harder the conflict, the more glorious the triumph. What we obtain too cheap, we esteem too lightly; it is dearness only that gives everything its value. Heaven knows how to put a proper price upon its goods; and it would be strange indeed if so celestial an article as Freedom should not be highly rated.”[22]





Benjamin Franklin—The First Civilized American by Phillips Russell: The Printer, Politician and Diplomat
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The publisher of an earlier print edition wrote favorably of this book : “A delight to read, this is a cheerful, warmly admiring recounting of the story of the printer, the politician, and the diplomat, a man whose "chief weakness" was a lack of aptitude for mathematics, who was ‘not above looking to the church to do police duty over his womenfolk,’ who was ‘midwife at the birth of the world's first great republic.’ Profusely illustrated and bursting with the author's enthusiasm as well as its subject's abundant personality, this is a classic of American historical literature.”

The Michigan Review wrote: 

“Let it be said at once that this book, whatever its defects, is absorbingly interesting. The author, obviously, is thoroughly acquainted with Franklin literature and has had access to a great mass of unpublished material. But in a sense, it is not a biography. Rather it is a picture, an excellent pen-picture, which even with its exaggerated light and shade may well give one a better understanding of the fascinating personality of America’s first diplomat, inventor and man of letters to say nothing of the many other things he was ‘first in.’ 

“Franklin was essentially an unconventional character. He was never content to accept things as they were and always examined everything with his keen intelligence and more often than not, apparently, succeeded in rearranging facts in such new forms that they astounded the people of his generation. Many of his inventions, his humorous, semi philosophical treatises, his excursions into common-sense diplomacy and his positive genius for publicity established precedents, whose originality it is hard now for us to realize, since they are very part and parcel of our present-day American life.”[23]

I agree. It is an interesting read at a 9.5 reading level.





James Madison by Alfred Steinberg: He Added The Bill of Rights to the Constitution
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What do Americans want from government? James Madison had ideas about this, and his ideas prevailed. He was not a leader at Valley Forge, or a contributor to the Declaration of Independence, but he mattered a great deal in the founding of the country and he deserves study in this readable book.

As you may remember, after the Revolution the colonies suffered from a weak government. In the Articles of Confederation, the only law governing the colonies allowed that any colony could block action by all the others. And there was financial chaos. States could tax each other. Without the taxing authority to raise an army, without a central authority to negotiate with Great Britain, France, or Spain, the states faced an uncertain future. Madison helped persuade the states to give up powers and build a strong central government with a new constitution.

"Elected to the Continental Congress when he was not yet thirty," according to Katherine Wilkie, another biographer, "Madison served for four years, and later for another two. During this time, he was instrumental in calling together a Federal Constitutional Convention, and was master architect in the actual drafting of the Constitution.

"Always a champion of liberal causes, he proposed amendments to the Constitution guaranteeing to the people such basic rights as freedom of speech, assembly, and worship. When enacted, these amendments became part of the Bill of Rights, the keystone of American democracy...

"As fourth president of the United Stales, Wilkie continued, "Madison fell heir to the strained diplomatic relations with England that culminated in the War of 1812. When the British burned the White House, his wife Dolley saved the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. In 1817 he retired to his Virginia estate where he wrote extensively on public affairs until his death at the age of eighty-five." This eBook is more difficult reading at 11.7.

The next chapter will not be about individual leaders but rather a movement. We jump to the 20th century and see how the labor movement pulled millions of workers into the middle class.


Elective 13: Reading and Writing about Labor in America



 Eugene V. Debs—A Man Unafraid by Coleman McAlister: He Went to Prison Because He Opposed World War I
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From a review by H.L. Mencken in the American Mercury, August 1930:

“Mr. Coleman has told his story very well.”

“MR. COLEMAN’S sub-title may seem a bit pretentious, but the record bears it out. Debs was one of those fanatics who are simply unacquainted with the meaning of fear. At a time when practically all of the other Socialists of America were running ignominiously for cover, he stood his ground magnificently and went to jail without a quaver. He would have gone to the gallows, I believe, in the same serene and unperturbed manner. Perhaps it is something of a slander to call him a Socialist at all. He died without knowing more than the ABC’s of Marxism, and had relatively little to do with its chief prophets. The shabbiness of spirit that is their chief mark, at least on this side of the water, was not in him. An ignorant man, and, in more than one way, a childishly silly man, he yet managed to show a singular fineness of character.

“Someday, I suppose, his admirers will be comparing him to Lincoln, as Lincoln is compared to Jesus. The likeness is faulty in each case. Lincoln was a far shrewder and more politic fellow than Jesus, and Debs was far braver and more forthright than Lincoln. In old Abe, in fact, the cross-roads politician was always visible. He never did anything without figuring out its consequences to five places of decimals, and when those consequences promised to damage his private fortunes, he usually found a good reason to refrain. But Debs banged through life without caring a damn, innocent and cocksure. He got into trouble very often, but I can find no evidence that he was ever bothered by doubts.

“If common decency ever gets any credit in America, and the schoolbooks are revised accordingly, there will be a chapter in them on the great encounter between Debs and Woodrow Wilson. They never met face to face, for Wilson was in the White House and Debs was in prison; nevertheless, their souls came together, and it was old Gene’s that won hands down.

“The conflict between them had been fought out in the world many times before, but never by two such perfect champions. On the side of Wilson were power, eminence, learning, glory, a vast forensic skill, a haughty manner, and the almost unanimous support of the American press and people; on the side of Debs there was only the dignity of an honest and honorable man. Debs remained behind the bars, but Wilson danced naked before the world, exposed to posterity as the abject and pathetic bounder that he was. It was his tragedy that he was not only quite unable to achieve decency himself, but also quite unable to recognize it in other men. When he died Harding turned Debs loose, with a gesture both generous and charming. Thus, it remained for a boozy Elk out of the Jimson weed country to teach manners to a Princeton Presbyterian....

“The whole labor movement in the United States is in the hands of sleek, oily gentlemen who have learned that it is far more comfortable to make terms with the bosses than to fight them. These gentlemen, as I have said, are well fed and well-tailored, and have no sympathy with dreamers. Presently they will be collecting money for a monument to old Sam Gompers. But they will never propose a monument to Debs. In the long run, however, he will probably be recalled, at all events by romantics. There was genuinely heroic blood in him, though he sacrificed himself to a chimera. Mr. Coleman has told his story very well.”[24]





The Pullman Strike by Rev. William H. Carwardine: Fighting for a Living Wage in a Company Owned Town
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[image: A book cover with an image of the town of Pullman ]Pullman was built as a company town on the edge of Chicago to turn out sleeping cars. As a blurb on the back cover of a print edition noted, Pullman was not a paradise for the workers who lived there.

“In the prettified tenements that fooled passing journalists, hungry workers crowded five families to a faucet. After severe wage cuts by the Pullman Company during the recession of 1893, the workers joined Gene Debs’ American Railway Union and struck. A Pullman preacher, the Rev. William Carwardine, spoke up on their behalf and detailed the conditions of their lives in this book of 1894. ‘Never did men have a cause more just,’ he said, ‘and never did corporations with equal pretenses grind men more unmercifully.’ 

A reviewer on Goodreads wrote: 

“Filled with appreciation for meaningful details of the everyday lives of diverse workers with common problems, and with a balanced admiration for the leadership of Eugene V Debs, The Pullman Strike vividly shows how a great experiment in industrial unionism like the American Railway Union could arise. Aware of the vast power and ruthlessness of the Pullman Company, Carwardine also suggests why the union was unable to prevail. . . . . That the Rev. Carwardine suffered immediate exile from his Pullman church suggests how deeply threatened the giant railroad manufacturing and operating company was by his plainly written book.” The grade level is 10.4.






Autobiography of Mother Jones by Mary G. Harris Jones: She Fought for Better Treatment of Workers
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A reviewer on Goodreads wrote: “Mary Harris Jones wrote this account of her labor union activities when she was a very old lady. A living example of working-class direction action, she was a pioneer American socialist and helped found the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) in 1905. For fifty years she supported many and various efforts to build more effective forms of labor solidarity. She worked for the railroad shop unions, for coal and metal miners, and along the way she helped myriad other working men, women, and children – decade after decade, in different industries and places. Mother Jones was the most beloved individual in the whole history of US labor movement. And she definitely wasn’t pronounced ‘the most dangerous woman in America’ for nothing.

“Her memories, as recorded inThe Autobiography, summarize the long story of American labor organization. 

“Her memoirs comprise an impressively long working-class experience. For me, they were both interesting and inspirational. Mary Harris Jones was ‘a hell raiser,’ not ‘a lady,’ because a lady is the last thing she wanted to be, and – indeed – without even the right to vote, she managed ‘to raise hell’ all over the country with her voice, fighting passionately for the workers’ rights, becoming their savior, their legend. The Autobiographyis a great piece of working-class literature.” 

Your students can download the eBook from Project Gutenberg at https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/65079. The reading level is 6.3. 





Mr. Black Labor—The Story of A. Phillip Randolph by Daniel S. Davis: He Forced the Pullman Company to Recognize a Labor Union


[image: A person in a suit and tie  Description automatically generated]If your students need inspiration to participate in politics, they can consider the life of A. Philip Randolph. His strategies succeeded in confrontations with two presidents and with the management of the anti-union Pullman Company. Over many years he and his union, the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, forced the rabidly anti-union Pullman Company to recognize the union and negotiate a contract for the first time.

He is also well-known for his struggles with presidents to improve opportunities for African Americans in the Jim Crow era. By threatening a march on Washington, he forced President Franklin D. Roosevelt to open jobs in the defense industry to African Americans in 1941. He persuaded President Harry S. Truman to integrate the armed forces in 1948. He later organized the March on Washington for jobs and civil rights in 1963.

The AFL-CIO website hasan excellent writeupof Randolph's contributions. "A. Philip Randolph brought the gospel of trade unionism to millions of African American households. Randolph led a 10-year drive to organize the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP) and served as the organization’s first president...

"In June 1925, a group of Pullman porters, the all-black service staff of the Pullman sleeping cars, approached Randolph and asked him to lead their new organization, the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters. Randolph agreed. Besides his abiding interest in and knowledge of unions, Randolph's primary qualification for the job was his reputation for incorruptibility and the fact that he was not a Pullman Company employee—meaning the company could not fire him or buy him off. For the next 10 years, Randolph led an arduous campaign to organize the Pullman porters, which resulted in the certification of the BSCP as the exclusive collective bargaining agent of the Pullman porters in 1935. Randolph called it the "first victory of Negro workers over a great industrial corporation."


"Randolph became the most widely known spokesperson for black working-class interests in the country. In December 1940, with President Franklin Roosevelt refusing to issue an executive order banning discrimination against black workers in the defense industry, Randolph called for “10,000 loyal Negro American citizens” to march on Washington, D.C. Support grew so quickly that soon he was calling for 100,000 marchers to converge on the capital. Pressed to take action, President Roosevelt issued an executive order on June 25, 1941, six days before the march was to occur, declaring, “there shall be no discrimination in the employment of workers in defense industries or government because of race, creed, color, or national origin.” Roosevelt also set up the Fair Employment Practices Commission to oversee the order."

The book description from the print edition said “Philip Randolph brought African Americans en masse into the labor movement in the twenties and thirties, conceived the dramatic strategy of a massive march on the government, and calmly and confidently guided several generations of Black leaders.

“This account of Randolph’s life work by an official at the National Urban League is a tribute long overdue, and it marks the beginning of a new, broader look at the civil rights movement in the twentieth century.” The grade level is 11.4.




Labor's New Millions by Mary Heaton Vorse: Workers Build Unions in Rubber, Steel and Auto Industries





[image: A book cover with a group of people]

“How this young union whirled its membership from 30,000 to 400,000 in a year is one of labor's greatest epics,” wrote Mary Heaton Vorse in Labor’s New Millions, referring to the United Auto Workers. “In some places, wages had been increased from thirty and forty cents to one dollar an hour. Much had been done to set up healthier working conditions in the industry.” In Labor’s New Millions, Vorse explained how workers in the rubber plants, steel mills, and auto plants used sit-ins to force management to recognize their unions and then negotiate with the new unions. By the time of Labor’s New Millions, she had written about earlier labor struggles in national publications such as Harper’s and The Nation, and published novels and short stories about domestic relationships and family life. Her experience as a writer shows. Your students will see that she reported on the labor management conflicts of mid-century with energy and enthusiasm. After the organizing of the 1930s and 1940s, one third of American workers were union members in the 1950s. Today the number is 10%. The reading level is 9.1.

