
Elective 3: Reading and Writing Black History 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. The names of teachers and the eBooks they are using would appear on a high school's website. Parents could download titles and read along.

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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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
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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
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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.”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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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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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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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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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
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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
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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.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.”

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? 




Notes:SeeJohn Ogbu, The Next Generation An Ethnography of Education in an Urban Neighborhood, (New York: The Academic Press) p. 256 and p. 105.
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Elective 2: Reading and Writing World War II at 9th-10th Grade Reading Levels






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.



No Woman’s World by Iris Carpenter: U.S. Army in Western Europe
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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.”


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.



Purple Heart Valley by Margaret Bourke-White: Torpedoed in the Mediterranean








[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. As mentioned earlier, the reading level is 8.3.
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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


The grade level is 10.6.In the next two chapters, we will move away from the literature of World War II. You will see electives in Black History at the easy reading level of 6-8, and a more difficult elective of the reading level of 9-10.







© 2025 James McCabe
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