





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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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.”

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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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
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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.





Freedom Ride by James Peck: Freedom Riders Challenge Segregation in the South
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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.




	[image: image]


	 
	[image: image]







[image: image]



Harlem─People, Power and Politics, 1900-1950 by Roi Ottley: Profiles of Harlem’s Leaders
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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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As I mentioned earlier, 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?





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 inside an English Department, 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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Before the Mayflower: The History of the Negro in America, 1619-1962 is one of the most popular books we have published. On Amazon, it usually outsells any of the other ninety or so titles in our catalog each month. This book is written at a 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.

* * * * *

[image: image]



“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.”









The Lonely Warrior─The Life and Times of Robert S. Abbott by Roi Ottley: a Publisher Encourages Migration North
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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. 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!”
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