Vorse’s background as a writer is interesting. A historian wrote that it was a textile strike in Massachusetts that pushed Mary Heaton Vorse into writing about labor:


...Yet it was the 1912 textile workers’ strike in Lawrence, Massachusetts, that she would name in her 1934 autobiography as the turning point. For the rest of her life, until her death in 1966 at the age of ninety-two, workers’ battles for fair treatment would be her primary focus. “We knew now where we belonged” she wrote, “on the side of the workers, and not with the comfortable people among whom we were born.”[25]

The conditions in the mills at Lawrence are still shocking. At the turn of the century, workers, many of them teenagers, scraped by on two or three dollars a week, most of which went to paying their rent in overcrowded districts. Women were subject to routine sexual exploitation by their bosses, and death from accidents or lung diseases were everyday occurrences. Thirty-six out of every hundred men and women who worked the mills died before the age of twenty-five. In early 1912, the state attempted to enforce a law cutting the hours of the women and those under eighteen in the mills to fifty-four hours a week. In response, the mill owners cut everyone’s hours and their salaries, and were accused of speeding up output.”[26]







Building the House of Labor—Walter Reuther by Fred J. Cook: Organizing the United Auto Workers
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The book cover blurbs explain how Reuther's childhood influenced his life. "When Walter Reuther spoke for labor, he spoke from a background of two generations in social reform and the labor movement, for his father and grandfather were leaders before him. As a boy, Walter grew up among the factories and mines of Wheeling, West Virginia. He became a diemaker and in 1927 went to Detroit, the Motor City. There the forces were beginning to work that were to create in the 1930’s the United Auto Workers and the Con­gress of Industrial Organizations. Walter became an excellent tool and die maker. He and his brother Victor educated themselves to become labor leaders, first in Detroit, and then on a round-the-world tour. They worked in the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics and saw firsthand how Communism repressed the workers. The brothers felt the weight of Nazism and Fascism in Germany and Italy.

"Back in Detroit, Walter Reuther found the auto workers’ demand for a union increasing because of the effects of the Depression. Unemployment, wage cuts, and tighter and tighter control of the workers’ lives led to sit-down strikes, riots, bloodshed, martial law, and the ultimate capitulation of the Big Three - General Motors, Chrysler, and Ford - to the forces of the Union.

"World War II brought a new era of responsibility to labor leadership. Successively Reuther rose to head the UAW and the CIO. In the 1950’s, he helped merge the twin giants of the American labor movement, the older American Federation of Labor and the CIO. He worked to fight rising prices and for full employment.

Though assassins’ bullets twice endangered his life, he continued to work hard building the house of labor until his death in a plane crash in 1970."

The next chapter provides a number of reading opportunities about the 20th century: art, aviation, science, revolution, etc.


Elective 14: Reading and Writing about the 20th Century—Revolution, War, Propaganda, Science and Art


The Russian Revolution—Runaway Russia by Florence Harper: From Autocracy to Autocracy
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At a time when Russia, our ally during World War II, our enemy during the Cold War, is now killing tens of thousands of its neighbors, perhaps looking at Russian history may be appropriate. Where did this authoritarian state come from? Let’s look at the period of its transition from the autocracy of a Tsar to the autocracy of the Communist Party. Runaway Russia by the journalist Florence Harper is an exciting read. A “Gripping Account,” wrote the Wall Street Journal a few years ago.[27]As you will see below, the Wall Street Journal approved of “Runaway Russia” wholeheartedly. The reading level is 6.4.

The Wall Street Journal wrote that “Florence Harper was the first American female journalist in Petrograd. Sure that trouble was coming, she waited “as I would for a circus parade.” From the women’s bread protests of the heady first days when the mob seemed “good-natured” to the later horror of the “Marseillaise”-singing crowds being mowed down by machine guns, she remained undaunted, repeatedly returning to the streets despite the dangers she courted daily. She searched the morgues so that she could do a story on the victims. ‘‘I did not wait to count the coffins. It was too harrowing,” she reports. She did watch the hated police being thrown off roofs and also ran the gantlet of the mutinous Kronstadt sailors, who she recalls “all looked like cutthroats.” Allied officers at her hotel smashed the contents of its cellars till they were “literally knee deep in everything from champagne to vodka” to prevent the mob from getting at them. The stoicism and sympathy with which she endured it all shine forth from this gripping account.” 

The review above does not show how much Harper despised the authoritarian tactics of the Bolsheviks. You will see her opinions as you read Runaway Russia. 





Ten Days That Shook the World by John Reed: An Early Supporter of the Russian Revolution


[image: A book cover of a castle]A better-known title about the Russian revolution is John Reed’s account of the revolution in Ten Days Which Shook the World, which you can download at https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/3076. It might be interesting for your students to compare the two books and explain how the writers left Russia with such different opinions of the Bolsheviks. I love writing assignments that can only be completed by doing a large amount of reading. Coercion has its place. The grade level from sample chapters is 8.3.








World War I through the work of Hervey Allen and Henry Williamson


My memory of World War I in high school history was that American intervention in Europe was for a just cause. The Germans were sinking neutral shipping, including American shipping, and this became unacceptable to President Woodrow Wilson even after he promised to stay out of the war in his reelection campaign of 1916. Freedom of the seas had to be maintained, Wilson told America. Of course, the British threatened to destroy neutral shipping going to Germany if it had not been inspected at British ports for contraband. And the British navy blockaded German ports in the hope of starving German civilians, but the British propaganda campaigns in the United States did not emphasize these points. And Wilson did not allow anti-war dissent after he decided that war was in the national interest. A number of dissenters went to prison. The socialist presidential candidate Eugene Debs ended up in federal prison by speaking out against the war.

As I studied World War I many years ago, I did not read a word about the large American peace movement to keep the United States out of the European War. In War Against War, the American Fight for Peace, 1914-1918, Michael Kazin does an excellent job describing this movement. If you are interested in how a peace movement tried to persuade Americans not to join the war, the book would be great background reading. 





Toward the Flame by Hervey Allen: A Look at Combat in World War I


[image: A book cover of a person carrying a rifle ]As you might expect, many veterans of World War I wrote of their experiences. A book by a veteran who describes both the courage and slaughter of his comrades is easy reading at 6.9. Hervey Allen wrote like the poet he became. His descriptions are beautiful but as he describes losses, the writing is painful to read in places. Toward the Flame was a best-seller in the 1920s and again in the 30s with a new edition, and the reviews have been extraordinary. And I think that the reviews are justified. 

“TOWARD THE FLAME is written in admirable and simple prose throughout ... an important record,” said the Saturday Review. “Filled with drama and humor. ... It is unforgettable and beautiful. It has the marks of a classic” wrote the Bookman. The New York Times mentioned the intensity of Allen’s experiences. “The main comfort, as seen by Mr. Allen, is that on the one hand a certain disregard for death comes from familiarity with the worst that death can do. . . . On the other hand, life, shortened in prospect, increases in intensity. . . . [One has] a quite special regard for the scholar in arms, the man who does his duty coolly and intrepidly, though his intelligence knows other allegiances.”The book is easy reading at a 6.9 grade level. 





The Patriot’s Progress by Henry Williamson: A Novel about the Experiences of an Everyman in World War I


[image: A cover of a book with a man with a bayonet ]
Imagine attending a high school graduation ten years later with over a third of the class dead or wounded. This is what happened to the young men of Europe in 1914-1918. U.S. losses were 126,000 when worldwide losses of soldiers and civilians were 17 million. This is what this book is about. But it is not a story of battles and the names of the important stories. The author imagines the feelings of a young man from his first days with his drill instructors, to the losses of his buddies to the loss of his leg. The subject matter is the emotions of war and the details of life in the trenches.

In The Patriot’s Progress, Henry Williamson's descriptions of the physical world are unsurpassed. Your students will be with him in the mud, rain, and the rats, in the trenches. And they won't mind any of it. They will just be happy to have survived another shelling. Williamson fought in the war and brought an intensity to the story that maybe only a veteran would have. 

At the time of its publication in 1930, the critics loved Williamson’s story of a young man joining the British army as World War I began. FromThe Nation, 17 September 1930: 

“Short and to the point: Mr. Williamson, in his luminous descriptive prose, has written a second fine war book. It is the story of a young English private who might well have been named Everyman. For we are not shown the inner life of John Bullock in those respects wherein he differed from his fellows but we recognize him at once because he typifies his fellows. The reader follows Everysoldier from the time he joins up with high hopes and inflamed spirits on through his terrible ordeals and into the Valley of the Shadow [note the nod to Bunyan and the Bible] of agony to his emergence, crippled, forever handicapped. The story is short, graphic and haunting. It belongs among the best of the increasing number of war memorials in literature.”

The Oakland Tribunewrote: 

“Henry Williamson Increases His Stature With “The Private’s Progress,” a Courageous and Candid Book of a War Private. His use of abruptly broken sentences, his forceful punctuation, tell so much more than even his own precise and brilliant verbiage could otherwise. If more such narratives of the war are to be written, let them be by those of the greatness of soul and the literary equipment of Williamson.”[28]

It's written at a sixth-grade level, but the content may keep you from racing through it.

In addition to his books about World War I, Williamson was one of the best nature writers of the last century and became well-known for books like Tarka the Otter and Salar the Salmon. 
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Literature in the 2oth Century
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A Long Way Home by Claude McKay: Poetry and Expat Life in the 20th Century

[image: image]





[image: A poster with a person riding a horse  Description automatically generated]Claude McKay’s autobiography takes the reader not only into his poetry but also into expat life in Western Europe during the 1920’s and life in Russia after the Revolution. McKay also had a lot to say about the Harlem Renaissance. His poetry is stirring. “If I Must Die,” “America,” “My House,” “To One Coming North,” “To the White Fiends,” “The White House,” and other poems are accessible and dramatic. I found McKay’s long reports on Russia in the book fascinating. He visited in the years before Stalin’s murderous purges and so did not comment on politics in Russia in detail, but rather on the people he met, the factories he visited and the celebrations he witnessed. Throughout A Long Way from Home, McKay explains what motivated his poetry and his struggles to get his poems published, and his joy when they became famous. The grade level is 8.6.

The blurb from the original publisher is a little formal, but it will give you more information about the content of the book. 

“Claude McKay’s long odyssey from Jamaica to Harlem, Europe, North Africa, Russia, and back to America is chronicled in this autobiography of the most militant writers to emerge from the New Negro movement following World War I. Whether in the intellectual circles of Harlem and Greenwich Village, the docks of Marseilles, or the inner circles of post-revolutionary Russia, McKay’s contact with such figures as Frank Harris, Max Eastman, George Bernard Shaw, W. E. B. Dubois, James Weldon Johnson, Charles Chaplin, H.G Wells, Sinclair Lewis, Trotsky, and Radek all served to advance those views which would be so widely accepted in the 1960’s — Black Pride, self-determination, and the necessity for Black culture to define itself.” 
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Politics in the 20th Century


Franklin Roosevelt by P.J. O’Brien: The First Years of the New Deal in America


[image: FDR sitting at a desk  ]This is the story of some of the most dynamic years in the political history of the United States. Every student whose parents or grandparents have ever received Social Security, or benefited from a low-down payment FHA mortgage, or received unemployment insurance, has Franklin Roosevelt to thank. After his inauguration in March 1933, Roosevelt persuaded Congress to build new programs to support the poor and the unemployed. He sought to save homes, farms, and banks at risk of being lost during the Depression, and he did. What were these programs, and could any of them have worked in our century, such as during the crisis which started in 2008? It is a college level text at a 13.7 reading level, but with some introduction of vocabulary and ideas students might enjoy it. O’Brien was a journalist, and the narrative is strong.

Aviation in the 20th Century 
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The Wright Brothers by Fred C. Kelly: Aviation Begins
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[image: A person standing in a desert with a white airplane  Description automatically generated]After reading The Wright Brothers, you will never want to call another plumber or HVAC mechanic to repair your house or apartment. You will believe that you can learn to do all your own repairs. The Wright brothers started with a bicycle repair shop and then took DIY to a national level. Their persistence and ingenuity were stunning. They took their skills in working with metal in a bike shop to building the first aircraft. The reading level is 10.3.

A reviewer in Goodreads said, “In this fascinating, highly readable biography, Fred C. Kelly, a former newspaperman, author, and an old friend of the Wrights, tells the story of the two brilliant, dedicated, flight-obsessed bicycle mechanics from Ohio who first realized mankind's age-old dream of conquering the skies. Long considered the definitive Wright biography (the manuscript was read and approved by Orville Wright), this book recounts the Wrights' small-town boyhood, their early interest in all things mechanical, the establishment of the Wright Cycle Shop, and the complete behind-the-scenes story of how they designed, built, tested, and flew (December 1903) the first "Flyer."
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“We” by Charles Lindbergh: Aviation Moves Ahead
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[image: A blue and yellow cover with a white airplane  Description automatically generated]Aviation, of course, was one of the greatest changes in technology in the 20th century. As planes became more reliable, air mail flourished. Passenger travel began and for the first-time warring nations could level entire cities of their opponents, killing large numbers of civilians. The American most connected with aviation in the 20th century is Charles Lindbergh, famous for his solo trip across the Atlantic in 1927. But in the 1930’s, Lindbergh became controversial. He admired the Nazis and received an aviation award from Herman Goering in 1938. As war with Germany approached, Lindbergh led efforts to keep America out of the European war, and blamed American Jews for pushing the United States toward war with Germany. His appeasement of Germany and his antisemitic statements eroded his hero status in the United States to a large degree as World War II began.

With this background in mind, I still recommend “We,” his first autobiography. “We” in the title refers to Lindbergh and his plane, ‘The Spirit of St. Louis.’ It is exciting. It is about his experiences flying before his trans-Atlantic solo flight. He parachuted out of damaged planes several times. He crashed on the ground several times. He had to decide what to do as temperatures dropped and wings froze and flying became difficult. Stay in the plane and hope to make it to a nearby airfield, or parachute out? He kept pursuing his dream of pushing aviation ahead even as he risked his life. Part of his motivation seemed to be patriotism. He wanted his country to be a leader in military aviation, which he thought would influence the world a great deal in the future. It is fairly easy reading at 10.1. His reputation plummeted in the late 1930’s and in the early 1940’s because of his admiration for Nazi Germany and his efforts to keep America from opposing Germany, but he was a legitimate hero in the 1920s.




Science in the 20th Century

Mosquito Man by John Rowland: The Story of Ronald Ross, Malaria and the Nobel Prize 


[image: A person with a mustache and a mustache holding a box of containers ]

Ronald Ross saw suffering as a child. In his case, it was his father suffering from malaria in India, and Ross spent the rest of his life trying to reduce the damage malaria was doing to mankind in the tropics. He barely made inclusion in the 20th century. In 1902 he won the Nobel prize for medicine for discovering how mosquitoes spread malaria from infected humans to healthy people but most of his research was done in the late 1890s. The fame of the Nobel prize led to decades of work in the 20th century as a lecturer, and as a leader trying to improve public health in India and elsewhere. He also worked on understanding leishmaniasis, an infection by parasites which is still a problem seeking cheaper solutions today. According to recent news reports, “Untreated, the visceral form of the disease is fatal in more than 95 percent of cases; it kills an estimated 6,000 people each year, most of them in Africa and Asia. The number of deaths has dropped significantly in the past few years mainly because of progress in finding and treating leishmaniasis in India, where it is known as kala-azar.” 

Ross did his research on malaria while working fulltime as a medical doctor for the British colonial government in India. I think his tenacity and devotion to helping others remains an inspiration today. The book is easy reading at 8.4. One wonders if biology teachers could obtain samples of infected mosquitoes so that students could see the parasites in the stomachs of mosquitoes under their microscopes. As malaria is now appearing in a few places in the United States, students could look at how information about diseases is shared in our country and how much this information is trusted. Public health could motivate reading if interesting texts could become available from public health authorities and the federal government. 

Is it time for biographies of the developers of the mRNA vaccines from the Center for Disease Control or the Department of Education or the Library of Congress? Breaking Through: My Life in Science by Katalin Karikó who worked on mRNA for many years is an exciting story. In fact, it has the highest rating I have ever seen on Goodreads at 4.73. Could the federal government license bestselling reading materials from publishers and distribute them nationally?
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Penicillin Man—The Story of Alexander Fleming by John Rowland: Fleming Discovers but Does Not Commercialize Penicillin
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[image: A person in a lab coat  Description automatically generated]Reviewers loved John Rowland’s biography of Alexander Fleming, who discovered but did not commercialize penicillin. “This book is more than the story of a great discovery. It is an inspiring account of the rewards, both in fame and personal satisfaction, that a scientific career offers,” wrote the New York Times.[29]

“A readable story about a great personality,” said the reviewer Virginia Kirkus.

The Scholastic Teacher added, 

“From Scottish farm boy to Nobel Prize winner, this book traces the events that led a brilliant mind to a new concept in the treatment of disease: the body has natural defenses against disease that must be discovered and enhanced. Teenagers who have grown up in the security of antibiotics will gain a perspective on medicine’s swift progress in the few years since Fleming discovered the bacteria-killing mold.” 

At a time when an increasing number of parents distrust vaccines and other science, would reading about a major discovery engage young readers? Another aspect of the penicillin story was the rush to commercialize Fleming’s work to meet the urgent needs of World War II. See Yellow Magic by J.D. Ratcliff for more about this.

While I think that this collection of 90 or more eBooks we have produced, and the thousands of titles at Project Gutenberg can contribute to American history classes, a much better situation would be one where individual history teachers would have the power to order the reading materials they believe in whether these materials be in print or electronic format as eBooks or audio books. 

In the next chapters I will speculate on what might move the needle and increase the power of teachers and their ability to provide better reading experiences. 

Could higher education help? Would a new emphasis on American history at colleges and universities lead to more action in secondary schools? Exactly how much American history do private and public universities now require? Should colleges began requiring American history courses to build citizens with more appreciation of their past, and then possibly more interest in seeing better history books in public school classrooms? Are college students reading the biographies and memoirs that they might be able to pass on to their children? 






What is the Contribution of Higher Education to the Teaching of American History?


You and your department chair have decided to approach the school board in your small New England town with a proposal for an elective with more intense reading assignments than what the textbook offers. You are very interested in American decisions in Vietnam or Afghanistan or Iraq and you would like to share your energy on these topics with your students. Rather than the two or three pages about each of these foreign wars in a textbook, you will suggest books as reading assignments. Of course, you want to bring a syllabus to the school board meeting so that your neighbors will see what you would like to do. 

One contribution of higher education to secondary school teaching is the many syllabi I see online about American history. You can see syllabi about American history at of the University of Wisconsin at https://history.wisc.edu/syllabi-library/.[30]Readings about the 20th century are at https://history.wisc.edu/syllabi-library/syllabi-library-history-hsmt-100-199/history-127-the-world-in-the-20th-century/[31]

Other universities offer a variety of history syllabi as you might expect. The University of Michigan provides dozens of history syllabi at https://webapps.lsa.umich.edu/syllabi/.

So now you have seen how others have approached your topic and you have a syllabus in hand to share with your audience. What do we know about your audience? It would be difficult to speculate on their independent reading habits, but we can learn about what they read in college. To what extent were they required to read history in college? The assumption here is that parents who read history in college may be more interested in seeing that their children have the same experiences. And parents who read history are more likely to know which eras and which questions might engage their children.

Can we depend on our oldest universities with their connections to the American Revolution and before that to colonial history—to provide their students with knowledge of American history? Sadly, as you will see, it is hard to find a university that still requires American History. One can graduate from Yale with honors without opening a book about American history, even as American armed forces aredeployedin eighty countries.[32]

I think that the question of where we should be deployed and who should be deployed is fundamental in our society and deserves attention at every level.

Yale College is home to distributional requirements which do not include American history. Getting bogged down in the painful controversies of American history is not necessary at Yale. Instead, students are encouraged to “experience firsthand the joy and discipline of artistic expression.” 


Area requirement in the humanities and arts (two course credits)Study of the humanities and arts—those subjects that explore how we chronicle and interpret the expression of human experience—cultivates an appreciation of the past and enriches our capacity to participate in the life of our times. By engaging other cultures and civilizations, both ancient and modern, students gain insight into the experiences of others while also obtaining an opportunity to critically examine their own. Through the study and practice of the arts, students analyze, create, and perform works allowing them to explore or experience firsthand the joy and discipline of artistic expression.Rigorous and systematic study of the humanities and the arts fosters tolerance for ambiguity and sophisticated analytic skills that provide essential preparation for careers in most areas of contemporary life. Independently of any specific application, study of these subjects teaches understanding and appreciation of the highest achievements of humanity.[33]



Classes in subjects such as Comparative Lit, the Classics, Art, French, German, Music, or Theater would satisfy Yale’s Humanities requirement. American history is not required.

Is there more focus on American history elsewhere in the Ivy League?

Columbia University at least offers a course which could give undergraduate a foundation in American foreign policy: 


HISTBC2413UNITED STATES 1940-1975.3.00 points.

Emphasis on foreign policies as they pertain to the Second World War, the atomic bomb, containment, the Cold War, Korea, and Vietnam. Also considers major social and intellectual trends, including the Civil Rights movement, the counterculture, feminism, Watergate, and the recession of the 1970’s. 



I wrote administrators in charge of the core curriculum at Columbia to see if the core included American history, but they did not respond. The readings in the core curriculum do include a number of essential documents about early American history such as Common Sense by Thomas Paine, but the history of the 20th century is not included.[34]See https://www.college.columbia.edu/core-curriculum/classes/contemporary-civilization.

Of course, few students are enrolled in Ivy League universities. What happens at Ohio State, University of Michigan, University of Maryland, and other much larger universities? For instance, does the revised General Education program at Ohio State require American History?

[image: diagram of General Education courses at Ohio State University.]


What is in the box titled ‘Historical and Cultural Studies?’ Apparently some very easy courses. A student on Reddit had a recommendation: “I've taken almost all the easy classes listed on here before and by far the easiest was History of Rock and Roll for 3 cred hours and Life in the Universe for 3 cred hours. Literally just attend class and they are super fun to go to.”[35]https://www.reddit.com/r/OSU/comments/11zx5q0/easy_ge_courses/ 

Here are some of the cultural studies electives available to OSU students:


Comparative Studies electives(department list)

 2214 Introduction to Sexuality Studies,


 2264 Reading Popular Culture


 2265 Intro to Visual Representation


 2281 American Icons


 2301 Intro to World Literature


 2321 Intro to Asian American Studies


 2322 Intro to Latino Studies


 2340 Intro to Cultures of Science and Technology or 2341Technology, Science, and Society


 2343 Slavery, Gender, and Race in the Atlantic World


 2350 Intro to Folklore


 2360 Intro to Comparative Cultural Studies


 2370 Intro to Comparative Religion


 2670 Science and Religion


 2677 Religion and Environmentalism


 2684 Wilderness in American Culture


 2689 City and Culture in the U.S.


 2864H Modernity and Postmodernity: Issues and Ideas[36]





To confirm the absence of any required courses in American History at OSU, I asked the dean in charge of General Education about American History at OSU. Marymegan Daly, Associate Dean of Undergraduate Education, wrote back, saying, “Students may take courses in American history in that foundational requirement but the new OSU general education program does not specify the period or national focus of the historical or cultural studies requirement. Students also may take courses in American political systems and history in the social science foundation requirement. The specific courses students choose are intentionally broad so that they may pursue courses that are of particular interest to them or courses that support them in their chosen plan of study.

“Because our curriculum is undergoing so much revision and expansion right now in the new general education categories, I can't maintain a current list of approved courses—almost as soon as I take a snapshot, it's out of date! The registrar's office has a searchable list of approved courses at https://classes.osu.edu/."




As you might expect, there are many exciting history courses at Ohio State for students working on their Gen Ed requirements. A few examples include:


HISTORY 3561

Citizenship and American Military History: 1902 to the Present

This course examines how uniformed service impacted Americans' conception of citizenship from the aftermath of the Spanish-American War through the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq after the terrorist attack on the U.S. homeland on September 11, 2001. Prereq or concur: English 1110.xx, or completion of GE Foundation Writing and Information Literacy Course, or permission of instructor. GE historical study course. GE theme citizenship for div and just world course.



HISTORY 3575

The Korean War

This course will show how the often overlooked Korean War proved to be a critical moment in modern world history. Rooted in themes in Asian and American history from before the 20th century, this course places the Korean War conflict within a longer framework of East Asian struggles against western influence and within a broader international context. Prereq or concur: English 1110.xx, or completion of GE Foundation Writing and Information Literacy course, or permission of instructor. GE historical study course. GE foundation historical and cultural studies course.



HISTORY 3505

U.S. Diplomacy in the Middle East

Survey of U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East emphasizing the Cold War, Arab-Israeli conflict, Iran, and wars against Iraq. Sometimes this course is offered in a distance-only format. Prereq or concur: English 1110.xx, or permission of instructor. Not open to students with credit for JewshSt 3505. GE historical study and diversity global studies course. GE foundation historical and cultural studies course. Cross-listed in JewshSt.




HISTORY 3580

The Vietnam War

Study of the background, causes, conduct, and consequences of the Vietnam War, 1945-1975. Prereq or concur: English 1110.xx, or completion of GE Foundation Writing and Information Literacy Course, or permission of instructor. GE historical study and diversity global studies course. GE theme traditions, cultures, and transformations course.





But none of these courses are required to fulfill Gen Ed requirements. The closest Ohio State comes to requirements is a five-page list of possible courses around themes. There is not a single American history course in the five page list at: https://students.cfaes.ohio-state.edu/sites/ap/files/site-library/site-documents/Undergraduate/AU23%20GE%20Theme%20Guide.pdf. So you can learn about American History at Ohio State University but it is not required.

Perhaps universities further west have more appreciation for American history. Let’s see what the University of Wisconsin and the University of Kansas require these days.

General Education at the University of Wisconsin is easy to summarize. American history is not required. As elsewhere students are required to study in different areas, but the choice of courses is left to the students. Here are the regulations at the University of Wisconsin in Madison:[37]


“To achieve these outcomes, students are required to complete courses in the following areas.

 Natural Science, 4 to 6 credits, consisting of one 4- or 5-credit course with a laboratory component; or two courses providing a total of 6 credits


 Humanities/Literature/Arts, 6 credits


 Social Studies, 3 credits”





What are students learning even further west at the University of Kansas? As you can see, the KU core does not require a single course in American history.[image: A screen shot of the University of Kansas core curriculum]

The point of this side trip into higher education is to show future educators, parents, and whoever might be interested, that higher education has no current plans to educate Americans about foreign policy ─ past or present. And that our universities don’t value American history enough to require it. So our disastrous foreign interventions go unstudied in college. Few students will learn about how the American intervention in Vietnam led to the deaths of my high school classmates or millions of Vietnamese. Few in college will learn why my son-in-law deployed to Iraq to do signals work. He was mortared a few times, but returned safely. Few will learn about the sacrifices being made today. A family friend in the Army is studying French to work as a Civil Affairs Officer with the Special Forces in Central Africa where the Special Forces are working to suppress ISIS. Terrorists have killed Special Forces in Africa.

The point I am making about higher ed’s neglect of American history is that it looks like few Americans will learn much about our history in college. Today, if they don’t learn more American history in high school, they may never know it. It is time to get serious about the quality of history experiences in high school. Subjecting students in 9th grade to laundry lists of information about ancient dynasties is not the best we can do. Could they be reading about Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan? Could they be interviewing veterans of Iraq and Afghanistan in their communities? Do the events of the 20th and 21st centuries matter more than medieval Europe and ancient Asia?

We need to demand more of the institutions which govern education from the local school boards to the state education departments which impose curricula without ever testing the results of these curricula. We need to start trusting teachers and allow teachers to make the decisions about reading departments not bureaucrats in state capitols who impose survey courses of little value in building readers or citizens who have learned about their nation’s past.
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Helping Journalists and School Board Members Encourage Reading
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Teachers are stuck in the United States, as Ted Sizer pointed out in his books on school reform. Only in teaching can you work year after year without making decisions about your work. Your textbook comes either from state adoptions as in the cases of Texas, Florida, and California,[38]or from local approval by the school board, as in the suburban area outside Washington DC where I lived until recently. Book approval is a brutal process in Montgomery County, Maryland.[39]The Montgomery County, Maryland school district has nineteen steps along the bureaucratic path for a teacher to use a new biography, memoir, or popular history, as you can see below.

[image: A diagram of a flowchart  Description automatically generated]

So, a teacher who sees an exciting new history text described in the excellent book review section in the Saturday Wall Street Journal can’t ever order a class set of that book. Or a teacher who sees an easy-to-read biography in a used bookstore, and then turns to Amazon, and finds out that a low-cost eBook version is available. Is the teacher going to be able to order the low-cost eBook? No. It’s not approved. (See even more details about this book adoption process at https://tinyurl.com/ksrkbxda)

It would be easy to compile missed opportunity after missed opportunity to report on the obstacles high school teachers face in building fluent readers. Our national newspapers, the New York Times, The Washington Post, and the Wall Street Journal rarely venture into classrooms and report on the reading experiences of our youth. In addition to ignoring the damage done by the textbook adoption process, the damage done by local book approval processes, they also ignore the paltry spending on books found year after year in our nation’s largest cities. In New York City, less than 1% of the total budget was used for the three categories of textbooks, libraries and librarians and instructional materials in 2018 as you will see below.[40]

[image: A table with numbers and text]

But’s let us try to keep it positive and suggest some materials that might help journalists better understand what is needed. These materials might also help new school board member understand how reading opportunities matter to students. The readings below might also be useful if you are involved in professional development in your building. Here are some suggestions. 
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Reading Voluminously and Voluntarily
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John Shefelbine makes a number of powerful suggestions in his short article about the volume of reading called “Reading Voluminously and Voluntarily.” He shows how the amount of time students read influences reading comprehension as you might expect. But he also cites research that shows that easy ‘simple’ reading is not enough. Students need to see challenging material to build their mastery of academic language. And he suggests that parents turn the TV off for a time each night to “slow down the hectic pace of their children’s lives” which will give them some time to read.[41]

Here is a long excerpt from his article:
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Reading Voluminously
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“One of the strongest predictors of reading comprehension in general and vocabulary development in particular is the amount of time students spend reading to themselves (Anderson, Wilson, and Fielding, 1988). A major reason for this powerful relationship is that books are much more likely to contain the vocabulary, text structures, and complex sentence patterns that are so characteristic of decontextualized language-the language of schools and higher education.

“Simple reading is not enough. Texts must be carefully selected to find the "just-right" match: one that is not too hard but not too easy. Chall, Jacobs, and Baldwin (1990) emphasize that challenging but comprehensible reading materials need to be part of students' reading diets. High interest, easy-vocabulary reading, while sometimes appropriate for building fluency, is not as likely to result in academic language growth.
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Reading Voluntarily
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“Reading for pleasure is the missing link in frameworks that simply contrast learning to read with reading to learn. Pleasure reading encourages the development of reading as a life-long habit and pastime while strengthening both academic language and fluency.

“Conditions for promoting this kind of reading include


• the ability to read accurately and with some level of ease and fluency (precondition)

• at least some degree of self-selection (Gambrell, 1996)

• a wide variety of materials to read, including trade books and magazines (Gambrell, 1996), 





“In an informal survey of middle school students in Texas, I found that a majority of students were willing to read if there were plenty of books to choose from and if there was nothing else to do. In a booklet, I suggested parents create a little "boredom" by turning off the TV and slowing down the hectic pace of their children's lives (Shefelbine, 1991).
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Some Final Thoughts
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"The critical role of reading widely at increasingly more challenging levels cannot be overemphasized. Many parents, administrators, and teachers still believe that literacy is primarily a matter of skill instruction. The importance of practicing, using, and "living" literacy is often overlooked. Perhaps this is partly because we live in a society that does not always practice the literacy it preaches and supposedly values-libraries are underfunded, television is the predominant source of entertainment and information, and 70 percent of all reading is done by only 10 percent of the population (Sanders, 1994).

“Still, there is room for hope and optimism. We know that parents, teachers, and communities can dramatically affect how much children read (Gambrell, 1996). We also know that a relatively simple intervention—reading—can have a powerful effect on students' comprehension, thinking, knowledge of the world, and choices in higher education and life careers."




Other researchers are equally accessible and persuasive. I wonder if giving parents and school board members short articles or short excerpts from researchers such Keith Stanovich and Anne Cunningham might persuade more parents to support reading assignments at home.

If parents knew that reading is a cumulative process where success depends on the amount of exposure to print that needs to be built year after year, would they push their children harder? Could a tradition of an hour or two of homework return to American families? Let’s see what researchers Keith E. Stanovich and Anne E. Cunningham have to say about the power of exposure to print. They explain that print exposure rather than direct instruction is what builds vocabulary.[42]




“In certain very important cognitive domains, there are strong theoretical reasons to expect a positive and unique effect of avid reading,” they write. “Vocabulary development provides a case in point. Most theorists are agreed that the bulk of vocabulary growth during a child’s lifetime occurs indirectly through language exposure rather than through direct teaching (Miller & Gildea, 1987; Nagy & Anderson, 1984; Nagy, Herman, & Anderson, 1985; Sternberg, 1985, 1987). Furthermore, many researchers are convinced that reading volume, rather than oral language, is the prime contributor to individual differences in children’s vocabularies (Hayes, 1988; Hayes & Ahrens, 1988; Nagy & Anderson, 1984; Nagy & Herman, 1987; Stanovich, 1986).”[43]

Out of School Experiences

And not surprisingly, they have found that out of school reading experiences matter a great deal. Their strategy to discover how much children were reading outside of school was interesting. They repeated a test originally done with adults. They tested elementary school students by asking them to identify the titles of books not usually found in schools, called a title recognition test (TRT). They found that children with high TRT scores also had strong scores on “word knowledge, vocabulary, and general knowledge.”[44]In other words they were better readers.

And they have found that avid readers with high TRT scores comprehend text better than their colleagues of higher general ability who read less. 

Richard Allington is another researcher well-known for his work in reading. He thinks that some changes are needed in high school curricula.





How to Prepare Students for College
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Richard Allington offers a suggestion that may aid school board members and journalists who are interested in preparing students for college rather than just providing high school graduation credentials. He believes that high school should prepare students for the reading and writing assignments they will see in college.

Without more reading in high school, the current high rate of failure in college will continue, Allington writes. He also believes that relying exclusively on textbooks reduces opportunities to read.

“The single-source—usually a textbook—curriculum plan has a number of limitations if student learning is the focus. One primary difficulty is that the reliance on a single textbook dramatically limits the amount of reading students do in the course. The minimal reading and writing requirements of most high school courses was first driven home when I sat, as a parent, at a high school-sponsored "getting ready for college" session that featured commentary from several college students. What struck me was their assertion that one of the greatest differences between college and high school was the sheer volume of reading and writing that was expected in college compared to what had been required in high school.[45]

“As one of the college students noted, and the others vigorously agreed, ‘Almost any one of my professors requires more reading and writing for a single course than was required by all of my high school teachers together during my senior year.’ As these college students then went on to discuss courses with weekly writing assignments, with three textbooks or eight trade books as the curriculum sources, with research papers in abundance, I quickly thought back across the senior year one of my kids had just finished. Even with a couple of AP courses, there was little reading or writing expected.

“Failure to keep up with college reading and writing demands seems to be a primary difficulty for even the best of our high school students - those admitted to four-year colleges. But with the very modest volume of reading and writing in high school, it is not, perhaps, surprising that fewer than half of all entering college students complete a degree within six years.

“But lots more reading in grades 6-12 isn't just needed to better prepare students for college,” Allington stated. “When adolescents read more, they broaden and deepen their content knowledge as well. High school students who have only read their American history textbooks are not likely to know much about American his­tory. In the same sense, students who have read beyond their biology textbooks know more about biology—and about thinking like a biologist—than purely textbook-bound students.”[46]
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Textbook States at the Bottom of National Rankings
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Finally, school board members reluctant to move away from the traditional textbooks they had in secondary schools might enjoy a recent report from the Thomas B. Fordham Institute. 

“The Mad, Mad World of Textbook Adoption,” is available as a free download at https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/mad-mad-world-textbook-adoption. 

The Fordham Institute condemns textbooks for a variety of reasons. They write that textbooks are not field tested. No one knows if they improve students’ knowledge of history or develop students’ reading skills. “Meanwhile, textbooks are almost never field tested to gauge where they are effective in raising student achievement...There is no evidence that textbook adoption contributes to increased student learning. In fact, the vast majority of adoption states are in the bottom half of all states when it comes to NAEP reading and math scores...Textbook adoption is a fundamentally flawed process: it distorts the market, entices extremist groups to hijack the curriculum, and papers the land with mediocre instructional materials.”[47]

Teachers should be deciding about instructional materials, the report states. “Instructional materials are key parts of the domain where we should rely on front-line educators to make the best decisions for their pupils. That means that textbook selection and purchasing decisions should be made as close as possible to the teacher, ideally by the teacher herself. If that’s not practical, then they should be made by the school or district.”[48]

The report from the Fordham Institute has energy. It is well-worth reading if you are a teacher, parent or school board member. And the scorn that the Fordham Institute heaps on textbook publishers seems to be justified. As you know, we stumbled into nationalism in Vietnam with disastrous results. A concerned citizen might then think that nationalism in Asia, Africa and the Middle East would subsequently be worthy of study. But a recent American History textbook, “The Americans: Reconstruction to the 21st Century, California Edition” published by McDougal Littell in 2006 does not have the word ‘nationalism’ in its index. A student can read many pages about the major events of the Vietnam without encountering the idea that perhaps many in Vietnam did not want a new group of foreigners in their country bombing them, and thus supported the Viet Cong. 

Until school boards and state education departments allow teachers to make decisions about instructional materials, it is hard to see much changing in the reading skills of the 30% or so of American teenagers who are now left behind. Nor will we see improvements in the historical literacy of teenagers. Many of those who head to college with better reading skills arrive knowing little about American history. Phrases such as “the Cold War,” or “nationalism in Asia and the Middle East,” are not part of their vocabularies. We are happy to provide the small catalogue of free reading materials, each of which was written by an author who succeeded in the marketplace not a committee of graduate students writing for a captive audience. But our effort is a fraction of what is needed. Teachers need the power to select instructional materials for their students.

The pace of improvements might accelerate if the print media began to pay attention to what goes on in classrooms as I have mentioned before. The Wall Street Journal's editorial board is fixated on charter schools or choice or vouchers without any attention to best practices that Lynne Cheney and others have recommended. Some charter schools have earned the trust of parents and are excellent. Others such as the charter schools where I worked with twenty-four first year teachers in the District of Columbia are antique shows. The administrations in these secondary schools treated their teachers as cogs in the machine without the authority to select reading materials, a fundamental resource in classrooms. Is it possible for a newspaper to advocate choice and also publicize best practices? The New York Times published a weekly column on best practices byGene Maerofffor years. Sadly, they did not replace the excellent work of Maeroff. Sadly, the Wall Street Journal does not seem to have readCheney's work. Our schools in the United States are weaker for their negligence. 
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Appendix 1: Why Do Your Students Need Tablets? 
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Why not just read eBooks on their computers, a school board member might ask. After all, we just paid a lot of money for those new MacBooks. Let’s just use those. Surprisingly, I have had teachers unfamiliar with eBooks ask this very question. “How do I get the ebook on my MacBook?” a teacher asked after I had sent her a copy of a biography of Shirley Chisholm. She was in a hurry so I didn’t have time to explain that I would never read an ebook on a Mac laptop or any other laptop or desktop computer. 

It is about all distance from the screen, I think. I can hold my tablet at the same distance I hold a book, at eight or ten inches. The computer screen is two feet away; I avoid reading any long pieces on the computer screens because it is not a comfortable distance. This is why readers skim information on the web while looking at their desktop computers. To read comfortably the screen needs to be much closer.
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Larger fonts improve readability and other considerations.
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Of course your presentation to your school district may need to discuss another benefit of purchasing tablets for your students. Exactly what new value will be added? In conversations with teachers, I have found that not everyone has basic information about how ereaders work. A teacher told me that she didn’t know that font size could be changed to provide much larger print for students. I think that enlarging the font size is a major benefit of eBooks. 

Now that we are thinking about visuals, let’s bring some visuals to the school board meeting. Let’s show them how a larger font can influence readability. You can print out copies of a page of normal paperback and a screenshot of the same text in an enlarged font.


Here is a picture of a page from typical paperback which you might find in a high school library. This paperback about Rachel Carson was printed in a four inch by seven inch format. It has thirty-five lines per page. Below is the default size from the Kindle app at 20 lines on an 8” tablet. Which is easier reading? Where are students more likely to persist?

[image: A close-up of a text  Description automatically generated][image: A text on a page  Description automatically generated]

Sadly some of the recent research on ereading versus print does not make this comparison. I will not call out researchers by name but they have compared reading on a computer screen 24 or 30 inches away with reading text in a print book and found reading comprehension is better in print. This is not surprising. I skim when I read at an uncomfortable distance. A more valid comparison would be to test reading comprehension comparing a tablet held at eight or ten inches and a book held at eight or ten inches.

Fortunately, there are some champions of ereaders in the academic world

Below is a long post from Professor Terry Cavanaugh about the importance of font size for struggling readers. Unfortunately, it is no longer available on Teleread.com, a great site for information about eBooks, but the excerpt below shows what he had to say:

“Actually, font size change is important for many who have print disabilities, not just that it could be done. One of the first things that we try to do for students with disabilities is get all the texts that they use in a digital format if possible. Screen magnification just doesn’t do the same thing as it impedes saccades and fixations in the reading process.

“As the print is made larger, students view fewer words on the page, thus enabling them to focus more easily and decrease the chance of losing their place while reading – something that is easy to lose while moving with magnification. Larger print is also important when reading at a greater distance, at lower light levels, and when moving.While the use of large print text has usually been associated with assisting the special needs of students with visual impairments or older people, the benefits gained with the use of large print are actually applicable to others who may not have a learning disability,specifically the struggling, reluctant, and remedial readers.

“Font size, paper and ink colors, and formatting are several factors that all have an effect on readability of text material. especially those susceptible to visual stress, were found to make more errors on the smaller than on the larger text. From this Hughes and Wilkins (2000) concluded that the reading development of some children could benefit from a larger text size and spacing than is currently the norm. Reading miscues, including misreading syllables or words; skipping syllables, words, or lines; rereading lines; and ignoring punctuation cues were found to be virtually eliminated when students read large print books.

“Fewer words on a page mean struggling readers have to visually process less per page, but it still allows the readers to make progress with comprehension, tracking, and fluency, with fewer decoding errors. Additionally, having fewer words on the page lowers anxiety levels concerning the text in struggling readers. The ability to change to a larger print provides a positive and powerful tool for struggling, reluctant, and visually challenged readers. Increased font size and spacing of large print scaffolds struggling readers to develop the skills they need. Larger print assists students in: recognizing words accurately, comprehending what they are reading, and reading more fluently.

“Currently many teachers and librarians already use large print materials for their students who have:

* Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD)

* Difficulty with encoding or decoding

* Dyslexia

* Large or small motor deficits

* Amblyopia or “Lazy Eye”

* Light sensitivity

* Short term memory deficits

* Tracking issues

* Visual impairments”





So font size and spacing matter. Both can contribute to readability of text. What are other advantages of eBooks? Obviously a tablet which can contain hundreds of free eBooks could be more valuable than a history textbook with that is currently not contributing much to reading skills or history skills. And a tablet and a history textbook have similar costs.

An example of a very functional inexpensive tablet is the 8” Alldocube at https://www.amazon.com/ALLDOCUBE-iPlay50-Widevine-Expandable-1920%C3%971200/dp/B0CBK85CBS/. It is $76 each in quantity 10, about the same price as a history textbook. At the semiannual sales on Amazon, it is $52. The display is beautiful, and the device is fast. A school district could skip buying new editions of history textbooks for a year and use the money for tablets.

Finally the quality of the reading experience matters as I have mentioned many times. Each of the eBooks at I have suggested fromProject Gutenberg,https://ebooksforstudents.org/ and https://standardebooks.org/ has more narrative and more energy than the textbooks which mention thousands of facts without any drama and drive students away from reading.

In the next appendix, we will look at where you and your colleagues can find free and low-cost ebooks.
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Appendix 2: Where to Find Free and Low-Cost eBooks
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Searching for Public Domain Titles
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Project Gutenberg has thousands of titles, and their proofreading is rigorous. The problem is that all of their eBooks are older books now in the public domain after 95 years since their original publication, or the author’s life plus 70 years. This strategy of finding public domain titles has limited their catalogue in areas such as Black History where thousands of titles appeared in the 60s and 70s and thus are still in copyright. 

I would love to see Project Gutenberg start providing eBooks specifically for high school students. These titles would have actual book covers attached. They would have grade level information. And they might be grouped into collections which could become electives. By now, there could be an excellent collection called Early 20th Century American Fiction, with titles from Edna Ferber, Claude McKay, Willa Cather, Upton Sinclair, early Ernest Hemingway, etc.

Another free eBook site open to all of the public is Standard Ebooks which provides public domain titles with beautiful covers, and a couple of collections such as, “Free eBooks in the Modern Library’s 100 Best Novels Set.”

A site with an excellent catalog of eBooks, which are only available to students and faculty of research universities, is the HathiTrust. It describes itself as, “An international community of research libraries committed to the long-term curation and availability of the cultural record.” Given that it could share its abundant collection of eBooks with school districts at a little or no new cost, HathiTrust might become more generous.

The collection of eBooks atOpen Educational Resourcesis very limited for some reason. Their reliance on connections with dated state standards makes searching on their site inefficient.
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Kindle Prime, and Kindle Unlimited. Amazon’s two eBook plans
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A blurb for Amazon’s subscription service writes that “Kindle Unlimited is a separate subscription service that costs$11.99 per month, plus taxes.It offers access to over 4 million titles, including eBooks, audiobooks, comics, and magazines.You can borrow up to 20 books at a time and share your titles with members of your Amazon Household.”

This sharing with an Amazon household is interesting at a time when teachers complain that some parents are not encouraging teenagers to read. If Kindle Unlimited has the titles you need for a year, is it a good value compared to the catalogues of aggregators such as Ebsco? Does its catalogue of 70,000 biographies have the titles you need? Perhaps media librarians have the answers.

Perhaps at some point, Jeff Bezos will become interested in improving the lives of American youth and offer Kindle Unlimited at a major discount to students, or even free access to students with K-12 email addresses.

Amazon also offers a few free eBooks to those who have not signed up to pay a monthly subscription fee. Kindle Prime is free to everyone with an Amazon Prime account, but I found it difficult to search, and its catalogue is so small, it may be a waste of your time.

To try Kindle Prime, 


1. Go to https://www.amazon.com/kindle-dbs/hz/bookshelf/prime. Start browsing the titles currently available in Prime Reading.

2. When you find something, click ‘Read for Free.’ The item will be available for download.


3. Or click ‘Read and Listen for Free,’ for the titles that work with Audible.
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Ask Students to Purchase eBooks?
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Another possibility is to ask students to purchase their own individual copies for $2 or $3 each. There is good, low-cost content on Amazon from small publishers. You can find good eBooks for as little as $.99. Imagine that you have found a good book from a publisher called Reading Essentials, and you want to know what else they have published. 
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How to Search for Publishers
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How do you find the rest of their titles? Go to https://www.amazon.com/advanced-search/books and type in the name of the publisher in the Publisher field. Usually, you will find the name of the publisher on the copyright page of an eBook.
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EBSCO, Overdrive, and Other Aggregators
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As you might expect, there are many large companies aggregating thousands of eBook titles for sale or lease to individual school districts. These vendors can provide the class sets of eBooks teachers need. Evaluating each catalogue from each vendor would be a large task, and since one of the major vendors refused to provide access to their catalogue, you will not see an evaluation here. It would be extremely inefficient for each of the 15,000 school districts in the United States to have to evaluate technology such as eBook catalogues. Where is the federal government’s evaluation of eBook catalogues? 




	[image: image]


	 
	[image: image]







[image: image]



Find Individual Copies of eBooks for Summer Reading Lists
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Often when I am trying to find a library copy of an eBook there is a waiting list for the book in my local library's or county’s eBook catalogue, so I either go without, buy a copy from Amazon, or buy a used copy from Alibris or AbeBooks. The library usually has licensed only a couple of copies of popular eBooks, so waiting lists are common. In order to see what is available from local libraries, your students will need to install library extension apps on their browsers if they have not done so already.
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Appendix 3: How to Share Ebooks with Your Students.
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Which eBook formats will your students see online? Will the devices they have handle the files smoothly? Amazon devices now use a number of formats whose technical specifications you can see with a search on ‘Which eBook formats do Amazon devices use’ or a similar phrase. But learning about formats is not as necessary now as it had been. Today epub rules and school districts will find that all tablets can load epub files. Some tablets will handle the epub files more smoothly than others.

Let’s try a couple of possible scenarios for downloads from the most important site for free eBooks, Project Gutenberg. When I am on my 10” Amazon tablet which is an awesome device for reading newspapers, and I go to Project Gutenberg and download an epub file, I am not happy with the results. The downloaded epub does not automatically open in the Kindle reading app on the Amazon tablet. Instead, I have to use a workaround from Amazon to add the epub file to the library folder on the Amazon device. Amazon now suggests uploading the epub file to the device or sending the epub file to the email address associated the Amazon device. This Send to Kindle feature does work well.
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Use the Send to Kindle Feature Which Amazon Provides with Each Tablet
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See Send to Kindle feature at https://www.amazon.com/sendtokindle for all of the options for sending an epub to an Amazon device. I have the give Amazon credit for speed. If you are working on a computer already associated with an Amazon account, the uploads to your Library on the Amazon device will take place almost instantly. If your students are not working on a computer associated with an Amazon account, your students will need to learn the email address associated with their Amazon device and then email the epub file to this address unless they are working on a computer already associated with an Amazon account. If I am in a 9th grade history class with a few students who are impatient at the beginning of the school year, I may find this process of discovering the email address of each new Amazon tablet a little tedious. What are the alternatives? Let’s see how Android tablets handle epub files.
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Students with Android tablets or Android Phones
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As we all know, ease of use matters. If the project is frustrating, it may be abandoned. The simplest way to get eBooks to students may be through Android devices which will load epub files instantly. 

The first step would be to persuade the school board to invest in inexpensive Android tablets such as the 8” Alldocube at https://www.amazon.com/ALLDOCUBE-iPlay50-Widevine-Expandable-1920%C3%971200/dp/B0CBK85CBS/. This is a product I mentioned earlier. It is $76 each in quantity 10, about the same price as a history textbook. The display is beautiful, and the device is fast. A school district could skip buying new editions of history textbooks for a year and use the money for tablets.

The second step would be to ask students to download an ereading app such as Moon Reader, or Moon Reader Pro, or Google Play Books before downloading epub files. With this software on a tablet, when a student clicks on a downloaded epub file, the tablet will ask which app to use to read the epub file.

One reviewer on Reddit wrote “The three I use are Libby (for library books), Kindle for my amazon books, and Moon + Reader for almost everything else. FBReader is used if I'm on four books. And just to round things out Smart Audio Player is my go-to for audio books. I too would like to just use one app, but so far no one app seems to do a good job with my use cases.”[49]

See a review of Moon Reader here:

https://www.yahoo.com/tech/moon-reader-review-220655508.html

The display in Moon Plus can be made to be beautiful. But you will need to do some work inMoon Plus to get great pages. The default is not perfect. To get to the appearance we like, that is, with indented paragraphs and no lines between paragraphs, you will need to go into the Control Baron the top right, then Visual Options, the Miscellaneous at thebottom, then see the Typesetting Options, and click on INDENT FIRSTLINE OF PARAGRAPH, and select another option, TRIM BLANK LINES AND SPACES.
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Apple Devices
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I think that Apple devices, while beautiful are overpriced and thus are bad investments for school districts for use as ereaders. One site which explains how to import epub files into iPads is at https://www.aiseesoft.com/ipad-epub-transfer/how-to-read-ebooks-on-ipad.html

Another is at https://readdle.com/documents/how-to-read-annotate which includes suggestions about how to customize the appearance of the pages you will be reading.
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Encourage Students to Take Notes as They Read
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I have memories of how easy it was to write a paper if I had taken copious notes while doing the research for the paper. In my notes, I had responded to the major arguments for the topic. So of course, you will want to encourage your students to take notes if they are going to respond to what they are reading about in their eBooks. I might suggest note taking in paper not in eBooks only because that is what I am familiar with, and I think that writing in a notebook may still be the most efficient option. But there are many alternatives.

As you probably know, the major apps,such as Google Play Books and the Amazon Kindle app, offers featureswhich may be useful to your students. In these apps, students cantake notes. With sufficient notes, they will have a good start as they write up their arguments or comments about the books you have assigned.

How to take notes in Google Play Books

See Google’s instructionshere.Highlighting material in Google Play Books takes a minute or two to learn.

Since we strongly encourage students to take notes as they read in order to efficiently write about a book, this ability to copy your notes and highlights from an eBook into a word processor is crucial—thesine qua non of an ereading app. More on this below.
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How to pull notes from an eBook into a Writing Assignment
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As writing instructors, we often remind students that if they take notes on where they agree anddisagree with an author as they read, part of their papers have already beenwritten. They don’t need to reread to see where or why they object or agree with the writer. I think that responses to an eBook are most efficiently written out in an inexpensive conventional notebook as mentioned earlier, but highlighting text to respond to and then pasting it into an essay might be efficient for students.

In Google Play Books, you can open an eBook on your computer, and mouse over Contents at the top right, which will turn blue.Then click on Contents. See the three horizontal blue bars, then click on their Notes and highlight the notes you want to paste into a word processor.

With your notes highlighted on a computer, you can open, and could copy, them into a word processor anduse your notes in your next writing assignment.

How to Turn on the Read Aloudfeature in Google Play Books

As mentioned earlier, for students with reading difficulties, turning on a feature such as reading the bookout loud might be helpful. This is how the Google Play Books app handles it. It is very easy to do. See https://support.google.com/googleplay/answer/1062965?hl=en.





Audiobooks in the Classroom
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Sadly, I have never used audiobooks in the classroom and can’t comment on their value with any confidence. Obviously, strong readers at 400 or 500 words a minute, will move through material faster in an eBook or print book rather than listening to it at 100 words a minute. But what about weaker readers? They will still be hearing new vocabulary in their audiobooks. 

As you probably know, your students can download free audiobooks from sites such as https://librivox.org/. 





Create Your Own Audiobooks

[image: image]




It would be very interesting to see if students would enjoy the challenge of converting free eBooks into audiobooks for their classmates who are weaker readers or just enjoy audiobooks. Google offers software for audiobook production at https://play.google.com/books/publish/autonarrated/





Does Choice Matter?
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In a post-pandemic world, It would be interesting to see if providing students with choices of devices beforehandincreases their adoption of these devices. It would also be interesting to see if choices of courses and reading and writing assignments mattered. Would students who had to choose among electives in the humanities be more committed to their work?
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Ask your media librarian for help

If you are working in a large high school, your media librarian is probably familiar with how to distribute eBooks to students. He or she may also have suggestions about the most efficient ways to take notes as students read eBooks.
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Appendix 4: Background Information for Vietnam
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I love frequently asked questions. They can save time. The reader can skim the questions and see if the answer is worth reading. In this spirit of saving your time, if you have decided to teach Vietnam, here are some FAQs and links to more information if you want to learn more about a topic. If you are a teacher who likes to have students evaluate documents and assess their point of view and credibility, the links to government documents in this chapter could be useful to your students. They will have more to evaluate in the entire memos and CIA reports than in the short excerpts I am using here.

Who were the Vietnamese in the 1960s? 

Captain Robert H. Whitlow writes, in the U.S. Marines in Vietnam: The Advisory And Combat Assistance Era, 1954-1964:


“Fundamentally, South Vietnamese society is rural and agrarian. Over the centuries the Vietnamese have tended to cluster in tiny hamlets strewn down the coastal plain and across the Mekong Delta. Usually composed of a handful of closely knit families whose ancestors settled the surrounding land generations earlier, the hamlet is South Vietnam’s basic community unit. Next larger is the village which resembles the American township in function in that it encompasses a number of adjacent hamlets. The Vietnamese people have naturally developed strong emotional ties with their native villages. ‘“To the Vietnamese,” it has been said without exaggeration, “the village is his land’s heart, mind, and soul.” Given the rural nature of the country it is understandable that the inhabitants of the villages and hamlets have retained a large degree of self-government. ‘The laws of the emperor,” states an ancient Vietnamese proverb, “are less than the customs of the village.”[50]





Whitlow continued and explained how the war was changing Vietnamese society:

“The population of most of South Vietnam’s cities and towns has been swollen by the influx of refugees which occurred as the Vietnam War intensified in the middle 1960s. In 1965, for example, refugee population estimates for the three major cities were as follows: Saigon— 1.5 million; Da Nang— 144,000; Hueᅳ105,000.”

Whitlow was also interested in the ethnic makeup of Vietnamese society:

“Slightly over 16 million people currently inhabit South Vietnam. Of these, over 13 million are ethnic Vietnamese. Primarily rice farmers and fishermen, the Vietnamese have tended to compress themselves into the country's most productive agricultural areas—the Mekong Delta and the coastal plain. Chinese, numbering around one million, form South Vietnam's largest ethnic minority. Concentrated for the most part in the major cities, the Chinese traditionally have played a leading role in Vietnam's commerce. About 700,000 Montagnard tribesmen, scattered across the upland plateau and the rugged northern mountains, constitute South Vietnam's second largest minority. Some 400,000 Khmers, closely akin to the dominant population of Cambodia, inhabit the lowlands along the Cambodian border.”

What did the CIA have to say about colonialism and nationalism in Asia and the Middle East at the end of World War II?


“World War II gave a tremendous impetus to the colonial independence movement. The UK withdrew from India-Pakistan and Burma, while the Dutch, and French, exhausted by war, appear unable to suppress the Indonesian and Indochinese nationalists by force, or, despite any temporary compromise solutions, to be able to arrest their eventual achievement of genuine independence. Growing nationalism in French North Africa threatens French hegemony. While the colonial issue in most remaining dependencies is not yet acute, native nationalism in many of these areas too will exert increasing pressure for autonomy or independence...

“... A weakened France was forced to recognize the independence of its Levant mandates, Syria and Lebanon. The US fulfilled its promise of freedom to the Philippines. Korea was freed from Japanese bondage. France and the Netherlands, unwilling to relinquish their rich Southeast Asian possessions to the native nationalists, became embroiled in an uneasy struggle with indigenous regimes established in these areas.”[51]



How did the French become so involved Vietnam?

Like many European nations, France sought colonies in the 18th and 19th centuries. After years of resistance by patriotic Vietnamese, Vietnam finally came under French control as a French protectorate in 1884. “Now nearly 50 years of French administration were about to begin—a short span in comparison to the 1,000 years of Chinese occupation Vietnam had known earlier. But in their impact upon Vietnam’s future, those fifty years proved as fateful as the full 1,000.”[52]

Why did the French leave Vietnam in 1954?

Like many people living in colonies after World War II, the Vietnamese sought their freedom from France in 1946. The French for reasons of prestige or a desire to continue exploiting the resources of Vietnam, resisted and an armed struggle broke out. The French lost this struggle despite massive aid from the US. After losing the decisive battle of Dien Bien Phu in 1954, the French evacuated their armed forces and civilians from Vietnam. An international peace conference divided Vietnam temporarily until elections could be held.

Why did the US become so involved in helping the French maintain a colony in Asia in the 1950s?

Many accounts of the US involvement in Indochina mention the American desire to support anti-communist French politicians in France. France had an active communist party in the 1950’s. Remember that by now the Cold War had been raging in Europe in years, and fear of communism influence in Europe was powerful. Essentially, the US wanted to keep anti-communists in power throughout western Europe, and feared that the loss of Indochina might weaken its anti-communist allies in France.

Why did President Eisenhower decide not to send US troops into Indochina to prevent the French defeat?

As you would expect from a president with an exceptional military background, Dwight Eisenhower sought information about conditions in Vietnam as he weighted French requests for American troops to intervene. He turned to General Matthew Ridgway, the US Army Chief of Staff for a report on the prospects for intervention in Vietnam.

Who was General Matthew Ridgway and what had he done to gain President Eisenhower’s trust?

In The Best and The Brightest, David Halberstam describes Ridgway as a “hard-nosed general of great simplicity and directness.”[53]


“Organizer of the first American airborne division, the 82nd, he led the first American airborne into Sicily, and then jumped again in Normandy, and was the first commander of the 8th Airborne Corps in 1945. When the end of the war was near, he had been chosen to lead all airborne troops in the scheduled invasion of Japan. He had thus ended the war as a general with an enormous reputation, yet his career still very much in bloom, the top commander of elite units...

“He made a point of being a dramatic figure, aware that the men were always watching. Even as commander of the Eighth Army in Korea, he wore his paratrooper’s jump harness, a reminder to a trooper that he had been airborne, and on that harness his ever-present two grenades. Almost the first thing he did when he took over the Korean command was symbolic: he stopped all troops from riding in closed jeeps because he felt it gave them a false sense of warmth and security and thus made them more vulnerable to the enemy and the cold. When Truman finally fired MacArthur, Ridgway replaced him, and had systematically pulled the U.S. forces back together, and made his reputation even more enviable, both to soldier and civilian. He was by 1954 the most prestigious American still in uniform, an old-fashioned, hard-nosed general of great simplicity and directness.”[54]



Ridgway, like President Franklin D. Roosevelt before him, thought that the United States had no business supporting France and the other European powers trying to maintain their wealth in Asia after World War II.

What did Ridgway recommend in his report on US intervention in Indochina?

In his memoir where he talks about his report on Indochina, Ridgway writes that while the “hard fighting French garrison” were gallant, US intervention would be difficult.

“Soon I was deeply concerned to hear individuals of great influence, both in and out of government, raising the cry that now was the time, and here, in Indochina, was the place to "test the New Look," for us to intervene, to come to the aid of France with arms.

“At the same time that same old delusive idea was advanced—that we could do things the cheap and easy way, by going into Indochina with air and naval forces alone. To me this had an ominous ring. For I felt sure that if we committed air and naval power to that area, we would have to follow them immediately with ground forces in support.

“I also knew that none of those advocating such a step had any accurate idea what such an operation would cost us in blood and money and national effort. I felt that it was essential therefore that all who had any influence in making the decision on this grave matter should be fully aware of all the factors involved. To provide these facts, I sent out to Indochina an Army team of experts in every field: engineers, signal and communications specialists, medical officers, and experienced combat leaders who knew how to evaluate terrain in terms of battle tactics. They went out to get the answers to a thousand questions that those who had so blithely recommended that we go to war there had never taken the trouble to ask. How deep was the water over the bar at Saigon? What were the harbor and dock facilities? Where could we store the tons of supplies we would need to support us there? How good was the road net—how could supplies be transported as the fighting forces moved inland, and in what tonnages? What of the climate? The rainfall? What tropical diseases would attack the combat soldier in that jungle land?

“Their report was complete. The area, they found, was practically devoid of those facilities which modern forces such as ours find essential to the waging of war. Its telecommunications, highways, railways—all the things that make possible the operation of a modern combat force on land—were almost non-existent. Its port facilities and airfields were totally inadequate, and to provide the facilities we would need to require a tremendous engineering and logistical effort.

“The land was a land of rice paddy and jungle—particularly adapted to the guerrilla-type warfare at which the Chinese soldier is a master. This meant that every little detachment, every individual, that tried to move about that country, would have to be protected by riflemen. Every telephone lineman, road repair party, every ambulance and every rear-area aid station would have to be under armed guard or they would be shot at around the clock.

“If we did go into Indochina, we would have to win. We would have to go in with a military force adequate in all its branches, and that meant a very strong ground force—an Army that could not only stand the normal attrition of battle, but could absorb heavy casualties from the jungle heat, and the rots and fevers which afflict the white man in the tropics. We could not again afford to accept anything short of decisive military victory.

“We could have fought in Indochina. We could have won, if we had been willing to pay the tremendous cost in men and money that such intervention would have required—a cost that in my opinion would have eventually been as great as, or greater than, that we paid in Korea. In Korea, we had learned that air and naval power alone cannot win a war and that inadequate ground forces cannot win one either. It was incredible to me that we had forgotten that bitter lesson so soon—that we were on the verge of making that same tragic error.

“That error, thank God, was not repeated. As soon as the full report was in, I lost no time in having it passed on up the chain of command. It reached President Eisenhower. To a man of his military experience its implications were immediately clear. The idea of intervening was abandoned, and it is my belief that the analysis which the Army made and presented to higher authority played a considerable, perhaps a decisive, part in persuading our government not to embark on that tragic adventure.”

Did General Ridgway’s report on intervention influence presidents who followed Eisenhower?

Unfortunately, Ridgway’s influence faded with time. When President Lyndon Baines Johnson succeeded John Kennedy as president, Ridgway’s advice was not welcome in Washington, according to an advisor to Kennedy. In a letter to the editor of the New York Times, Roger Hilsman described the end of Ridgway’s influence in Washington:

“Matthew B. Ridgway, who died July 26 (front page, July 27), and George C. Marshall were the outstanding soldier-statesmen of our day. General Ridgway, after having distinguished himself as a combat commander in World War II, was called upon to repair the disaster following Chinese intervention in Korea, and he did so brilliantly.

“Later, as Army Chief of Staff, he saved the United States from a second disaster by almost single-handedly blocking the United States from intervening in Vietnam after the French defeat at Dienbienphu.

“In 1965, when the United States again considered intervening in Vietnam, the White House made no effort to seek General Ridgway's advice. On the contrary, the White House made it clear he was not welcome either at the Pentagon or in Washington. “America's tragedy was that there was no one else in America's leadership who understood so well the relationship between political goals and military force.”[55]


Roger Hilsman was the Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs in the Kennedy Administration.



After the French defeat in Indochina in 1954, how was Indochina divided?

According to the US State Department, 

“After the end of the First Indochina War and the Viet Minh defeat of the French atDien Bien Phuin 1954, the countries meeting at the Geneva Conference divided Vietnam into northern and southern halves, ruled by separate regimes, and scheduled elections to reunite the country under a unified government. The communists seemed likely to win those elections, thanks mostly to their superior organization and greater appeal in the countryside. The United States, however, was dedicated to containing the spread of communist regimes and, invoking the charter of the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (1954), supported the South Vietnamese leader,Ngo Dinh Diem, when he refused to hold the elections. Diem held control of the South Vietnamese Government, but he could not halt the communist infiltration of the South. By 1959, the Viet Cong, South Vietnamese communist guerillas, and the Viet Minh, began a large-scale insurgency in the South that marked the opening of the Second Indochina War.

“Ngo Dinh Diem failed to capture the loyalties of the people of South Vietnam the way thatHo Chi Minhhad done among the population of North Vietnam. Despite U.S. support, Diem’s rural policies and ambivalent attitude toward necessary changes like land reform only bolstered support for the Viet Cong in the southern countryside. By 1963, Diem’s rule had so deteriorated that he was overthrown and assassinated by several of his generals with the tacit approval of the Kennedy Administration. Three weeks later, U.S. PresidentJohn F. Kennedywas also assassinated, and the war continued under new leadership in both countries. Before his death, Kennedy had increased the U.S. advisory presence in South Vietnam in the hopes that a U.S.-supported program of “nation-building” would strengthen the new South Vietnamese government. However, South Vietnam continued to experience political instability and military losses to North Vietnam.”[56]

What was the CIA’s assessment of the future of South Vietnam in 1954 after the Geneva agreements were signed temporarily dividing Vietnam into North Vietnam and South Vietnam?

“1. The signing of the agreements at Geneva has accorded international recognition to Communist military and political power in Indochina and has given that power a defined geographic base. 

“2. We believe that the Communists will not give up their objective of securing control of all Indochina but will, without violating the armistice to the extent of launching an armed invasion to the south or west, pursue their objective by political, psychological, and paramilitary means.

“3. We believe the Communists will consolidate control over North Vietnam with little difficulty. Present indications are that the Viet Minh will pursue a moderate political program, which together with its strong military posture, will be calculated to make that regime appeal to the nation­alist feelings of the Vietnamese popula­tion generally. It is possible, however, that the Viet Minh may find it desirable or necessary to adopt a strongly repressive domestic program which would diminish its appeal in South Vietnam. In any event, from its new territorial base, the Viet Minh will intensify Communist ac­tivities throughout Indochina.

“4. Although it is possible that the French and Vietnamese, even with firm support from the US and other powers, may be able to establish a strong regime in South Vietnam, we believe that the chances for this development are poor and, moreover, that the situation is more likely to continue to deteriorate progressively over the next year. It is even possible that, at some time during the next two years, the South Vietnam Government could be taken over by elements that would seek unification with the North even at the expense of Communist domination. If the scheduled national elections are held in July 1956, and if the Viet Minh does not prejudice its political prospects, the Viet Minh will almost certainly win.”[57]







To what extent did Eisenhower realize that the US was supporting an unpopular government in South Vietnam?

See President Dwight Eisenhower’s memoir Mandate for Change, where he writes about the election that was to be held to reunite North and South Vietnam after the partition in 1954. According to Eisenhower, “...possibly 80 per cent of the population would have voted for the Communist Ho Chi Minh as their leader rather than the Chief of State Bao Dai.”[58]Ho had led the battle against Japanese invaders during World War II and was a national hero in the eyes of many Vietnamese in the north and south. Ho also led the successful fight to evict the French from Vietnam.

What did Eisenhower fear from a communist takeover of South Vietnam?

Like many civilian and military leaders of the 50’s and 60’s, Eisenhower feared that if the communists succeeded in taking over South Vietnam, many other nations in the area would soon fall like dominoes one after another to the communists. This domino theory is cited time after time in the years before the escalation of the war in Vietnam.

What were the consequences of all of President Eisenhower’s policies toward Vietnam?

Historians at the University of Virginia criticize Eisenhower for keeping the US in Vietnam. They write:

“Eisenhower avoided a direct military intervention in Indochina in 1954, and the French went down to defeat to the Communist forces in northern Vietnam. But Ike was determined not to allow another such fiasco. Following the partition of Vietnam into a communist North and pro-western South, Eisenhower chose to invest huge sums of money and prestige in transforming South Vietnam into a showcase of a new “free Asia.” Spending billions of dollars, sending military advisers, supporting the increasingly brutal tactics of the South Vietnamese regime of Ngo Dinh Diem—all this effort would help create a pro-American bastion in Southeast Asia and halt Communism. Yet it also left a terrible decision for his successors, once South Vietnam faced a new war with Communist forces.

“Ike managed to avoid an American war in Vietnam during his two terms. But he invested so much American prestige and effort in the success of South Vietnam that by the end of the 1950s, America had become deeply invested in its fate. Eisenhower created an American Vietnam, and his successors would wage a bitter – and failed – war to keep it.”[59]







What was the government of South Vietnam doing to improve its popularity in rural areas of South Vietnam with the support of President John F. Kennedy?

George K. Tanham, a director of American aid to rural Vietnam, describes why the efforts of the US supported government in Saigon failed to influence peasants on the farms of South Vietnam. 

By the early 1960s, President Diem, “recognized the Viet Cong activities in the rural areas as a threat to their political base.”[60]Diem then initiated the Strategic Hamlet Program to build secure hamlets in rural areas and separate the rural population from the Communists. 

“This program aimed at providing security for the rural population by moving them when necessary to more compact clusters and constructing ditches and barbed-wire fences as protection. It also aimed at separating the Viet Cong from their base—the people—and thus stopping the flow of goods and food to the insurgents. There were also supposed to be social and economic improvements and responsible political organizations in the hamlets, so that the people would be willing and able not only to defend themselves but to participate actively and loyally in developing a viable and Communist-resistant society. 

“Unfortunately, the program was pushed too fast and without regard for the people's feelings or real needs. Peasants were forcibly and abruptly moved and were made to build defenses, often without compensation. They enjoyed few tangible improvements as a result of these hardships and labor; the follow-up programs for social, economic, and political improve­ments rarely materialized. Hamlets were deemed completed when fortifications were finished, hardly the criterion for real pacification and progress. Communist propaganda to the effect that the strategic hamlets were really concentration camps often fell on very fertile ground.”[61]

How did the communist guerillas in South Vietnam—the Vietcong—maintain their control over the peasants in the fields of South Vietnam?

The Viet-Minh was the name of the army of North Vietnam which defeated the French in the 1950s. New names appeared after the partition of Vietnam in 1954. The Vietcong, the communist guerillas in South Vietnam, and the North Vietnamese Army (NVA) fought the Army of South Vietnam (ARVN), and after 1965, U.S. forces.

It is essential to remember the political tactics and organization of the Vietcong in addition to their military capacity. The journalist Bernard Fall who was later killed in Vietnam wrote of the ability of the Vietcong to set up an entire government in rural areas parallel to the official government of South Vietnam. According to Fall, the Vietcong enforced their rule with assassinations and terror through an armed propaganda group known as the Dich-Van or DV. 

Fall writes:

“It is the Dich-Van operations which create havoc in South Viet-Nam and which, for obvious reasons, neither American helicopters nor U.S. Special Forces can cope with; the DV's make themselves felt at a specifically "Vietnamese" level of fighting upon which the foreigner simply has no effect. It will be a Dich-Van group that will capture the mayor of a recalcitrant village and cut his body to ribbons, or leave his head dangling from a bamboo pole in the middle of the village (with a note attached to it warning that anyone who takes it down will suffer the same fate); it will be a DV unit that will burst into a village meeting, call out the names of five boys who recently joined the South Vietnamese Government's youth movement, and gun them down after the reading of a "death sentence"; it was a DV operation that, on January 10, 1962, captured 100 youth-group leaders in South Viet-Nam, brainwashed them for several weeks, and then released them. Seven incorrigibles were held back and probably murdered. It is that type of operation—the violent act for psychological rather than military reasons—which is the source of the success of the Viet-Minh against the French-Vietnamese forces of the 1940's and 1950's and against the American-Vietnamese forces of the 1960's... In South Viet-Nam's guerrilla war of the 1960's, the DV's role is not to defeat a Vietnamese division, with its American advisers and with U.S. Air Force planes on call, in a Dien Bien Phu type battle. The Dich-Van will simply go on murdering village chiefs, youth leaders, teachers, and antimalaria teams—thus isolating the Saigon government from the countryside. And in a revolutionary war, that is precisely what separates victory from defeat: the control of the rural population.”[62]

The American journalist, Richard Hammer, also had opinions about the loyalty of the rural population. He wrote that land mattered to the farmers and that the Communists redistributed land much more frequently than the central government in Saigon:

“Those who stayed soon learned, both from the VC and by experience, that there would be no trouble from the VC if they cooperated. They might actually be better off than they had been (as long as the Americans and the ARVN did not actively contest the VCs control). The lands of absentee landlords and of those who left were turned over to the hamlet councils and many of the landless were able to rent paddies at low prices; if they had the money, they could even buy them with the funds going into a hamlet treasury for the benefit of all.”[63]

How did the brief presidency of John F. Kennedy influence American involvement in Vietnam? 

US troops or advisors, as they were then called, numbered 700 at the end of the Eisenhower presidency in 1960. Kennedy increased the number to more than 16,000 by the time of his assassination in 1963.[64]Kennedy also popularized the idea of counterinsurgency in the belief that future struggles would be small-scale actions against communist guerillas rather than large scale conventional wars. Kennedy encouraged the expansion of the special forces and authorized the wearing of the green beret by Army Special Forces.

When Lyndon Johnson became president in 1963 after the assassination of John Kennedy, what were CIA assessments saying about the prospects for the success of the US supported government in South Vietnam?

Fortunately, many CIA documents from the era are now available online at-https://www.cia.gov/readingroom/collection/vietnam-collection. These documents provide some information about what the US government knew from its largest intelligence service. Were the reports heeded is another question. Given that CIA director Richard McClone resigned in protest in April 1965, after being ignored so consistently, there are questions about whether pessimistic reports were welcome or carefully considered in the Lyndon Baines Johnson White House.

The content of the reports are interesting, as you might expect. A CIA report from 1964 before large scale US intervention is pessimistic. It starts with the problem, and then offers a conclusion:

THE PROBLEM

To assess the chances for the emergence of a stable non-Communist regime in South Vietnam

CONCLUSION

At present the odds are against the emergence of a stable government capable of effectively prosecuting the war in South Vietnam. Yet the situation is not hopeless: if a viable regime evolves from the present confusion it may even gain strength from the release of long-pent pressures and the sobering effect of the current crisis. Of the men on the scene, General Khanh probably has the best chance of mustering sufficient support to restore a reasonably stable and workable government.[65]




Starting in 1965, President Lyndon Johnson escalated troops in South Vietnam from the more than 16,000 advisors of his predecessor to a total of 549,500. What were the reasons for Johnson’s radical changes in American involvement? 

As you might expect, explanations vary in the many accounts of his actions. Some writers stress his anti-communism. He witnessed Stalin’s thug behavior in Eastern Europe in the 1940’s and 1950’s, as well as during the Berlin crisis. He saw how China and Russia aided the North Koreans during the Korean conflict. Other writers explain how domestic politics shaped him. He saw his Democratic party suffer in the eyes of voters during the McCarthy era when Republican senator Joseph McCarthy accused Democrats of ‘being soft on communism.’ Losing Vietnam might have opened the Democrats up to a new round of ‘McCarthyism.’

Readers seeking details about escalation during the Johnson years can download free eBooks with copies of memorandum and telegrams written by war planners from the US State Department at https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/ebooks and text copies https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/johnson. The Pentagon Papers, with another look at the era, are available at https://www.archives.gov/research/pentagon-papers and https://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/pentagon/pent1.html

For more reading about why LBJ made Vietnam into an American war in 1965, you might direct students to the recent history of the war by H.R. McMaster. H.R McMaster, himself once a general and a former national security advisor explains how it happened in Dereliction of Duty: Johnson, McNamara, and Joint Chiefs of Staff. 

According to McMaster, LBJ had two goals. The first was not to lose the war. He feared the political consequences after seeing the uproar in Congress after the Communists took over China in 1948. The second goal was to keep the attention of Congress and the public on his Great Society legislation until all the legislation passed. The Great Society was to be his legacy. And in fairness to Johnson, there may have been some idealism left in his Great Society goals of assistance to the poor. Johnson was the last president to know privation as a youth. His family struggled during the Depression. 

McNamara, the whiz kid Secretary of Defense, essentially did whatever LBJ wanted done in Vietnam. LBJ did not want to lose the war. LBJ trusted few people, and planned the war with a group of McNamara and four or five other staffers. If LBJ wanted Congress and the Joint Chiefs of Staff excluded, McNamara did his best to exclude these institutions, regardless of the Constitution. 

When the eventual defeat of the Army of South Vietnam became obvious in 1965, McNamara and his staff persuaded LBJ to start introducing American ground troops to prevent the collapse of South Vietnam. But as McMaster explains, there was not an overall strategy for the use of the new troops. McMaster repeatedly mentions LBJ’s desire for the troops “to kill Vietcong.” But there was no discussion of what victory in Vietnam would look like. Would stalemate be victory? Would a better negotiated settlement be victory? Would killing all the Vietcong and Northern Vietnamese Army (NVA) in the South be victory?

One idea which McMaster brings up repeatedly was the desire of the planners of the war to maintain American ‘credibility’ in the world. If I was teaching the war, I might ask students to look around the world at the time and decide where American credibility was at risk in the 1960’s. The US and the United Nations had prevailed in the defense of South Korea in the early 1950s, the Berlin airlift worked in the late 1940s, President Kennedy negotiated a solution to the Cuban missile in 1962, US soft power had helped contain communism in Asia after World War II, etc. Was this credibility? Where did our allies have to go if America lost ‘credibility’? Since the idea of ‘credibility’ was so important in President Nixon and Secretary of State Henry Kissinger’s later management of the war, it may be a topic worth investigating in your classes.

How was dissent about policies in Vietnam handled in the LBJ White House?

After the memo below questioning the war, and a speech on war, Vice-President Hubert Humphrey was excluded from any role planning the war.

“I served on the National Security Council as a matter of law, but Johnson held fewer of those regular meetings and began to discuss Vietnam in the informal sessions he preferred meetings staffed with his own, selected advisers. Beyond excluding me from substantive discussions, Johnson’s annoyance showed in a variety of ways,” Humphrey wrote in 1965.[66]

What were the doubts about the war in Vice-President’s Humphrey’s memo to LBJ?

He cited a lack of public support: 


“American wars have to be politically understandable by the American public. There has to be a cogent, convincing case if we are to enjoy sustained public support. In World Wars I and II we had this. In Korea we were moving under United Nations auspices to defend South Korea against dramatic, across-the-border, conventional aggression. Yet even with those advantages, we could not sustain American political support for fighting Chinese in Korea in 1952.

“Today in Vietnam we lack the very advantages we had in Korea. The public is worried and confused. Our rationale for action has shifted away now even from the notion that we are there as advisers on request of a free government, to the simple and politically barren argument of our national interest." We have not succeeded in making this national interest interesting enough at home or abroad to generate support. The arguments in fact are probably too complicated (or too weak) to be politically useful or effective.”[67]



He noted the “chronic instability” in South Vietnam, which made its government a grave risk to support:

“People can't understand why we would run grave risks to support a country which is totally unable to put its own house in order. The chronic instability in Saigon directly undermines American political support for our policy.”

He argued that the situation in Vietnam was a Civil War, and that US bombing in North Vietnam would not influence small scale terrorism by communists in South Vietnam.

“It is hard to justify dramatic 150 plane U.S. air bombardments across a border as a response to camouflaged, often non-sensational, elusive, small-scale terror, which has been going on for ten years, in what looks largely like a Civil War in the South.”

And he worried that growing domestic opposition to the war in the US would erode support for all of the international programs of the Johnson administration.


“If, on the other hand, we find ourselves leading from frustration to escalation and end up short of a war with China but embroiled deeper in fighting in Vietnam over the next few months, political opposition will steadily mount. It will underwrite all the negativism and disillusionment which we already have about foreign involvement generally—with serious and direct effects for all the Democratic internationalist programs to which the Johnson Administration remains committed: AID, United Nations, arms control, and socially humane and constructive policies generally. (AID is the Agency for International Development.)

“For all these reasons, the decisions now being made on Vietnam will affect the future of this Administration fundamentally. I intend to support the Administration whatever the President's decisions. But these are my views.”



What was the legal justification for the US escalation in Vietnam?

According to the US State Department, 


“In early August 1964, two U.S. destroyers stationed in theGulf of TonkininVietnamradioed that they had been fired upon by North Vietnamese forces. In response to these reported incidents, PresidentLyndon B. Johnsonrequested permission from the U.S. Congress to increase the U.S. military presence in Indochina. On August 7, 1964, Congress passed the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, authorizing President Johnson to take any measures he believed were necessary to retaliate and to promote the maintenance of international peace and security in southeast Asia. This resolution became the legal basis for the Johnson and Nixon Administrations prosecution of the Vietnam War.”[68]



Following the Johnson administration, Richard Nixon won the presidency in 1968. About what percentage of the American deaths in Vietnam, took place during his presidency?

The University of Houston Digital History site says, “About a third of the Americans who died in combat were killed during the Nixon presidency.” See https://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtID=2&psid=3464

What was the rationale for the President Nixon and Secretary of State Henry Kissinger’s very slow withdrawal from the war?

As mentioned earlier, policy makers, especially Henry Kissinger, were concerned about maintaining American credibility in the eyes of the world. Kissinger thought that loyalty to an ally would reassure our other allies in Asia and deter our foes in Asia. At the time that Nixon and Kissinger took office, American war deaths had been reported on the web at two numbers - 31,00 and 34,000. As you will see below, the total number of American dead was over 58,000 at the end of the Nixon years in office. 

Approximately, how many people, combatants and civilians, died in Vietnam?

A public TV station has published these numbers:


❍ 58,000 American troops

❍ 250,000 South Vietnamese troops


❍ 1 million+ North Vietnamese and Viet Cong troops


❍ 2 million Vietnamese civilians


❍ Tens of thousands in Laos and Cambodia

“Although the percent of soldiers who died in Vietnam is similar to other wars, amputations or crippling wounds were300 percent higher than in World War II. Of the 2,500 American soldiers listed as missing in action in 1973, more than 1,600 werestillunaccountedfor in 2015.”[69]



A slightly higher number of US dead of 58,220 is listed by the National Archives at https://tinyurl.com/4z8yfnh8

What are some sources of lesson plans about Vietnam?

I found this National Endowment for the Humanities lesson on Vietnam useful at 

https://edsitement.neh.gov/sites/default/files/2018-08/teacher-guide-vietnam-lessons.pdf

How can you market an elective on Vietnam to your principal or curriculum committee?

Given the over 1,000,000 Vietnamese deaths in Vietnam, the over 58,000 American deaths in Vietnam, and given the more recent disaster in Iraq, you and your History Department or American Studies Department may decide that your students should know more about American interventions around the world. While there have been several American interventions in the Middle East and South America, you may decide to concentrate on the by far largest conflict in terms of loss of life: Vietnam. 

You may believe that there may be lessons to be learned from American experiences in Vietnam. Knowing about the past might be valuable. You might believe that with the past in mind, your students may have better questions to ask about the next intervention.

Your principal might justifiably ask, “What will students do in this new elective?” Note that fuzzy words like ‘learn’ and ‘understand’ may not be acceptable in your principal’s eyes. Your principal should expect outcomes which students can demonstrate. In this spirit of demonstrable outcomes, let’s list a few that students should be able to complete at the end of your elective.

	List at least two events of the Cold War in Europe in the 1950s that led to American distrust of Communism in the 1960s.

	Describe American relations with Communist China in the 1960s. What major event influenced this relationship?

	Describe how the Korean war might have influenced American attitudes toward a new war where the northern part of a country was trying to take over the southern part?

	Describe the population of South Vietnam. Were they predominantly urban or rural? Catholic or Buddhist?

	Describe economic conditions in South Vietnam. Agricultural? Industrial?

	Describe the early political leadership of South Vietnam, which had been installed by the French. Urban or rural? Catholic or Buddhist? To what extent did the political leadership reflect the population of South Vietnam?

	List the characteristics of a civil war.



At the end of the elective, after having read two first person accounts, students can write about the nature of the war. 

	Decide if the war in South Vietnam was a civil war or an invasion by outsiders from the North, as in the case of the Korean War? 

	Explain why you would or would not have recommended American involvement of US combat troops in large numbers.



As you will see as you read any book or article about Vietnam, a repeat of the appeasement at Munich in 1938 was much feared by American leaders. And the Domino Theory, that one fall of one nation to Communism would lead to a succession of states going communist also influenced American plans. 

	A more advanced outcome might be to be ask students to list differences between the Munich agreement of 1938, and an agreement that the United States might have signed with Ho Chi Minh, withdrawing from Vietnam and ending the Vietnam war. List some differences between 1938 Germany, and 1966 or 1968 North Vietnam in population, industrial capacity, and military history. 

	Decide if all communist regimes provide the same level of threat to the United States. Even if Vietnam went communist in the 60’s, were they going to be able to invade Hawaii or California? Was each communist nation equal in military capacity? And questions of history remain. Given its history of wars with China in its past, would North Vietnam immediately join China in campaigns against its neighbors? 



More Sources:

US Senate Hearings-1966 Fulbright Hearings on Vietnam. The Fulbright hearings starting in January 1966 were dramatic. See a videohere. See text of the hearings athttps://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1964-68v04/d64.

For more reports from the CIA, seehttps://www.cia.gov/resources/csi/studies-in-intelligence/archives/vol-40-no-5/why-cia-analysts-were-so-doubtful-about-vietnam/
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The US State Department has many eBooks describing decisions about Vietnam available at 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/eisenhower

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/kennedy

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/johnson

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/nixon-ford

See more on the pacification programs in Vietnam at https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/18/opinion/violence-pacification-vietnam-war.html

Further Reading on Books for Teenagers: 

Doing the Decades: Pulitzer Prize Winners and Outstanding YA Fiction from Each Decade at https://scholar.lib.vt.edu/ejournals/ALAN/spring99/brewbaker.html







More about Reading and Kindles:

Here Natalie Wexler explains why building background information matters, and how teaching reading strategies endlessly wastes students’ time. See

https://www.buzzsprout.com/612361/1866718-a-conversation-with-natalie-wexler




Kindles in Schools: https://kindleworld.blogspot.com/2011/03/kindles-go-to-school-in-big-way-this.html




Short piece on Kindles and summer reading: https://www.shawlocal.com/2016/07/12/vvsd-sophomores-use-kindle-for-summer-reading-list/a3v0ljq/




Questions about reading comprehension. Dr. Lauren Trakhman and Dr. Patricia Alexander of the University of Maryland ask how comprehension while reading digitally compares with comprehension while reading print. See https://www.buzzsprout.com/612361/9060298-s4-04-learning-to-read-digitally-vs-in-print-dr-lauren-trakhman-dr-patricia-alexander

I think that in their research they needed to distinguish between reading a computer screen two feet away and reading a tablet eight or ten inches away. I skim when reading a long pdf file or web page in a small font on a computer screen. I am always in a hurry while reading a computer monitor. I don’t like the glare of a computer screen or the fonts which can be hard to control. With a tablet, I keep it the same distance as a book and read much more carefully. And I can enlarge the fonts on a tablet very easily. But the podcast is interesting in spite of my doubts about the conclusions. They talk about instructors modeling reading and other useful topics.
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After eighteen years teaching biographies in a writing program in a community college in New York City, Jim McCabe clawed his way into middle management at a four year school. 

There McCabe managed the university’s online learning software and helped prepare faculty to teach online. The advice to faculty was to make everything transparent. You are not going to be available after class for a quick question. You and your students will be in different time zones so email will not be instantaneous. Transparency is essential. Students want to know what is expected at all times in their asychronous classes. 

Could public high schools and charter schools also benefit from more transparency, McCabe asks. As reading history is one of the major paths to reading skills, should parents know how much reading a high school or middle school expects in each history course? Will it be ten minutes a night for a history course or thirty or forty minutes or no homework at all? Should parents know if students have the reading skills to handle the textbook? Or will little reading be assigned since many students in the class can’t read the textbook? Will assessments be multiple-choice or actual writing assignments?

Should the courses requiring no homework be labeled as such, with warnings about lost opportunities to gain reading and writing skills? Should parents be able to choose between soft courses and more rigorous courses for their students beginning in middle school? And should parents know how much the average student gains in reading skills in each secondary school? Where is this information today, McCabe asks? And where is the data showing that history textbooks currently in use are building knowledge of American history and the reading skills of American teenagers?

As a reading and writing instructor, McCabe believed that the volume of reading mattered. His students read full-length biographies rather than the brief readings in anthologies often found in English composition classes. Only through wide reading, could students build the schema—the maps—and the vocabulary needed for success as readers, McCabe said.

His earlier book, The Wasted Years: American Youth, Race, and the Literacy Gap, about the lack of reading opportunities in the New York City high schools, was published by Roman and Littlefield in 2003.








Dear Readers,

If you have found this eBook useful, please take a minute and post a review on Amazon or Goodreads. And please send suggestions about out of print books you would like to see digitized to feedback@ebooksforstudent.org. I would also appreciate your comments for improving this guidebook.

Regards,
Jim McCabe
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Get started
-----------

1. Install the font files you want to use

2. Use your app's font picker to view the font family and all the
available styles

Learn more about variable fonts
-------------------------------

  https://developers.google.com/web/fundamentals/design-and-ux/typography/variable-fonts
  https://variablefonts.typenetwork.com
  https://medium.com/variable-fonts

In desktop apps

  https://theblog.adobe.com/can-variable-fonts-illustrator-cc
  https://helpx.adobe.com/nz/photoshop/using/fonts.html#variable_fonts

Online
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Installing fonts

  MacOS: https://support.apple.com/en-us/HT201749
  Linux: https://www.google.com/search?q=how+to+install+a+font+on+gnu%2Blinux
  Windows: https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/help/314960/how-to-install-or-remove-a-font-in-windows

Android Apps

  https://developers.google.com/fonts/docs/android
  https://developer.android.com/guide/topics/ui/look-and-feel/downloadable-fonts

License
-------
Please read the full license text (OFL.txt) to understand the permissions,
restrictions and requirements for usage, redistribution, and modification.

You can use them in your products & projects – print or digital,
commercial or otherwise.

This isn't legal advice, please consider consulting a lawyer and see the full
license for all details.
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FIGURE | Twelfth-grade NAEP reading achievement-level results: 2015 and 2019
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The 2019 achievement-level results at grade 12 reflect the score decreases for lower-performing students when compared to 2015.
There was no significant change in the percentage of twelfth-grade students performing at or above NAEP Proficient in 2019

compared to 2015; however, 30 percent of twelfth-graders performed below NAEP Basicin 2019, which was 2 percentage points
higher than in 2015.

The table below shows the descriptions of NAEP Advanced, NAEP Proficient, and NAEP Basic achievement levels for grade 12, along

with the percentages of students in 2019 performing at each level as well as the percentage of students in the range below NAEP
Basic.

While the reading behaviors specified for the NAEP Proficient level are illustrative of those judged as central to students' successful
comprehension of texts, students performing at the different levels demonstrate a range of skills.
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